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Foreword

The past decade has seen a seismic shift within psychology and allied sciences
towards an increasing emphasis on what makes life go well. Positive Psychology
has played a central role in rebalancing the previous obsession with problems,
pathology and dysfunction. The happiness and wellbeing of individuals has been at
the core of this new science, and we have learned much about the value of positive
emotions, the characteristics of happy people, and ways to promote individual hap-
piness and wellbeing. However, the foundation of what makes lives go well is not
the individual, but the quality of our relationships — the development of trust, the
giving and receiving of love and support, and the myriad ways in which relation-
ships can be life enhancing.

In this seminal book, Sue Roffey and a team of international experts move beyond
a focus on the individual, putting relationships at the heart of life going well. In
doing so, this book follows a fine tradition which goes back to Darwin, who recog-
nised that the extraordinary complexity of human behaviour, including thinking,
language, the diversity and subtlety of emotions, and our ability to envisage the
future, are all derived from our evolution as social animals, and are manifestations
of our social brain. Neuroscience has shown that the human brain has evolved the
capacity to sense what other people are thinking and feeling. It is ‘mirror’ cells in
the human brain that are activated when we feel empathy or compassion allowing us
to share another persons joy or pain. Other brain regions have become specialised to
allow us to ‘mind read’ or understand what other people are thinking, hoping and
planning. Social relationships have not only shaped human evolution, but they play
a profoundly important role in human development. From the moment of birth (and
even in utero), children enter a world of relationships to which they respond and
through which they learn to navigate. Research has shown that the quality of these
early relationships can have lifelong effects on mental health, cognitive capability,
lifestyle behaviours and, of course, later relationships. But formative as these early
years are, research has also shown that they are not deterministic, and later social
influences can alter these trajectories for better or for worse.

The rich variety and depth of the research presented in the 17 chapters of this
book explores both what is known about the development of positive relationships,

vii



viii Foreword

and the wide range of approaches which have been employed to enhance the quality
of relationships. Recognising the fundamental importance of the type and quality of
our early relationships, many chapters are devoted to relationships with family.
Effective parenting and positive parent-child interactions are dynamic processes
requiring constant adaptation as the child develops through infancy and the primary
years to adolescence and young adulthood. The dynamics of this process and the
skills required for positive relationships at each stage are clearly described in this
volume. The brilliant body of research by John Gottman on couples and the quali-
ties associated with positive couple relationships is described, and this volume also
considers what happens for children when a couple’s relationship breaks down
beyond repair. We learn about the importance of listening to children’s voices and
maximising their wellbeing in the context of family breakdown, and ways in which
this can be achieved. The seminal role of the child-teacher relationship and the qual-
ity of relationships with peers, particularly the nature of friendship are addressed in
depth. An understanding is provided both of what makes for positive relationships
in this context and a critical evaluation of approaches employed to improve such
relationships. Strong evidence is presented for the importance of a whole school
approach to relationship quality and its impact on learning and wellbeing.

A good deal of attention is given to inter-personal relationships in the workplace
where a growing body of evidence shows that positive relationships can improve
productivity and financial success. However, positive relationships at work are of
value in their own right quite apart from benefits to the ‘bottom line’. Positive rela-
tionships at work can in turn feed into more positive relationships with family,
friends and community members. Much has been written about the importance of
leadership in the workplace, and it is now recognised that the ability to foster posi-
tive relationships is at the heart of good leadership. Inspiration and innovation are
not enough — true leaders also need emotional and social intelligence to engage
workers in co-creating their vision. Mentorship is widely regarded as a valuable
function in the workplace, although there can be wide variations in style and quality.
The role of professional consultants is also at heart a relational matter, and we need
a better understanding of the factors which make consultations more effective.
These and numerous other facets of positive relationships in the workplace are
engagingly and insightfully explored in this volume.

The book goes beyond inter-personal relationships to investigate positive com-
munity relationships, which is an area of positive psychology much in need of
further development. Schools, workplaces and other organisations are analysed at the
level of communities, and innovative approaches to enhancing positive community
relationships are presented. A particular strength of the book is the cultural aware-
ness that it brings to all the topics covered, including a variety of approaches to
building positive community relationships where there are major differences in
ethnicity, culture or beliefs. Building harmonious and peaceful relationships in families,
institutions and communities is eloquently addressed in a number of chapters,
including the idea of healthy conflict and the power of restorative justice to strengthen
understanding, relationships and wellbeing.
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As the book’s editor, Sue Roffey has created a first rate, comprehensive account
of the wealth of relationships which impinge on our daily lives, characterising their
positive attributes across a wide range of life stages and contexts, and providing
valuable information about how to make relationships more positive. I have learned
a great deal from this informative volume on evidence-based practice and the
enhancement of positive relationships. I believe it will have a lasting impact on the
field of positive psychology, and encourage further research, theorising and applica-
tion, which goes beyond the individual to the multitude of ways we can be positively
connected with others.

Professor Felicia A. Huppert
Director of the Well-being Institute
University of Cambridge
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Chapter 1
Introduction to Positive Relationships:
Evidence-Based Practice Across the World

Sue Roffey

1.1 A Foundation for Wellbeing

The human race has developed technology almost beyond comprehension. We can
perform what a century ago would have been in the realms of magic and fantasy.
The Internet, air travel and the genome project are just a few examples of the way
knowledge and its application has expanded to change our lives — especially for
those in the privileged, ‘developed’ world.

And yet we have progressed much less in matters of wisdom and living well.
Conflicts continue to rage across the globe, family breakdown is rife, parenting
skills often lacking, antisocial behaviour, intolerance and addictions are all increas-
ingly a concern. Many individuals and communities are ‘languishing’ rather than
‘flourishing’ (Keyes and Haidt 2003).

There is a disconnect between people that is partly framed by economics and the
dominance of the individual. The world is increasingly focused on ‘the bottom line’,
which is not about intrinsic value and meaning in our lives but about extrinsic mone-
tary worth. We are living in times when the quality of relationships often matters less
than our bank balance, profit margins and having the latest and best of everything.

The media — and often politicians — regularly feed us a diet of how not to get on
well with people: fostering fear, revenge and contempt rather than understanding and
compassion. We are encouraged to laugh at the downfall of others and immediately
feel better about ourselves by comparison. Politicians are sometimes congratulated
for how ‘cleverly’ they put others down and do not make the connection between this
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Department of Clinical, Educational and Health Psychology, University College, London, UK
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2 S. Roffey

behaviour and the level of bullying in our schools. Our competitive world encourages
us to believe that being more successful, rich, famous, beautiful or popular than those
around us will bring us happiness. Positive psychology research is increasingly providing
evidence that authentic and sustainable wellbeing lies elsewhere — confirming what
many of us know already.

Human beings are social animals. We need each other. At the deepest level, we want
to feel that we belong, that we are connected with others, and most of us seek relation-
ships that nurture our mind, body and spirit. Reis and Gable (2003) consider that rela-
tionships may be the most important source of life satisfaction and wellbeing. From the
fundamental importance of early attachment in infancy, through learning to make friends
as children and belonging to teenage groups, onto romantic, sexual relationships and
becoming parents and workers, relationships are threaded through every stage of life and
are intrinsic to many things we do. We therefore need to know how to connect well in all
the different relationships in our lives, at home, at work, at school and at play.

1.2 The Project

This volume on positive relationships is, to say the least, an ambitious project — some
might say a foolhardy one. How can a handful of authors, however knowledgeable,
encapsulate one of the most central and dynamic issues of all time — how we relate to
each other in the diverse roles of our lives? Surely this has been done to death? Well,
yes and no. There are certainly plenty of books — and journals — on parenting, con-
flict, work relationships, couple relationships and just about every other chapter here,
but not, to my knowledge, on relationships as a theme across multiple dimensions
and written primarily from a positive perspective: what we know about what is effec-
tive, builds the best between people, has a strengths and solution focus and aims not
just to explore problems but enhance both individual and community wellbeing.

When I was asked to edit this book, I thought it was a great opportunity to dissemi-
nate important knowledge, but underestimated the extent of the endeavour I was tak-
ing on. It has been a demanding but also a fascinating and stimulating task. Every
chapter has been doubly peer reviewed and re-crafted, often several times, to reflect
current knowledge across the world. Undoubtedly significant evidence will have been
omitted, and some researchers do not get the credit they deserve. Steve Duck springs
to mind. His book Friends for Life (1983) inspired me when I first started being inter-
ested in these issues and his work since has been prolific. If this volume stimulates you
to explore further, perhaps start with the (4th) revised edition of Human Relationships
(Duck 2007). Further chapters around specific relational themes could have been
included here but in the end decisions have to be made on what to include and what to
leave out. What I have chosen are relationships and aspects of relationships that most
people experience in a personal capacity.

There is a strong focus throughout the book on children and young people; education
around relational issues is implicit or explicit in many of the chapters. Perhaps an
emphasis on the next generation is more hopeful and optimistic. If we can support a



1 Introduction to Positive Relationships: Evidence-Based Practice Across the World 3

better understanding of positive relationships, and the values and skills to develop
these, with those who will become the citizens, workers, parents and leaders of the
future, then maybe our world will become a safer and more civilised place to be.

The authors are a mix of practitioners and academics — some both — from Europe,
Australasia, North America and Asia. The depth and breadth of knowledge gained
by working in the field is often not given sufficient acknowledgement or credence,
so we have deliberately encapsulated not only evidence-based practice but also
practice-based evidence to explore what is healthy, sustaining and has the best out-
comes. This evidence is both quantitative and qualitative — measuring what is effec-
tive and understanding the meaning and processes of how things work.

All authors were responsive to numerous editorial demands and dedicated to the
task in hand. I am grateful to them for their patience and hard work, especially as
many were also occupied with their own projects and on-going work commitments.
Without exception, in the yearlong process of putting this volume together, they
personified the qualities of positive relationships.

1.3 Positive Psychology

The science of positive psychology has transformed the direction of thinking. Rather
than investigate problems in human functioning, researchers have focused on ways
to achieve maximum wellbeing and ‘authentic happiness’. This has led to some
surprising findings, but also confirmed some of the basic wisdoms for living life
well, many of which are encapsulated in these chapters.

The three pillars of authentic happiness, first identified by Seligman (2002) and
widely extended by others, are:

e The pleasant life — positive feelings and experiences

* The engaged life — being absorbed by something you find deeply interesting

e The meaningful life — what is over and above the self — relationships, service to
others and spirituality

Although the first is of great importance, it does not lead to sustainable wellbeing on
its own. It is based in what is known as hedonic wellbeing: feelings of pleasure. These
are gained in such experiences as a wedding, passing a test, having a new car or enjoying
a meal with friends — all wonderful but temporary. Fredrickson (2009) has studied the
value and benefit of positive feelings in optimising aspects of wellbeing, such as creativ-
ity and problem solving, but acknowledges that we also need to have sad or otherwise
negative feelings from time to time to experience life fully. Meaning and engagement
are based in ‘eudaimonic’ wellbeing, which comprises an approach towards life and a
way of being that is deeper and more sustainable (Ryan and Deci 2001).

Seligman’s most recent model for wellbeing goes by the acronym of PERMA:
Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment/
achievement (Seligman 2011). Relationships may therefore have a higher profile in
positive psychology in the future.
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Critics of positive psychology sometimes say that it focuses too strongly on
subjective wellbeing and risks people being blamed (or blaming themselves) for
their situations — the tyranny of the positive (Held 2008). There is a related concern,
particularly amongst community psychologists, that the discourse of wellbeing will
undermine social efforts to improve the plight of the disadvantaged. As several
authors demonstrate, positive psychology is linked more with social justice than
might at first be apparent.

There is also at least one alternative theory for this lack of empathy in society:
Belief in a Just World (Lerner 1980) is the theory or mindset that says everyone gets
what they deserve. For instance, if you work hard at school you will be successful and
get a good job — if you are lazy you won’t. There is of course a reality to this state-
ment — but it is far from the whole story. It is not surprising that young people get
depressed or disengaged when they try their best but don’t do as well as expected,
or find they can never succeed in comparison to others, or that events outside school
curtail their concentration or motivation. It also means that people who have terrible
things happen to them — such as being a refugee, homeless or in a tsunami — are not
seen as being in the wrong place at the wrong time but somehow responsible for
their plight. The Belief in a Just World is the basis of the American dream — that
everyone can make it — and faulty because it does not take account of chance events,
including where and to whom you were born. Yes, we can do things personally to
change our lives for the better, both in actions and attitudes; yes, other people are
often involved in our life events for better or worse, but things also happen by accident
or as a result of interactive dynamics — there isn’t always someone to blame.

Positive psychology helps people understand not only what they can do to make
a difference for their individual wellbeing but also that this is also intricately con-
nected to our relationships with others. Taking that on board in various ways not
only enhances our own happiness but also the wellbeing of the communities and
societies in which we live. One simple example is that science has shown that per-
forming acts of kindness has several outcomes that benefit the giver as well as the
recipient (Lyubermirsky 2007). Increasingly researchers are finding that individual
authentic wellbeing cannot be separated from what is best for all of us. The
Prilleltenskys (2006) have made strong connections between individual, organisa-
tional and community wellbeing; Gardner and his colleagues (2001) consider the
elements of what can be considered ‘Good Work’, maintaining ethical relational
values alongside a focus on excellence; Huppert (2005) is concerned with provision
for whole populations in respect of positive mental health.

1.4 Politics, Power and Equality

Money does increase our wellbeing, especially if we are short of it, but above a
certain (surprisingly) low level, it does not make much sustainable difference.
Whilst some people with many material advantages do not flourish, others who live
in relatively disadvantaged circumstances perceive themselves as having high levels
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of wellbeing (Huppert and So 2009). Even the boost to happiness that lottery winners
experience decreases after a few months to their basic ‘set point’ for happiness
(Brickman et al. 1978). Sonja Lyubirmirsky (2007) refers to this as ‘hedonic adapta-
tion’, and it occurs in both positive and negative directions. What does matter in
regards to money, however, exists in our relationship with others — if someone in a
similar situation to us is getting a lot more than we are, we feel the inequality and it
is this that affects our wellbeing. There appears to be an acceptance of bonuses for
bosses, but when that becomes disproportionate — from several times as much as the
average pay in an organisation to hundreds of times more — then anger and resent-
ment surface. Fairness is a fundamental need for a healthy relationship — and a
healthy society. Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) summarise research around the world
that demonstrates this in many areas, including physical and mental health, crimi-
nality, violence and our ‘social inheritance’ — how we connect with others. The
more equal the society, the more able we are to share, support and collaborate.

This book has not gone into depth on issues of power in relationships although
this is often addressed by implication. It is apparent throughout that you cannot have
a healthy relationship if you are only self-serving. It is imperative to consider the
needs and perspectives of others as well as yourself. Where one person, community,
company or nation tries to dominate a relationship for their own ends, not only does
it impair the wellbeing of the weaker and infringe their basic human rights but it
does not bring authentic wellbeing to the stronger either.

For me, the personal is political. If you hold the values of fairness, empathy and
respect for others and believe that ethical behaviour matters, you will not only
attempt to live by these principles in your own life but also aim to create a world in
which they are fostered and will seek their representation in all aspects of govern-
ment. The hard-line economists tell us that this not what really matters — the evidence
in this book says otherwise.

1.5 Human (and Animal!) Nature

There are those who say that it is human nature to be acquisitive, aggressive and
competitive, and it would be foolish to deny that these are powerful determinants
of human behaviour. Our thoughts, attitudes and actions are, however, also socially
constructed and even emotions are determined by how issues are discussed and
cultural norms developed. We all learn what to do and how to be by listening to
these ‘dominant discourses’, watching and copying others. This is true of the
youngster who feels angry that someone has said something negative about his
family in school and therefore ‘duty bound’ to punch the person who said it — to
political rallies where people are led to feel that certain races are so unacceptable
that their humanity can be dismissed and whole communities brutalised. Indigenous
Australians were not fully classified as citizens of their own country and not
counted in the census until the 1960s when cultural norms changed sufficiently to
give them the vote.



6 S. Roffey

A recent study of baboons also shows that aggressive behaviours in primates are not
inevitable (Sapolski and Share 2004). During the mid 1980s, half of all males in a
baboon troupe died of TB. The disease was transmitted through raiding human gar-
bage, so it was the aggressive (alpha) males who ate more of the contaminated food and
died — leaving a cohort of atypically unaggressive male survivors. A unique and more
harmonious culture developed with more social grooming, affiliation with females, a
relaxed dominance hierarchy and less stress among low ranking males. Sexual behav-
iours remained the same. A decade later, these behavioural patterns persisted, with
young males joining the troop adopting the less aggressive behaviours.

Healthy relationships, and positive emotions within these, are essential for
survival. Although the basic emotions of fear and anger in the face of threat get
maximum attention, we also have other basic emotions of affection, interest and
empathy that enable us to collaborate and support each other in times of need.
Children are born egocentric for their own survival — they need to grow into being
cooperative for the survival of the species (Roffey 2006). Crocker and her colleagues
(2005) talk about the need to shift the paradigm in inter-group processes from an
‘ego-system’ motivation concerned with personal rights, self preservation and indi-
vidual gain to one which explores what is supportive for everyone and is focused on
the ‘eco-system’. Egocentric emotions dominate our society. Threats are no longer
just about physical survival but about preserving a positive sense of self that can be
undermined in countless ways. Threats can be real but also conjured up, imagined
or exaggerated. They all lead to behaviours that are about getting the better of others
in order to protect the self. Eco-centric emotions — those that foster collaboration
and understanding — are equally important, and their active development across all
levels in society would perhaps be a sign of maturity.

1.6 The Content

1.6.1 Section One: The Power of Positive Relationships
and How We Learn These

There are five sections to the book. The first explores two major reasons why positive
relationships are so significant for both individual and community wellbeing, and
then goes on to detail how relationships are learnt. In Chap. 2, Toni Noble and Helen
McGrath summarise the wealth of research that highlights the centrality of healthy
connection with others for resilience and dealing with adversity. I know from my
own work that vulnerable children, who are dealing with difficult situations and
often presenting with challenging behaviour, can have their futures ‘rescued’ by
sensitive and caring teachers who make them feel worthwhile, focus on their
strengths and foster a sense of belonging in the classroom.

Violence is endemic in many societies and communities — particularly where
inequality thrives. Aggressive and coercive behaviour in interpersonal relationships
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is not, however, inevitable, despite TV soap dramas that often suggest that it is! It
is possible for individuals to modify their responses in situations and become
more aware of the benefits of cooperation, negotiation and mutual respect. As
Wolfe et al. (1999) found, empowering people to develop healthy relationships
provides an alternative to violence. Robyn Hromek and Angela Walsh are practi-
tioners who have been involved in two different aspects of improving relation-
ships to prevent violence. Their case studies in Chap. 3 provide vivid illustrations
of what can be achieved. Robyn recounts her experiences in a school where efforts
were made to reduce bullying and other aggressive student behaviour by ‘planting
the peace virus’. Angela writes about the Love Bites project that helps young
people think through issues of gender relationships to reduce sexual and family
violence.

Chapter 4 in this section details what is required from infancy onwards in learn-
ing what is involved in a healthy and sustaining relationship and what helps some-
one grow to choose pro-social behaviours. Gretchen Brion-Meisels and Stephanie
Jones outline the ‘stage-salient’ tasks required at different ages for children to
become confident and empathic in their interactions with others. The authors also
summarise innovative programmes in schools in the US and in Colombia that are
helping young people to learn and develop positive relationships.

1.6.2 Section Two: Close Relationships

The second section deals with our most intimate relationships. In Chap. 5, Vagdevi
Meunier and Wayne Baker refer, amongst others, to John Gottman’s seminal work
on couple relationships and the factors that contribute to a happy marriage or roman-
tic/sexual partnership. The ways in which individuals deal with differences amongst
them appears to be crucial in whether or not relationships flourish.

Kimberley O’Brien, a child and family psychologist, and Jane Mosco, an educa-
tional psychologist, work extensively with children, young people, their parents and
carers. In their chapter on parent—child relationships, these authors explore different
parenting ‘styles’ and their outcomes for children. Baumrind’s authoritative style
(1989) (also referred to as facilitative by later commentators) enables children to
grow up to be independent, self-controlled, persistent and caring. The authors give
examples of how this style might be incorporated into different life stages for these
positive outcomes.

Breakdown in family relationships is now sadly commonplace in most of the
Western world. Separation and divorce, however, do not stop people being parents.
In Chap. 7, Emilia Dowling and Di Elliott, who work in mediation and family ther-
apy, summarise what supports children in these situations of loss and change and
what adults need to take into account. The rights of the child are paramount.

Friendship is important to most of us. We often experience positive feelings in
interactions with friends that boost our resilience, confidence and a positive sense of
self. Our friends may also provide the stable, positive alliance that families do not
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always manage. Friendship is therefore critical for our psychological health.
In Chap. 8, Karen Majors outlines the functions of friendship and the ways in which
positive reciprocal relationships with peers enhance wellbeing. She emphasises the
importance of children learning the skills that enable them to establish a threshold
for friendship.

1.6.3 Section Three: Relationships at School and at Work

The third section moves away from the most intimate but includes important
relationships that sustain wellbeing in different areas of life. Relationships in school
are having an increasingly high profile, not only for wellbeing but also for an effec-
tive learning environment (Hattie 2009). Relationships in one part of the school
system impact on others, so schools are either building a healthy environment with
high levels of social capital and relational quality or maintaining one that is full of
anxiety and of benefit only to those who can be ‘successful’ in tightly defined ways.
I outline the ecology of positive relationships in schools in Chap. 9.

The advent of positive organisational psychology is an exciting development
with an increasing evidence base of what makes a difference. Sue Langley works
with organisations across the world to bring higher levels of emotional intelligence
into the workplace. In Chap. 10, she explores what promotes a cooperative, effective
and flourishing working environment. She also identifies the strengths and qualities
of relationships that increase motivation, commitment and build social capital in an
organisation. This not only enables people to achieve fulfilment in their work but
also leads to more creative and effective outputs.

Chapter 11 is also about relationships at work but from a different perspective.
Elizabeth Gillies writes about positive professional relationships and what is
required in a relationship between client and a provider of services in order to gain
the best outcome. This can be for artisans such as builders through to therapeutic
services. This chapter explores solution-focused and strengths-based approaches for
effective engagement with others along with a consultation model for interaction.

Ann Brewer, in Chap. 12, writes about how a mentoring relationship can nurture
potential by contributing to life learning, enhancing perspectives of thinking and
values as well as improving outcomes for both individuals and organisations. She
explores the bi-directional influence within mentoring relationships and what is
needed to ensure they work well. She also identifies different ways of conducting a
mentoring relationship.

The final chapter in this section, Chap. 13, addresses leadership and what posi-
tive psychology offers for a new paradigm. Hilary Armstrong makes the point that
leadership skills often focus on measureable technical knowledge rather than the
relationship skills that make the most difference. She refers to a specific study on
organisational coaching to illustrate the importance and effectiveness of social
intelligence in leadership.
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1.6.4 Section Four: Relationships in the Wider World

This section goes beyond the interpersonal to the wider community. I first experienced
a small shift in community relationships at a street party in London. The little
terraced houses were 100 years old that year, and my neighbours and I thought this
was worth a celebration. In the 40 or so houses in the street were representatives
from Ireland, Scotland, Poland, Cyprus, the Caribbean, India and England. The
6 months of meetings to discuss and plan what we would do on midsummer’s day
led to greater connection and understanding between people. Even families who
were not much involved in the planning ‘came to the party’ on the day and joined in
with decorating the street, dressing up, cooking and dancing. The street was closed
to traffic and everyone brought out tables and chairs onto the pavement and shared
food. The sun obligingly shone! From that time onwards we knew who our neigh-
bours were, could greet them with a smile and sometimes stop for a chat on the way
to the shops. The more we knew about each other, the less we could prejudge on the
basis of stereotypes and assumptions. Barriers came down as we shared a common
goal, and the benefits lasted long afterwards.

In Chap. 14, Margaret Vickers and Florence McCarthy have written about the
complexities of community relationships in rural Australia. They present a case study
that illustrates how positive community relations can be created, overcoming complex
real and symbolic boundaries. As in the example above, this also occurred through
the development of joint activities bringing disparate groups together. In this case,
these included school staff and students, university students, community organisa-
tions, a non-government organisation and indigenous elders with the common goal
of promoting the teaching and learning of indigenous languages. The authors con-
clude that community wellbeing can only grow out of reconstructed relationships
replacing marginalisation and discrimination with respect and inclusion.

Zalman Kastel is also concerned with promoting positive interactions between
people of different cultures, although his focus is specifically the difference in reli-
gious beliefs. He initiated the organisation now known as Together for Humanity
where adults of different faiths (Jewish, Muslim and Christian) work with young
people in schools and communities around Australia to enhance interfaith under-
standing and tolerance. As Chap. 15 illustrates this is a far from straightforward
task, but there is evidence that concerted, sensitive and thoughtful efforts do make a
difference to how people perceive each other.

1.6.5 Section Five: Responding Positively to Challenges
in Relationships

In my experience, many people are skilled at establishing and maintaining positive
relationships but get lost when dealing with direct challenges or situations that
create tension. They put their head in the sand and pretend it isn’t happening, duck
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out of confrontation and agree with everything for a quiet life or explode with
frustration and anger. This final section is therefore as important as all those that
have gone before in exploring how we use a positive approach in potentially
negative situations.

Lois Edmund, in Chap. 16, explores how healthy conflict can strengthen a rela-
tionship and ways in which to mitigate negative outcomes of conflict. She makes the
link between the science of positive psychology and the study of conflict resolution.

Finally, Chap. 17 looks at how relationships might be repaired after they have
been damaged. Peta Blood gives an account of the practice and value of restorative
approaches to reconnect individuals and communities and importantly to encour-
age offenders to take authentic responsibility for their behaviour. These approaches
are increasingly being seen to have value in various spheres from the justice system
to schools. Not only are they more likely to rebuild healthy communities but also
reduce the potential for further harm.

1.7 Threads and Connections Between Chapters

One of the challenges of putting together a book on a single theme is to make each
chapter discrete and offer some specific and unique insights. The authors have, by
and large, achieved this. Inevitably, however, there are commonalities that run
through many chapters. This also has benefits in showing how certain principles
and ways of thinking are relevant to many different interpersonal situations and
circumstances.

As well as positive psychology, several authors refer to other theoretical
approaches that they have found useful and congruent. Purists may be dismissive,
but many applied psychologists are eclectic in their thinking and employ what they
find helpful. The following themes are mentioned throughout the book, although
not in every chapter.

1.7.1 Ecological (Systems) Theory

There is rarely linear causation in matters of human behaviour. Outcomes at any
one time are the result of bi-directional, circular and accumulative causation.
This assertion by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) on ecological systems theory is
reflected in many chapters. This theory, originally on child development, says
that we all live in nested systems, and there is bi-directional influence between
them. The most influential is the micro system, comprising the day-to-day
experiences with those in our immediate circle. For young children, this is the
interaction with their families and carers. What happens here, however, is affected
by other systems, from the resources provided by the local neighbourhood to the
expectations in workplaces and schools to socio-political dimensions of the
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whole culture and the dominant values expressed there. Bronfenbrenner later
added the chronosystem — an acknowledgement that ecologies do not remain
static but change over time.

1.7.2  Social Constructionist Theory

This theory emphasises the importance of meaning and how individuals and groups
have different ‘realities’ based in how people around them — including in the media —
talk about things — often referred to as ‘dominant discourses’. Several chapters
touch on how language matters in the creation of the world we live in, our priorities,
perspectives and behaviour. It is useful to reflect on how these discourses come
about in society and in whose interest they might be. Sir Ken Robinson (2010) has
some interesting things to say about this in relation to education and creativity.

1.7.3 Connection and Resilience

Although Chap. 2 deals with this directly, the importance of feeling you belong
somewhere and that at least one significant person believes that you are worthwhile
is referred to several times in other chapters. Emily Werner and her colleagues began
their longitudinal study in 1955 in Hawaii with babies born in circumstances of
multiple disadvantages which put them at risk of negative outcomes. They followed
up the life trajectory of nearly 700 children into adolescence and adulthood and
found that certain factors made the difference to their ability to overcome adversity.
Of these, one of the most powerful is positive connection with others (Werner and
Smith 2001). This begins, but doesn’t end, with attachment; the early experiences in
infancy where parent/carer responsiveness and emotional nurturing have such a
powerful impact on how we feel about ourselves and our place in the world and
therefore our future relationships (Bowlby 1969). There is also evidence that the
quality of attachment affects the development of the brain (Gerhardt 2004).

1.7.4 Emotional and Social Intelligence/Literacy and Learning

Although still open to academic debate, emotional intelligence (intrapersonal
knowledge and skills) and social intelligence (interpersonal skills) have become
widely recognised as the symbiotic abilities that underpin both positive function-
ing and healthy social interactions (Ciarrochi and Scott 2006; Schutte et al. 2001;
Goleman 2006). First given prominence by Howard Gardner in his early work on
multiple intelligences (1983) and later widely publicised by Daniel Goleman
(1995, 2006) with extended research by Peter Salovey, John Mayer (1990) and
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others, emotional and social intelligence has become part of the twenty-first
century zeitgeist.

Many authors refer to the need for children to learn to become socially and
emotionally literate — to be able to understand and manage their feelings, construct
positive interactions with others and cope well with adversity. The work of CASEL
(The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning) in the US and
Antidote in the UK have resulted in both countries putting SEL high on the educa-
tional agenda. Other countries are following this lead. Skills include emotional rec-
ognition, regulation and expression, empathy and concern for others, positive
communication, responsible decision-making and goal setting. Social skills alone,
however, can be self-serving and manipulative. To ensure that relationships develop
in healthy and reciprocal ways, they need to be embedded in relational values and be
learnt in congruent contexts (Roffey 2010). The relational value mentioned most
often here is respect. This is not the respect that comes from deference to authority,
but from being willing to listen to someone else even if you don’t agree with them
(Roffey 2005). It means treating someone as worthy, not putting them down or mak-
ing them feel inferior. Pro-social behaviour puts this into practice by acts of inclu-
sion, kindness, interest, generosity and acceptance. For all but the most hardened
individuals, this meets a basic psychological need for feeling valued and connected.

1.7.5 A Strengths and Solution Focus

Traditional psychology addresses problems and deficits. Positive psychology has
moved away from this focus into exploring what is going well and how to get more
of it. This includes personal qualities, the strengths of organisations and the posi-
tives within any situation.

Positive relationships are more likely if people seek to identify not only their
own strengths and use these to reach goals but also do the same with others. Self-
concepts and the resulting behaviours are influenced by how significant others
describe individuals. A child who is told she is helpful will begin to see herself that
way; a young man who is told he is lazy will have nothing to live up to.

Many authors refer to a strengths approach. Although there are many versions of
these, the VIA inventory (Values in Action) devised by Chris Peterson and Martin
Seligman (2004) identifies 24 specific strengths classified under the six virtues of
wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance and transcendence.

Rather than deconstruct a problem into its component parts, asking questions
such as ‘what went wrong?’, a solution focus explores what people want and the
extent to which they are already there (Greene and Grant 2006). This is not only
optimistic and future-focused but also ensures that energies are utilised in construc-
tive action rather than negative rumination.

There are strengths to celebrate in the field of positive relationships and these are
that we look to build on. There are couples in supportive, loving partnerships, and
when these work well, they may meet the needs of both parties possibly better than
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ever before. I look around at some of my friends’ long-lasting marriages and see
equality, companionship and mutual support. Many families are aware of good
parenting practices, and children grow to be strong, independent and caring of
others. Although it still exists, racism is less acceptable in society than it once was,
and workplaces in the civilised world are no longer workhouses where employees
live in fear of the unrestrained power of the bosses. There is much to be learnt from
these developments, to hold on to and to evolve.

1.7.6 Social Capital

Physical capital comprises hardware resources such as buildings and equipment
and human capital comprises knowledge and skills. Social capital here refers to the
quality of relationships within an organisation or community and the social cohe-
sion they promote. Although basically a term originating in sociology, social capital
is increasingly recognised by psychologists working in organisational and group
settings and can be found here in several chapters. Although there is still debate
over the precise definition, the concept continues to gain ground as a useful way of
describing and analysing the relational quality of organisations and communities.
High levels of social capital are developed by positive everyday interactions
between people. These are marked by mutual trust, reciprocity and shared respon-
sibility towards meeting agreed goals that put the common good over self-interest.
Toxic environments, marked by cliques, negative communications and interactions,
where power is wielded for the benefit of a few, have low social capital. For most
people, they are uncomfortable places to work, live or learn. Where there is good-
will towards others in the norm, life becomes not only more pleasant but also more
productive. Helliwell and Putnam (2004) have found from large samples of data
from several countries that social capital, as measured by the strength of family,
neighbourhood, religious and community ties, supports both physical health and
subjective wellbeing.

1.8 Summary

This book is not presented as a panacea but as a search for the possible. Positive
relationships are what people really do seem to want in their lives — at home, at work
and in their communities. Nearly everyone wants to feel valued, connected and
supported. A baby learning to smile at only 6 weeks shows just how deeply embedded
this need for social connection is in our biology as well as across cultures. Despite
the complexities of establishing and maintaining positive relationships, this book
demonstrates what might be involved across different contexts in doing just that.
Most of this isn’t rocket science — at one level we have always known it — now we
have the evidence to prove it. Perhaps we need to reflect on whether or not, individually
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and collectively, we will take note of this evidence and put it into practice — choose
what works. Like going on a diet to lose weight, good intentions do not always trans-
late into sustained action. You are more likely to succeed when you take up the chal-
lenge with others — the more we talk about it together, the more likely we are to
believe that this is achievable and take action to make it happen.

We are bound together by the common thread of humanity; when this is broken we are all
undone.

Perhaps only when we recognise this can we all achieve authentic, sustainable
wellbeing.

References

Baumrind, D. (1989). Rearing competent children. In M. Damon (Ed.), Child development today
and tomorrow (pp. 349-378). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment: Attachment and loss (Vol. I). London: Hogarth.

Brickman, P, Coates, D., & Janoff-Bulman, R. (1978). Lottery winners and accident victims: Is
happiness relative? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36, 917-927.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Ciarrochi, J., & Scott, G. (2006). The link between emotional competence and well-being: A lon-
gitudinal study. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 34, 231-244.

Crocker, J., Garcia, J. A., & Nuer, N. (2005, July). From egosystem to ecosystem in intergroup
interactions: Implications for intergroup reconciliation. University of Michigan. Paper pre-
sented at Self Concept Conference, Ann Arbor, MI.

Duck, S. (1983). Friends for life: The psychology of close relationships. Brighton: Harvester
Press.

Duck, S. (2007). Human relationships (4th ed.). London: Sage Publications.

Fredrickson, B. (2009). Positivity. New York: Crown Publishers.

Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of mind: The theory of multiple intelligences. London: Fontana.

Gardner, H., Cziksenmihaly, M., & Damon, W. (2001). Good work: When excellence and ethics
meet. New York: Basic Books.

Gerhardt, S. (2004). Why love matters: How affection shapes a Baby’s brain. Hove/New York:
Brunner Routledge.

Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence. New York: Bantam Books.

Goleman, D. (2006). Social intelligence: The new science of human relationships. New York:
Bantam Books.

Greene, J., & Grant, A. M. (2006). Solution focused coaching: Managing people in a complex
world. Harlow: Pearson Education.

Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning, a synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement.
London: Routledge.

Held, B. S. (2008). Combating the tyranny of the positive attitude. In J. Allison & D. Gediman (Eds.),
This I believe II: More personal philosophies of remarkable men and women (pp. 106-108).
New York: Henry Holt.

Helliwell, J. F, & Putnam, R. D. (2004). The social context of wellbeing. Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London Series B, 359, 1435-1446.

Huppert, E. A. (2005). Positive mental health in individuals and populations. In F. A. Huppert,
N. Baylis, & B. Keverne (Eds.), The science of wellbeing (pp. 308-340). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.



1 Introduction to Positive Relationships: Evidence-Based Practice Across the World 15

Huppert, F. A., & So, T. (2009, July 23/24). What percentage of people in Europe are flourishing
and what characterises them? Briefing document for OECD/ISQOLS meeting “Measuring
subjective well-being: an opportunity for NSOs?”, Florence. http://www.isqols2009.istitutode-
glinnocenti.it/Content_en/Huppert.pdf

Keyes, C. L. M., & Haidt, J. (Eds.). (2003). Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life well
lived. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Lerner, M. (1980). The belief in a just world. New York: Plenum Press.

Lyubermirsky, S. (2007). The how of happiness. London: Sphere Books.

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and clas-
sification. New York: Oxford University Press.

Prilleltensky, 1., & Prilleltensky, O. (2006). Promoting well-being: Linking personal, organiza-
tional, and community change. Hoboken: Wiley.

Reis, H. T., & Gable, S. L. (2003). Toward a positive psychology of relationships. In C. L. M. Keyes
& J. Haidt (Eds.), Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life well lived (pp. 129-159).
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Robinson, K. (2010). Changing paradigms in education. Accessed January 3, 2011, from RSA
Animate. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U

Roffey, S. (2005). ‘Respect’ in practice — the challenge of emotional literacy in education’.
Australian Association for Research in Education. Available at http://www.aare.edu.au/05pap/
rof05356.pdf

Roftey, S. (2006). Helping with behaviour in the early years: Promoting the positive and dealing
with the difficult. London: Routledge.

Roffey, S. (2010). Content and context for learning relationships: A cohesive framework for indi-
vidual and whole school development. Educational and Child Psychology, 27(1), 156-167.
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2001). On happiness and human potential: A review of research on

hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing. Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 141-166.

Salovey, P., & Mayer, J. D. (1990). Emotional intelligence. Imagination, Cognition and Personality,
9(3), 185-211.

Sapolski, R. M., & Share, L. J. (2004). A pacific culture among wild baboons: Its emergence and
transmission. Public Library of Science: Biology, 2(4), €106. doi:10.371/journal.pbio.0020106.

Schutte, N. S., Malouff, J. M., Bobik, C., Coston, T. D., Greeson, C., Jedlicka, C., Rhodes, E., &
Wendorf, G. (2001). Emotional intelligence and interpersonal relations. Journal of Social
Psychology, 141(4), 523-36.

Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Authentic happiness: Using the new positive psychology to realize your
potential for lasting fulfilment. New York: Free Press.

Seligman, M. E. P. (2011). Flourish: A visionary new understanding of happiness and wellbeing.
New York: Free Press.

Werner, E. E., & Smith, R. S. (2001). Journeys from childhood to midlife: Risk, resilience, and
recovery. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Wilkinson, R., & Pickett, K. (2010). The spirit level: Why equality is better for everyone. London:
Penguin.

Wolfe, D. A., Wekerle, C., & Scott, K. (1999). Alternatives to violence: Empowering youth to
develop healthy relationships. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Sue Roffey is an educational psychologist, Adjunct Associate Professor at the School
of Education, University of Western Sydney and an Honorary Lecturer at University
College, London. She is a prolific author on behavioural and relational issues, works
internationally as an educational consultant, and is a founder member of the Wellbeing
Australia network. Sue is on the editorial board of Educational and Child Psychology
and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts.

Contact: sue @sueroffey.com



Chapter 2
Wellbeing and Resilience in Young People
and the Role of Positive Relationships

Toni Noble and Helen McGrath

2.1 Introduction

Over the last 10 years, there has been a gradual shift in both research and commu-
nity and school practices away from the concept of youth welfare, with its focus on
supporting young people in distress, and towards the concept of youth wellbeing
and resilience. This trend towards wellbeing and resilience is consistent with a posi-
tive psychology approach (Seligman 2011) and more recently the positive psychol-
ogy/positive education approach (Noble and McGrath 2008). Positive psychology
focuses primarily on the empirical study of human wellbeing, strengths and resil-
ience to negative life events and the conditions that allow individuals, groups and
organisations to flourish.

2.2 What Is Wellbeing?

Wellbeing is an overarching term that encapsulates an individual’s quality of life,
happiness, satisfaction with life and experience of good mental and physical health.
A comprehensive and systematic review by Noble et al. (2008) of the research
literature on ‘wellbeing’ was undertaken to identify the common features in defini-
tions of wellbeing. The most common components identified included: positive
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affect (an emotional component), resilience (a coping component), perceived
satisfaction with relationships and other dimensions of one’s life (a cognitive
component) and effective functioning and/or the maximising of one’s potential
(a performance component).

Sustainable psychological wellbeing has been described as the perception that
one’s life is going well (Huppert and So 2009). These authors equate wellbeing with
the concept of “flourishing’, which is a combination of feeling good and functioning
effectively. Researchers such as Diener and Seligman (2004) and Layard (2005)
have argued that people’s subjective perceptions of satisfaction with their lives are
a better indicator of wellbeing than the more traditional indicators such as their level
of physical health, their wealth, their quality of housing and the level of safety in
their community. Stanley (2003) has noted that Australia’s economic prosperity and
technological progress have not delivered a better life for a significant proportion of
its population of children, young people and their families and that this seemingly
paradoxical pattern has also been observed in many other similarly developed
nations. Huppert and So (2009) point out that some people in very favourable objec-
tive circumstances do not flourish, whilst others who live in relatively harsh circum-
stances have high levels of wellbeing.

People who have a high level of psychological wellbeing (i.e. satisfaction with
the quality of their life experiences) are likely to learn more effectively and work
more productively and have lower levels of absenteeism at school and in the work-
place; they also tend to have more satisfying and successful relationships with oth-
ers, make a greater contribution to their community and have fewer health problems
(Diener et al. 2009; Huppert 2009).

Whilst most educators and psychologists support the importance of ‘student
wellbeing’ (i.e. children and young people’s wellbeing at school) for their academic
achievement and social-emotional adjustment, there is very little consensus on what
student wellbeing actually is (Fraillon 2004). Only three definitions were identified
in the literature search mentioned above (Noble et al. 2008): Engels et al. (2004)
define student wellbeing as a positive emotional state resulting from a harmony
between the sum of specific context factors and the personal needs and expectations
towards the school; De Fraine et al. (2005:297) more simply define it as the degree
to which a student feels good in the school environment; Fraillon (2004:24) defines
wellbeing in terms of the degree to which a student is functioning effectively in the
school community.

A clearer, more specific and robust definition of student wellbeing could serve to
more effectively guide educational policy and school practices to enhance the well-
being and resilience of young people. In a scoping study by Noble et al. (2008), a
modified Delphi methodology was used to seek clarification and agreement on the
characteristics of a draft definition of student wellbeing. The draft was developed
from a synthesis of the common components of previous definitions of student well-
being and of general wellbeing applied to a school context. The first stage of the
Delphi process involved contacting 30 worldwide experts in the area of general
wellbeing and/or student wellbeing — researchers, theorists and/or writers around
the world who had made substantial and relatively recent published contributions to
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the field of ‘wellbeing’ — and inviting them to participate in the process. Twenty-six
of the invited experts participated, representing a range of countries including
Australia, Denmark, the UK, Italy, New Zealand, Portugal and the USA.

In stage 1, they were asked to indicate their level of agreement (in an online survey)
with the draft definition as well as each component in the definition and to make addi-
tional comments and suggestions. The experts’ responses were collated, and the key
findings were summarised and returned to them in stage 2 for further comments and
to seek consensus. There was a very significant (but not total) agreement amongst the
experts on each component and on the wording in the final definition, which was:

Optimal student wellbeing is a sustainable emotional state characterised by (predominantly)
positive mood, attitude and relationships at school, resilience, self-optimisation and a high
level of satisfaction with learning experiences.

Optimal student wellbeing is the desirable level of wellbeing for all
students.

A sustainable state is a relatively consistent mental or emotional condition that is
pervasive and maintained over time despite minor variations triggered by life events.

Predominantly positive mood, attitude and relationships at school implies
mainly positive feelings and an optimistic approach to school, plus high-quality and
prosocial relationships with peers and teachers at school that engender social satis-
faction and support.

Self-optimisation is a realistic awareness of (and predominantly positive judge-
ment about) one’s own strengths and a willingness to strive to build and use them in
meaningful ways.

Satisfaction with learning experiences at school describes a student’s
satisfaction with the nature, quality and relevance of their learning experiences at school.

The constructs of wellbeing and resilience are closely linked. Most definitions of
wellbeing incorporate some reference, either explicit or implied, to the capacity of
the individual to be resilient. Developing a capacity for resilience can enhance men-
tal health and wellbeing (Raphael 2000). Both constructs represent a shift in per-
spective from a deficit model of young people ‘at risk’ to a model that focuses on
the personal strengths and environmental factors that help young people withstand
high levels of ‘risk’ and, in many cases, flourish. Many researchers and advocates
(e.g. Battistich 2001; Cefai 2004; Levine 2003; Martin 2002; Stanley 2003) have
argued for a stronger emphasis on preventative action, or, as Knight (2007) has
described it, the broadening of the construct of resilience, as an effective way of
protecting and promoting the wellbeing of all children.

2.3 What Is Resilience?

The construct of resilience emerged from the work of researchers who undertook
longitudinal developmental studies of ‘at-risk’ children. For example, Werner
and Smith (1992) followed a cohort of nearly 700 boys and girls from birth until
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they were 40-year-old adults. These children lived in a community in Kauai
(Hawaii) where there were high levels of poverty, unemployment and parents
with alcoholism and mental illnesses. Vaillant (2003) followed two very large
cohorts of adolescent males for 50 years, including one cohort who had grown up
in neighbourhoods that were characterised by crime and poverty. These research
studies found that, despite encountering these life stressors as they grew up, a
significant number of young people (30-50%) not only survived but even thrived
and flourished (Silva and Stanton 1996; Werner and Smith 2001).

Further support for the construct of resilience comes from studies of children
and young people who have socially and psychologically recovered from natural
disasters such as hurricanes or man-made disasters such as wars. The International
Resilience Research Project collected ongoing data on 1,225 children (aged
3—11 years) and their families who had experienced natural or man-made disas-
ters across 27 sites in 22 countries between 1993 and 1997. The results (Grotberg
2001) showed that one-third of the children developed resilience, that socioeco-
nomic status had very little impact on whether or not a child responded resiliently
and that girls used more interpersonal skills in dealing with the adversities that
affected them whereas boys used more pragmatic problem solving skills. Ratrin
Hestyanti (2006) studied fifty young people (aged 11-15 years) who survived the
Tsunami in Aceh, Indonesia in 2004. Six of them were identified as resilient.
Among the personal skills that these six resilient young people demonstrated
were: willingness to talk to other people about their experiences, a sense of
humour, strong motivation to recover from the trauma, behaviour that reflected
kindness to others and self-efficacy. They also benefited from external factors
such as: emotional support from others, opportunities to participate in familiar
religious and cultural ceremonies and a chance to play in and enjoy natural recre-
ational resources such as a nearby river.

There are many different definitions of resilience but all refer to the capacity of
the individual to demonstrate the personal strengths needed to cope with some kind
of challenge, hardship or adversity. Benard (2004) suggests resilience is a set of
qualities or protective mechanisms that give rise to successful adaptation despite
high risk factors during the course of development. The International Resilience
Project provides a broader definition that focuses on the universal capacity that
enables a person, group or community to prevent, minimise or overcome the damag-
ing effects of adversity (Grotberg 1997:7). Grotberg (1993) has described a resilient
child as one who bounces back, persists and functions effectively under great odds
and tends to become a competent adult. McGrath and Noble (2003, 2011) define
resilience as the capacity to cope and bounce back after encountering negative
events, difficult situations or adversity and to return to almost the same level of
emotional wellbeing.

Resilience in young people is also linked to long-term occupational and life
success, as well as the prevention of substance abuse, violence and suicide
(Fuller 2001). Children and young people can also apply the attitudes and skills of
‘bouncing back’ to everyday challenges, e.g. not giving up on a difficult task, adapt-
ing to a step-family situation, resolving a fallout with a friend, coping with not
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getting into a team or moving to a new house or school. Being resilient also involves
seeking new experiences and opportunities and taking risks. Risk taking is likely to
mean some setbacks and rejections, but it also creates more opportunities for suc-
cesses and greater self-confidence.

Protective factors are those personal and environmental factors that lead to resil-
ience, buffer the negative impact of hardship and trauma and minimise the likelihood
of psychological difficulties in the face of adverse risk factors (Werner 1996).

2.4 Protective Personal Factors That Contribute
to Resilience and Wellbeing

The following skills, attitudes and behaviours have been identified as contributing
to higher levels of coping and resilient behaviour.

Social skills: Social skills that enhance cooperation and underpin positive relation-
ships appear to be especially important for resilience and wellbeing (Bornstein et al.
2003; Cove et al. 2005; National Crime Prevention 1999; Zins et al. 2004).

Behaviour that reflects empathy and prosocial values such as kindness, fairness and
altruism: Resilient students and those with optimal levels of wellbeing are more
likely to demonstrate prosocial behaviour and empathy for others (Gilman 2001;
Vandiver 2001; Werner and Smith 1992).

Emotional regulation: Managing one’s emotions requires skills for regulating strong
feelings such as anxiety, fear and anger (Masten 2004).

Optimistic thinking: In their review of the construct of optimism, MacLeod and
Moore (2000) concluded that an optimistic way of interpreting and adjusting to
negative life events is an essential component of coping. Students with high levels
of resilience and hence wellbeing are more likely to use more optimistic thinking
(Ben-Zur 2003; Seligman et al. 1995). There are four components to optimism:

1. Positivity: finding the positives in negative situations, however small

2. Mastery: feeling some sense of competence and control over one’s life

3. Having a disposition or tendency to expect things to work out, to be forward looking
and proactive and to have the confidence to persevere when faced with adversity

4. Having an optimistic explanatory style which involves believing that bad situa-
tions are temporary, acknowledging that bad situations are usually not all your
fault, and believing that bad situations are specific and don’t affect everything
else or necessarily flow over into all aspects of your life (Gillham and Reivich
2004; Seligman 1992; Seligman et al. 1995)

Optimistic thinking also includes believing that failures and setbacks will happen
but that things will get better and you can try again (Benard 1997).

Helpful thinking skills: Helpful thinking is both rational (i.e. reflects how things
really are rather than how they should be or how an individual would like them to
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be) and helps an individual to feel more emotionally in control and more able to
solve problems (Werner and Smith 1992; Ellis 1997). It is also based on the assump-
tion that negative emotions, although powerful, can be managed. Helpful and ratio-
nal thinking derives from the original Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) model,
based on the understanding that how you think affects how you feel, which in turn
influences how you behave. In particular, rational thinking is drawn from Rational
Emotive Therapy (RET), developed from the original CBT model by Albert Ellis
(Ellis 1997; Ellis and Dryden 1987).

Adaptive distancing: This involves a range of behaviours such as: detaching
from negative influences; withdrawing from family members who are enmeshed in
antisocial or dysfunctional behaviour (Werner and Smith 1992); and emotionally
distancing oneself from distressing and unalterable situations rather than immersing
oneself in the situation and thinking about the negative situation.

A sense of humour: Individuals are less likely to succumb to feelings of depression
and helplessness if they are able to find something funny, even if small, in an adverse
situation (Benard 2004). Lefcourt (2001) has argued that humour enables individu-
als to live in what are often unbearable circumstances. Humour is also a form of
optimism that helps to keep things in perspective.

Goal-setting skills: These are underpinned by a drive to change and recover and
succeed. They include: willingness to delay short-term gratification in order to
achieve longer-term outcomes (Masten and Obradovi¢ 2008; Vaillant 2003;
Werner and Smith 1992); time management, organisational and planning skills;
and preparedness to work hard towards a goal (Werner and Smith 1992). Other
behaviours such as showing initiative, problem solving skills and being resource-
ful are also related to successful goal setting and hence resilience (Werner
1993).

A sense of autonomy, self-efficacy and an awareness of one’s strengths: Personal
competence is linked to knowing one’s strengths and limitations and using this self
knowledge to be able to set realistic and meaningful goals. Goals are seen to be
more meaningful if a person is using their strengths in the service of others (Masten
2004; Vaillant 2003).

A sense of meaning and purpose: This may be gained through different kinds of
endeavour such as working towards academic achievement or participating in com-
munity service. Cove et al. (2005) found that resilient children and young people in
their study had many positive experiences with activities that involved care and
responsibility, such as minding younger siblings, mentoring younger children and
camp counselling.

Spiritual connectedness: Religious beliefs and practices may mobilise emotional
self-regulation — e.g. through prayer or meditation — or social support — e.g. through
rituals, ceremonies and a set of guidelines for living (Haglund et al. 2007; Masten
and Obradovi¢ 2008).
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2.5 Protective External Factors That Contribute
to Resilience and Wellbeing

The external factor that appears to make the largest contribution to children and
young people’s wellbeing and resilience is their experience of positive relation-
ships. In a review of research studies, Luthar (2006) has concluded that resil-
ience for children and young people is fundamentally built on the foundation of
relationships.

2.5.1 Parent—Child Relationships

Children and young people who have positive relationships with their parents
are more likely to be resilient and have optimal levels of wellbeing than are those
without close parental ties. Positive parent—child relationships are characterised by
warmth, emotional support and an authoritative parenting style (demanding, warm
and encouraging of children’s independent striving) as opposed to authoritarian
(controlling and detached) or permissive (warm but non-demanding) parenting
styles (Baumrind 1989). Two specific dimensions of positive parent—child relation-
ships have been linked to children’s academic achievement and competence in the
classroom (Grolnick and Ryan 1989): parental involvement (a high level of aware-
ness of their child’s whereabouts and time spent with and enjoyment of their child)
and autonomy support (inclusion of the child in family decision making and deci-
sions using reasoning as part of managing their child).

Processes in positive parent—child relationships that contribute to resilience
include validation and affirmation, availability, listening and emotional support and
support for independent behaviour and self-efficacy. However, many families living
with poverty, unemployment, high levels of stress, substance abuse or mental health
difficulties can find it difficult to provide a supportive relationship-based environ-
ment for their children (Muir et al. 2009).

2.5.2 Relationships with a Caring Adult

Children who have a significant emotional bond with an adult, in addition to or instead
of a parent, tend to face their challenges more productively and are more likely to
experience success (Garmezy 1992; White-Hood 1993). This caring adult may be a
family member (e.g. an older sibling, cousin, a grandparent or aunt) or a teacher or an
adult involved in the child’s sporting club or recreational club. Werner and Smith
(1992) noted that resilient young people were more likely to seek support through a
relationship with a non-parental adult. Most often, these relationships were with
teachers, ministers of religion or neighbours. Having a positive relationship with an
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adult mentor at school has also been shown to have a positive impact on school success
and resilience (e.g. DuBois et al. 2002; Liang et al. 2002; Vance et al. 1998).

Some of the processes in these relationships that contribute to resilience are vali-
dation and affirmation, the provision of emotional, material and educational support
and the modelling of different types of problem solving.

2.5.3 Peer Relationships

One of the strongest themes in research (e.g. Zins et al. 2004) is the significant
contribution of positive peer relationships to young people’s wellbeing and resil-
ience. A student’s level of social competence and their friendship networks are
also predictive of their academic achievement (Asher and Paquette 2003; Ladd
and Troop-Gordon 2003). Having at least one mutual friendship in childhood is
related to lower levels of loneliness, anxiety and being bullied
(Ladd et al. 1996).

Feeling accepted by peers and having positive peer interactions can enhance the
confidence of vulnerable students and make it more likely that they will behave in
ways that further encourage positive interactions with others. Criss et al. (2002)
have demonstrated that peer acceptance and peer friendships can moderate aggres-
sive and acting-out behaviour in young children with family backgrounds character-
ised by family adversity. Research suggests that having high-quality friendships, or
at least one best friend, can also help prevent children and young people from being
bullied (Bollmer et al. 2005; Fox and Boulton 2006).

The number of friendships that a child has is not as important as the quality of
those friendships. Werner and Smith (1992) identified that resilient young peo-
ple, although not necessarily popular, tended to develop a small number of
friendships with people who stuck with them, sometimes from primary school to
middle age. High-quality friendships are characterised by this kind of loyalty and
support as well as a willingness to stand up for their friend (Bollmer et al. 2005).
Poor-quality friendships feature negative qualities such as conflict or betrayal
and have been linked with emotional difficulties (Greco and Morris 2005). In
some cases, bullying can occur within low-quality friendships (Mishima 2003;
Mishna et al. 2008). It is helpful to teach children and young people skills for
making and keeping friends and also skills for monitoring the quality of one’s
friendships.

Friendships at school can provide a buffer for students when they are bullied or
having difficulties. Adolescent girls in particular are more likely to seek peer sup-
port than family support when they are experiencing difficulties (Fischmann and
Cotterell 2000). Friendships provide students with intimacy, a sense of belonging,
security, validation and affirmation and social and practical support. They also offer
opportunities for students to practise and refine their social skills and discuss moral
dilemmas. This assists students in the development of empathy and socio-moral
reasoning (Schonert-Reichl 1993; Thoma and Ladewig 1993).
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2.5.4 Positive Teacher—Student Relationships

Positive teacher—student relationships play an important role in the development of
students’ resilience and wellbeing (Brazelton and Greenspan 2000; Nadel and Muir
2005; Raskauskas et al. 2010; Weare 2000). Resnick et al. (1997), for example,
found that young people who reported having a close and positive relationship with
teachers were less likely to use drugs and alcohol, attempt suicide or self-harm,
behave in violent ways or engage in sexual behaviour at an early age. Close, warm
and affectionate teacher—student relationships are also associated with children’s
social competence at both preschool level (Howes and Ritchie 1999) and primary
school level (Pianta et al. 2008).

The quality of the teacher—student relationship has also been shown to be one of the
most significant factors influencing student-learning outcomes (Cornelius-White 2007;
Hattie 2009; Rowe 2001). Many studies have found that children with close, positive
teacher—student relationships achieve more highly, have more positive attitudes towards
school, are more engaged in the learning that occurs in the classroom and are less likely
to repeat a grade (Hamre and Pianta 2001).

Many researchers and educators have argued that relationships with students
cannot just be left to chance and that it is a teacher’s professional responsibility
to ensure that they establish a positive relationship with each student (Krause
et al. 2006; Marzano et al. 2003). Both teachers and students believe that foster-
ing positive relationships with students is a core aspect of what effective teach-
ers do (Good and Brophy 2000; Larrivee 2005). When evaluating whether or not
their teacher is a ‘good teacher’, students tend to focus most on the interper-
sonal quality of their relationship with them (Rowe 2004; Slade and Trent 2000;
Werner 2002).

Meta-analytical research undertaken by Marzano (2003) strongly suggests that
positive teacher—student relationships are also the foundation of effective classroom
management. He found that, on average, teachers who had high-quality relationships
with their students had 31% fewer discipline and related problems in a given year
than did teachers who did not have this type of relationship with their students.

As with peer relationships, the quality of a teacher—student relationship is also
important. High-quality relationships are characterised by involvement, emotional
safety, understanding, warmth, closeness, trust, respect, care and support (Brazelton
and Greenspan 2000; Good and Brophy 2000; Krause et al. 2006; Larrivee 2005).

Pianta and Nimetz (1991) note that a high-quality teacher—student relationship in early
childhood and lower primary settings is one that is ‘secure’ rather than ‘dependent’. A
secure relationship is characterised by trust, a sense of safety and ease in seeking help if
needed. A dependent relationship is more likely to be characterised by constant seeking
of help or reassurance and difficulties with separation. Secure relationships are more
likely to develop when teachers show sensitivity towards and have frequent positive inter-
actions with students (Howes and Hamilton 1992; Kontos et al. 1995).

Teachers who have positive relationships with their students are more likely to
behave towards them in the following ways:
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* They acknowledge them, greet them by name and with a smile and notice when
they are absent (Benard 1997; Stipek 2006).

* They respond to misbehaviour with explanations rather than with punishment or
coercion (Bergin and Bergin 2009; Stipek 2006).

* They take a personal interest in them as individuals and get to know them
(Marzano et al. 2003; Stipek 2006); they also endeavour to know and understand
them as individuals with a life outside school (Slade and Trent 2000).

e They are available and approachable (Pianta 1999; Weissberg et al. 1991).

* They are fair and respectful (Stipek 2006). Keddie and Churchill (2004) found
that, when asked what they liked about the good relationships they had with cer-
tain teachers, adolescent boys most frequently referred to the fair and respectful
way in which their teachers treated them.

e They have fun with their students and let students get to know them through
some degree of self-disclosure and being ‘real’ with them (Davis 2003). In this
way, common interests and experiences can be identified.

e They support their students in the development of autonomy, e.g. by offering
choice and opportunities for students to be involved in decision making (Gurland
and Grolnick 2003).

e They listen to them when they have concerns or worries and offer emotional sup-
port (Benard 1997).

High-quality teacher—student relationships lead to feelings of security that empower
children to interact confidently with their environment and encourage them to adopt
the behaviour and values modelled by the teacher (Bergin and Bergin 2009). Children’s
behaviour will be influenced by the behaviour of people around them that they trust or
who function as a secure base within a relationship (Masten and Obradovi¢ 2008).
Feelings of security also promote self-reliance and independence (Bretherton and
Munholland 1999). Students who believe that their teachers care about them are more
motivated to try hard, pay attention in class and do well and are therefore more likely
to achieve and stay in school rather than drop out (Benard 2004; Pianta 1999;
Sztejnberg et al. 2004). Students who experience good relationships with their teach-
ers are more likely to be open and responsive to their directives and advice (Gregory
et al. 2010) and more reluctant to disappoint them by failing to complete assignments,
being absent from school or engaging in antisocial behaviour (Stipek 2006).

2.6 Curriculum Programmes for Developing Student
Wellbeing and Resilience

If teachers (or other community members) are to assist children and young people
to be resilient and have optimal levels of wellbeing, then they need to have the
capacity to be resilient and promote their own wellbeing too (Ungar 2008). Teaching
a curriculum programme designed to foster coping skills and relationship skills and
having a positive relationship with each of their students also contribute to teacher
wellbeing and job satisfaction (Axford et al. 2010; Goldstein and Lake 2000).
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Curriculum programmes that teach social and emotional skills for coping, self-
management and establishing and maintaining positive relationships have been
described as among the most successful interventions ever offered to school-aged
young people (Payton et al. 2008). Many research studies have demonstrated the
positive effects of school-based prevention programmes on developing student
wellbeing and creating protective factors and resilience (Anderson and Doyle 2005).
Several guiding principles about effective curriculum programmes of this type have
emerged. These include:

e Itis important to start teaching these programmes when children are very young
(Greenberg et al. 2003; O’Shaughnessy et al. 2002).

* A whole-school programme works best: i.e. the programme is not just an
‘add-on’ but is embedded in the curriculum and general life of the classroom and
school and involves the whole school, families and community (Scheckner
et al. 2002; Wells et al. 2003).

* The programme should be delivered by teachers and integrated with academic
learning (Durlak et al. 2011; Weissberg and O’Brien 2004).

* A universal programme, taught to all students and not just those who are identi-
fied as ‘at risk’, is more effective (Greenberg et al. 2003; Durlak et al. 2011).

¢ Long-term, multilevel and multi-strategic approaches are more likely to pro-
duce enduring benefits and are more sustainable especially when taught across
year levels (Durlak et al. 2011).

* The programme should include a significant component of skills derived from cog-
nitive behaviour approaches (Andrews et al. 2001, 2002; Scheckner et al. 2002).

2.6.1 Examples of Programmes and Initiatives That Foster
Student Wellbeing, Resilience and Positive Relationships

The ‘PATHS curriculum’ for Years K-5 (Kusché and Greenberg 2004) is a pro-
gramme from the USA that focuses on developing young people’s social and
emotional competence in order to build protective factors and decrease the risk of
behavioural and social problems. Topics covered include: relationships, emotions,
self-management and social problem-solving skills. PATHS is a flexible programme
that allows the implementation of the 131 lessons over a 5-year period.

The ‘Primary SEAL (Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning) programme’ is
a nationwide social and emotional whole-school programme from the UK for K-6
students taught by classroom teachers. It focuses on social and emotional skills in
order to enhance student relationships, attendance, behaviour, learning and emo-
tional wellbeing (Department for Education and Skills 2005). It has been adopted in
80% of British schools (Humphrey et al. 2008). It includes options for early inter-
vention with small group learning for students who are deemed to need extra sup-
port, and follow up and individual interventions with those students who do not
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appear to have benefited from either the whole-class programme or the small group
early interventions (DfES 2005).

KidsMatter is an Australian Primary Schools Mental Health Initiative. An
evaluation of the effectiveness of the KidsMatter initiative in 100 schools indicated
that there were significant and positive changes in the schools, teachers, parents/
caregivers and students over the 2-year trial. In particular, there were statistically
and practically significant improvements in students’ measured mental health in
terms of both reduced mental health difficulties and increased mental health
strengths. The impact of KidsMatter was especially apparent for students who
were rated as having higher levels of mental health difficulties at the start of the
trial (Dix et al. 2009).

‘Bounce Back! A Classroom Wellbeing and Resilience Program’ (McGrath and
Noble 2003, 2011) is an Australian preventative whole-school multi-year social and
emotional learning curriculum programme (for Years K-8) that is built on the princi-
ples of Cognitive Behaviour Therapy and Positive Psychology. It was selected by 64%
of the KidsMatter schools that chose to implement a specific programme as their
preferred social and emotional learning programme. Topics covered include: core
values, skills for ‘bouncing back’, finding courage, optimistic thinking, managing
emotions, relationships skills, using humour, no bullying and successful goal setting.
All topics and sub-topics are introduced through a variety of picture books and junior
novels. The programme also focuses on strategies for developing learning environ-
ments that foster positive peer relationships and teacher—student relationships.

2.7 Conclusion

If we are able to help young people develop a sense of wellbeing and resilience, then
we need a clear understanding of what these constructs mean. We also need a strong
evidence base for the protective factors that are most likely to facilitate the develop-
ment of their wellbeing and resilience. Wellbeing is an overarching construct that
encapsulates one’s quality of life. Teaching the personal skills of wellbeing and
resilience and providing environments based on positive relationships offer hope
that those responsible for parenting, relating or working with young people can
make a significant difference in terms of their health and wellbeing.
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Chapter 3
Peaceful and Compassionate Futures: Positive
Relationships as an Antidote to Violence

Robyn Hromek and Angela Walsh

3.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on two case studies described separately by the two authors to
illustrate how building relational values, knowledge and skills in young people
might address violence and construct more peaceful communities of the future.

The word ‘violence’ is open to many definitions and interpretations, including
vehemence or intensity of expression. The authors here focus on deliberate acts of
physical or psychological aggression with the primary intention to hurt, intimidate
or otherwise abuse power.

Western societies expend considerable resources in both trying to control vio-
lence and dealing with the aftermath, including retribution for offenders. Although
the expression of violence is most commonly seen within the context of relation-
ships (Wolfe et al. 1999), the behaviour of individuals does not stand alone but is
embedded in social mores. Interpersonal violence is often linked to who has most
power within a culture. Women and children, along with minority groups, are
therefore often the recipients of violent acts (WHO 2002).

Reducing violence therefore needs to be addressed at several levels, including
organisational and societal. Peaceful and compassionate societies are built on a his-
tory of social evolution where liberties have been won and securities assured; where
education and employment are sought for all and disadvantage is recompensed.
Trust and goodwill can only flourish where fair structures are in place to protect
rights and foster responsibilities. There is now extensive evidence that more equal
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societies are better for everyone (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010), including the
reduction of violent crime (Dorling 2005).

This utopian vision of social progress and happiness is underpinned by the posi-
tive, respectful relationships that grow within a community. At the basis of this is
the ability to understand and value both oneself and others. Children and young
people learn these skills in their homes, schools and communities. It is within a
social milieu that they gain an understanding of who they are and how to manage
emotional states. If others model respect and hold positive relational values, then
they connect more successfully to others and contribute to social harmony. As soci-
eties grow in moral and ethical understanding, the physical, mental, social and spiri-
tual development of individuals is enhanced and the ‘brotherhood of man’ is more
likely to be realised (Gardner et al. 2001).

3.2 Relationships and Resilience Are Learnt in the Complexity
of Social Settings

Homes and schools play major roles in creating the sense of belonging that nur-
tures young people. A social network of respectful, caring relationships can reduce
the severity and duration of problems like substance abuse, bullying, violence and
mental health problems (Benard 2004; Blum 2000). Resilience is a comprehensive
process, not a single programme. Cultures that promote resilience provide oppor-
tunities for young people to become competent emotionally, socially and academi-
cally (Farmer et al. 2007). They provide opportunities to contribute through
leadership roles and humanitarian programmes and to participate in adventure and
fun-based programmes which give young people a sense of purpose and enjoy-
ment. These positive interconnections support and build flourishing communities.
The seeds of a peaceful and compassionate future are planted in this soil, growing
through the generosity of individuals to share knowledge, humour, compassion,
creativity, courage, forgiveness, communication, celebration, respect and loyalty
(Post and Neimark 2007).

3.3 Case Study One: Planting the Peace Virus
in a School Community

3.3.1 Background Information

‘Planting the peace virus’ (Hromek 2004) is a metaphor for the evolution of a
systematic, whole-school approach to conflict that significantly reduced violence
and harassment in a large elementary school in New South Wales. There were 600
students aged 5—12 years old in the school in a busy seaside tourist town. Tensions
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existed between the children of long-standing conservative families and the children
of newcomers who brought alternative, colourful ways of living. The project began
by establishing a committee of teachers interested in the wellbeing of children. Over
several years the school engaged in ‘action research’ to address student behaviour.
They met weekly to discuss issues of violence and harassment and examined ideas
for changing the culture in their school. Their first task was to gather data from the
playground and classrooms to determine the extent of the problem and to create a
baseline on which to evaluate change. An initial survey of the playground found that
up to 30 students every lunchtime were sent to the detention room on account of
aggressive behaviour. Data collected revealed several incidents of physical violence
each day. Teasing and bullying was widespread with one young girl found to have
up to 50 harassers calling her names on a regular basis. The school’s negative
responses to these situations were not changing this behaviour, just managing it. It
was clear that something else had to be done.

3.3.2 Taking Action

Ongoing dialogue in staff meetings, classrooms, parent forums and related child
services laid the foundation for shared understandings about what was meant by
violence, harassment, teasing, conflict and rough play. The values of respect, dignity
and fairness emerged, and strategies were found to address conflict and aggression
in peaceful ways and to include parents and related child support services as
necessary. New ideas began to shape responses by establishing structures to pro-
mote clear, positive communications, monitor wellbeing and follow up every inci-
dent consistently. Protocols and letters home were developed, with quick-tick
checklists to make implementing and monitoring of the programme easy and
efficient for teachers. Playtime behaviour was discussed in class and at assemblies
and incentives introduced.

An action cycle of adjustment and improvement led to an intervention plan that
was tailor-made to the community, with strategies implemented at three levels
across the school:

e Universal strategies were broadcast across classrooms and playgrounds to sup-
port positive, respectful interactions and to place social and emotional learning
in the curriculum.

* A secondary level of targeted interventions was activated when violence or
harassment occurred. A hierarchy of staff responses was developed to intervene
consistently, with executive staff available immediately when there was physi-
cal violence or sustained harassment. Mediation and games-based learning
activities were used in small groups to teach social skills with a skilled
facilitator.

e Tertiary interventions were initiated if problems persisted. Intense support was
sought from specialist teachers and counsellors. Parents and child services were
involved.



38 R. Hromek and A. Walsh

According to the students, the most effective parts of the programme were the
leadership opportunities and the positive, interactive, fun-based elements that made
it easy for young people to have a voice and engage.

By the third year, data indicated that conflict levels had dramatically reduced,
with physical violence occurring once or twice per week. The strategies and struc-
tures that had been put in place became self-sustaining amongst the students as they
developed courteous and friendly relationships where conflicts were dealt with in
restorative ways. Gradually a cohort of children progressed through the school that
taught each other and initiated newcomers into the way things were done at ‘our
school’. As conflict reduced, much less attention was required from the teachers and
the school was able to focus on other priorities. Sustained commitment and effort
had paid valuable dividends.

3.3.3 The Research and Ideas that Guided
the School on Its Journey

3.3.3.1 New Paradigms

Until the late 1960s, pedagogy relied on competitive systems where experts trans-
ferred information to learners using textbooks and lectures. Success was measured
by written examination with individual effort paramount. When students did not
conform to expectations, there was an over-reliance on punishment and exclusion.
This created adversarial environments with negative cycles of resentment and
revenge (Donnellan et al. 1988; Mayer and Sulzer-Azaroft 1990).

Evidence suggests that this ‘old” paradigm still exists in some school settings and
therefore upholds a system that does nothing to reduce violence and may in fact be
perpetrating conflict (Skiba et al. 2006). School structures and parenting practices that
use intimidation, arbitration and punishment must be challenged in order to engage
young people in meaningful dialogue about their lives and what matters to them.

Pedagogy has moved on to broader understandings about the collaborative nature
of learning and the pivotal role of social and emotional development. New
instructional technologies recognise the value of experience-based learning that is
interactive and relational. Simulations, games, role plays, case studies, scenarios,
cooperative research and problem-solving and multimedia presentations are effective
ways to engage young learners (Hromek and Roffey 2009; Ruben 1999). Research
increasingly demonstrates the potential to impact on social and emotional learning
to enhance positive relationships through programmes like peer mediation, peer
support, restorative practice, circle time and therapeutic games.

3.3.3.2 Adult Leadership

School leaders represent the values of their community and play an important role
as agents of educational change (Fullan 2003; Goleman 2000). They work with
school staff and families in a respectful and dignified way to identify priorities and
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develop projects in an ongoing cycle of improvement. A professional educational
community is supported in schools by leaders who provide opportunities for:

* Ongoing improvement cycles of assessment, response planning, implementa-
tion, evaluation and refocus

* Professional development, reflection and planning, space, release from other
duties, teamwork (Maeroff 1993)

e Communication systems, regular meetings, information boards, electronic mail,
newsletters, suggestion boxes, questionnaires, monitoring systems

e Curriculum materials, departmental personnel and resources, liaison with other
schools, current research, other agencies

* Flexible responses to ongoing feedback

* An opportunity for the voices of all stakeholders to be heard, especially students

3.3.3.3 Modelling Language and Conflict Resolution

Each interaction models a ‘response style’ to children, whether diplomatic and
respectful or authoritarian and aggressive. Young people’s interactions are more
likely to be positive when the wider social environment models respect, dignity and
generosity of spirit. These skills are transmitted as much as taught and are demon-
strated in every interaction. Strategies like modelling, coaching, behavioural
rehearsal and social reinforcement will enhance positive relationships (Jennings and
Greenberg 2009; Hromek 2007; Bandura 1986). Words and language patterns are
fundamental to understanding and can scaffold learning, including social and emo-
tional development (Vygotsky 1986). With guidance, children can learn ‘scripts’ of
language that reflect calmness, confidence and control and help develop cooperative,
respectful mindsets when resolving conflict.

3.3.3.4 Early Intervention

Early intervention is fundamental to positive life outcomes for young people and is
economically efficient when redressing disadvantage in the community (Surgeon
General 2001; Karoly et al. 1998; Perry 1996). Children who are ‘at risk’ often
arrive at school having learnt violent responses to issues without any intervention to
address these difficulties or support more positive relationships. Schools are well
placed to intervene early into the social and emotional wellbeing of students by
providing structured learning opportunities in the classroom and playground. Walker
and colleagues (1996) re-conceptualise the role of schools in preventing antisocial
behaviour through:

e Coordination of schools, families, social service agencies and medical clinics

» Fair policies and practices that are communicated clearly and monitored closely

» Universal approaches that reduce risk factors and enhance protective factors

* Meeting the needs of ‘at-risk’ children early with remedial programmes rather
than exclusion
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3.3.3.5 Home, School and Community Collaboration

As the importance of early intervention is recognised, structures are developed to
bring together education, social services, health and housing agencies to support
young children. Dialogues that encourage perspective-taking and mutual respect
increase the potential for repair and growth when difficulties arise. Shared respon-
sibility is encouraged when information is presented in different formats and forums
with a range of flexible procedures in place. Problems and deficits become chal-
lenges and opportunities as stakeholders collaborate to create solution-focused and
strengths-based approaches (Leadbeater et al. 2004; Roffey 2002). Families possess
a wide range of characteristics that determine the vulnerability or resilience of
young people. Respectful support of families helps develop positive relationships,
ultimately producing better outcomes for children (Ungar 2008). Resilience build-
ing characteristics within families include:

e Communication — talking, listening

» Togetherness — a sense of belonging

e Shared activity — family rituals, outings, fun, celebrations

e Support — physical and emotional assistance

* Affection — eye contact, touching, hugging

e Acceptance — acknowledging and accepting each other’s strengths and weaknesses
e Commitment — being there for each other in all circumstances

3.3.3.6 Universal, Targeted and Tertiary Programmes

Universal approaches to student wellbeing reduce risk factors and enhance protective
factors that young people might bring to schools (Noble et al. 2008). Most young
people will respond to this level of intervention. Targeted programmes support indi-
vidual student needs and provide a humane alternative to exclusionary practices.
Having a skilled facilitator ensures that social and emotional skills are honed in a
systematic and fun-based manner. A small number of children need this intense
level of intervention. Tertiary programmes acknowledge that for some children
there are significant problems impacting negatively on their development. Children
who require this level of support usually have difficulties arising from medical con-
ditions, developmental disorders or child-rearing issues in the family (Walker et al.
1996). Tertiary programmes are the most costly and should be delivered early in a
child’s life to be effective.

3.3.3.7 Student Leadership Programmes

Young people with well-developed social skills usually enjoy contributing to the
school and wider community. Young people have a way of relating to each other that
eludes most adults. Students who take on leadership roles gain life-long skills in



3 Peaceful and Compassionate Futures: Positive Relationships... 41

public speaking, acting confidently, being organised, working in teams, making
decisions and taking responsibility (Grose 2004). Leadership roles like peer media-
tion, peer refereeing, peer mentoring, student councils and fund raising for charities
model positive relationships and help the work of teachers. With a little thought,
creativity and dedication, this student-based resource can be tapped for the benefit
of the school community.

3.3.3.8 Social and Emeotional Literacy in the Classroom

Social and emotional literacy not only increases student wellbeing; it also increases
the learning capacity of students across the curriculum (Frey et al. 2000; Zins et al.
2004). Social literacy refers to the ability to read other people in social situations
and to engage and interact with them to reach common goals (Goldstein et al. 1998).
Emotional literacy refers to the ability to read emotions in the self and others and to
manage these emotions so that cordial relationships develop. It includes motivation,
zeal and persistence (Goleman 1996). Goleman asserts that the emotional habits of
children may be shaped if we intervene early. Philosophical discussion in the class-
room helps children learn critical thinking skills and how to apply them to social
situations where they need to be able to cooperate or stand up for what is right (Cam
2006). Examples of curriculum-based programmes include:

e Circle time — a framework for group interaction based on the principles of
democracy, inclusion, respect and safety (Roffey 2006)

* Restorative practice — supports open, transparent, honest and fair ways of relating
and resolving conflict (McCold 2002; O’Connell and McCold 2004)

e Skill-streaming social development (Goldstein et al. 1998)

¢ Bounce Back! (McGrath and Noble 2003)

» Philosophy in the classroom (Cam 2006)

3.3.3.9 Positive Playground Programmes

For many children the playground is the best part of school. This is where they plot,
plan, organise and negotiate games, and children need a free environment in which
to practise their social skills, relax and ‘do their own thing’. Play is the learning
vehicle that children naturally adopt, and for the most part they do this well. For
some children, however, it is a complete mystery, full of worries or aggression, and
these individuals need assistance. Positive playground programmes ensure there is
enough fun, freedom, resources and incentives to support children’s play and
encourage pro-social behaviour with as little interference from adults as possible
(Hromek 2004; Blatchford 1998). Following are some ways to provide this:

* Direct teaching of friendly playtime behaviour in the classroom and at assemblies
 Incentive programmes to reinforce positive behaviour — raffles, awards, celebrations



42 R. Hromek and A. Walsh

» Student consultation about playground issues — physical layout, play equipment,
rosters

e Adequate resources — play equipment, tables, stools, bins, playground markings,
passive games

* Events — sports, drama, dance, chess competitions

* A ‘playground box’ for seeking help and giving suggestions in a formal, confi-
dential way

3.3.3.10 Monitoring and Evaluation

Systematic monitoring and evaluation of programmes helps focus effort and
provides the basis of feedback to the wider community. Monitoring also acts as
a deterrent. Children who know they are being monitored and are called to
account for their behaviour are more motivated to adjust and self-monitor. It
ensures that extra attention is paid to those young people who need it and that
parents are kept informed of their progress. Simple practical systems for data
collection and analysis make it easier for staff to carry out this vital step. The
‘playground bag’ (Hromek 2004) is a simple tool that provides playground
monitors easy access to:

¢ Data collection sheets

* A behaviour-response hierarchy

* Red emergency disc to summon immediate assistance

» Profiles of special-needs children (medical, emotional, behavioural) — useful for
big schools and casual teachers

¢ Student self-referral sheets

¢ Peer mediation rosters

» Raffle tickets for the playground incentive programme

» Simple first aid kit — tissues, band-aids, rubber gloves, antiseptic cream

* Pencil, sharpener, pens

3.3.3.11 The Attention Room

The concept of an attention or ‘chill out’ room is a positive slant on the more
traditional detention room. Attention rooms are open at playtimes and function as
the main venue for dealing with playground difficulties. This is where teachers are
rostered on duty to organise mediation sessions, friendship circles and therapeutic
games. Life space interviews assist students in taking responsibility for their
actions in a fair and respectful manner and working towards a solution (Wood and
Long 1991). Emotional coaching (Hromek 2007) provides ongoing support for
the development of self-regulation by working regularly with children to set goals
and map progress. When young people are flooding with emotions like anger and
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sadness, ‘emotional first aid” provides time and space to allow them to regain their
self-control. Emotional first aid refers to having a drink of water, sitting away from
others, saying self-soothing things, taking deep breaths, walking away from
situations.

3.3.3.12 Therapeutic Games

Therapeutic games (Hromek 2005) are psycho-educational tools that teach a range
of social and emotional skills including friendship skills, handling harassment, self-
regulation, managing anxiety, authentic happiness and success at school. Games are
highly motivating, making them a great vehicle for targeted programmes and ideal
to include in lunchtime programmes.

3.3.4 For the Future

3.3.4.1 Some Words of Caution

Having begun the task of changing a culture of violence and harassment in a school,
it is essential to continue, especially if children have been encouraged to confront
violence through help-seeking or assertiveness training. Children who ask for help
from a teacher must be assisted until the problem is resolved, otherwise violence
may go ‘underground’ where aggressors may make threats to ‘get them’ after school
or ‘bash them’ if they tell. Physical violence may be extinguished from a child’s
behavioural repertoire only to be replaced by verbal or emotional abuse.

3.3.4.2 Some Words of Encouragement

The first few months and possibly years of creating peaceful and compassionate
school environments can be intense depending on pre-existing levels of student con-
flict. It helps to see this phase as transitory as it will be followed by a more settled
era. When progress seems slow, teachers need to remind themselves that every step
taken works towards reducing violence and harassment, especially in the first few
years of a child’s schooling.

There are many ways to reach the goal of a peaceful and compassionate school
environment. School communities first need to believe that violence is neither inevi-
table nor acceptable and, through appropriate culture development and clear posi-
tive relationship education, can be substantially eliminated. Adopting some of the
ideas presented here and maintaining other proven, successful programmes will
equip the school to meet the specific needs of the community.
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3.4 Case Study Two: Preventing Violence Against
Women and Children

The prevention of violence against women is not an aspirational goal but, rather, is well
within our reach. We now know that practice in prevention of violence against women has
an evidence base, sound rationale for action and support for development by government,
non-government, philanthropic and corporate sectors (VicHealth 2008: 5).

This part of the chapter talks more specifically about the important role that
schools can play in preventing gendered violence and the elimination of violence
against women and children through the effective delivery of respectful relation-
ship education. Governments, experts in family violence and academics around
the world concur with this. Flood, Fergus and Heenan’s report Respectful
Relationships Education — Violence prevention and respectful relationships
education in Victorian Schools (2009), for the Victorian Department of Education
and Early Childhood Development, presents a strong rationale for delivering
effective primary prevention respectful relationships education programmes in
schools. Flood and his colleagues state that ‘starting young ... can have a lasting
effect on children’s and young people’s later relationships’ (p. 8) specifically as
children and young people are already developing beliefs and attitudes towards
violence and many may have already experienced violence in their homes and in
their own relationships. They state that schools are important as the main place
where children and young people ‘learn, negotiate and potentially contest the
norms and attitudes that encourage and maintain interpersonal violence’. Peers
in schools heavily influence other children and young people positively, as
supports and ethical bystanders, or negatively through involvement in violent
behaviours. Flood et al. consider that the school environment can be positive
and respectful, one in which children and young people can safely learn about
respectful relationship through partnerships with community service providers
(Police, Sexual Assault services, Domestic Violence Services, Aboriginal
Service), parents and teachers.

3.4.1 The Extent of the Problem

Western societies have been grappling with how to eliminate violence against women
and children since feminists placed the issue on the political stage in the 1970s.
Although much violence against women and children happens behind closed doors, it
is no longer a hidden social phenomenon but recognised as a major issue that demands
attention from governments around the world. Violence against women is defined as
‘physical and sexual violence, threats, verbal abuse, harassment and stalking, intimida-
tion, emotional, psychological and social abuse, spiritual and cultural abuse and eco-
nomic deprivation’ (Partnerships Against Domestic Violence 2000). Despite the
ongoing efforts of many, it remains firmly entrenched in and perpetuated by global
societal structures and the gender inequality in societies that promote male power
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(Flood 2007). The International Violence Against Women Survey Project commis-
sioned by the United Nations found that violence against women and children is a
‘universal phenomenon and occurs in every age and economic group’ and ‘continues
to be frighteningly common and considered as “normal” within too many societies’
around the world (WHO 2005). This gender inequality denies women, men, young
people and children their right to physical, mental and social wellbeing.

The first comparative research report of the International Violence Against
Women Survey data in 11 countries was published jointly by Springer and the
European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control affiliated with the United
Nations in early 2008. The survey found that between 35% and 60% of women in
all the surveyed countries had experienced violence by a man during their lifetime
(Johnson et al. 2008). In Australia alone 1.2 million Australian women aged 18 and
over have experienced sexual violence or its threat since they were 15 years old
(ABS 2006), and around one in three young people have experienced some form of
violence in their own relationships (Flood and Fergus 2008). The economic cost of
violence against women and their children to the Australian Economy in 2007/2008
was estimated be $13.6 billion, which is higher than the total cost of the Australian
Government’s stimulus package ($10.4 billion) rolled out to address the Global
Financial Crisis in 2009 (Australian Government 2009a).

The World Health Organization (2005) states: ‘Violence against women has a far
deeper impact of the immediate harm caused. It has devastating consequences for
the women who experience it, and a traumatic effect on those who “are exposed” to
it, particularly children’. Violence against women also has a devastating effect and
high emotional cost for boys and young men who are exposed to and are also vic-
tims of gender-based violence, and as possible future perpetrators of violence (Katz
2006). Young men and women need to be given the opportunity to develop healthy
and respectful relationships in their lives free from violence and abuse.

3.4.2 An Investment for Change

Motivating communities to eliminate violence against women and children requires
an emotional, practical and financial investment and a comprehensive commitment
to challenging and changing attitudes and behaviours, not just for children and
young people, but on all levels, including individual, interpersonal, community and
societal. The World Health Organization (2002) identifies an ecological approach to
prevention as there is no single factor that explains why some individuals or com-
munities experience higher rates of violence than others. This ecological model is
supported by The Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth 2008) in their
paper Preventing Violence Before It Occurs: A Framework and Background Paper
to Guide the Primary Prevention of Violence Against Women in Victoria. This says
‘that factors influencing violent behaviours or vulnerability to violence lie at mul-
tiple and interacting levels of influence — individual/relationship, community and
organisational and societal’ (VicHealth 2008: 12).
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International organisations and governments are embracing the ecological
approach in developing national and international strategies to address family vio-
lence. At the time of writing, Scotland, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Ecuador, Germany,
Indonesia, New Zealand, Norway, Spain and Switzerland have all developed national
plans of action to eliminate violence against women and children (Amnesty
International 2008). These plans have common themes including long-term strate-
gies which address the underlying causes of such violence (Australian Government
2009b; Scottish Executive 2003; Amnesty International 2008). These include:

* Promoting gender equality and human rights

* Public awareness raising through multimedia awareness raising campaigns

* Primary prevention respectful relationship education for children

* Individual responsibility for preventing violence against women and children

e Long-term commitment and sustained investment in preventing violence against
women

* Promoting multileveled responses from the community, government, services
and the NGO sector and society

* Delivering comprehensive services for women and children affected by violence

* Delivering comprehensive services for perpetrators of violence to raise personal
responsibility and promote behavioural change

e Legislative reform on violence against women

Respectful relationship education for children and young people is an integral part
of this approach. Evaluations of school-based interventions in the United States and
Canada demonstrate promising outcomes in relation to changing attitudes and reducing
some levels of abuse (Hassall and Hanna 2007; Flood et al. 2009). The Safe Dates
Program in North America is showing positive outcomes up to 6 years after the
programme (Foshee et al. 2004). Recommendations from these and other evaluations
suggest that programmes are more effective if delivered in multiple sessions over time
connected to the wider community (specifically students’ families) and are backed
by institutional and national leadership and a national strategy (WHO 2009a).

These recommendations have been substantiated by recent research in vio-
lence prevention (Carmody et al. 2009; Flood et al. 2009). These studies have
delivered key criteria and standards for quality violence prevention programmes
as follows:

* A clear programme logic and framework that articulates why violence against
women and children occurs and effective programming that supports this

* That programmes are based on attitudinal change, behaviour change and skills
building

* A whole of school/service approach encompassing high-level support for program-
ming, comprehensive violence prevention school/service policies and procedures,
the development of a school/service culture that promotes violence prevention

e Partnerships with community services to assist with delivering programmes and
staff training on violence prevention
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o Effective curriculum/programme delivery focusing on appropriate programme
content and structure

e Relevant, inclusive and culturally sensitive practice

* Impact evaluation framework

e Communities supported with thorough training and professional development of
educators

3.4.3 LOVE BiTES - A Programme to Reduce Violence
Towards Women and Children

The Love Bites programme was originally developed on the mid north coast of New
South Wales, Australia, and was based on the best practice standards recommended
by Mulroney in the Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearing House paper
Australian Prevention Programmes for Young People (Mulroney 2003). Love Bites
is a respectful relationship programme for young people aged 14—16 years that
includes a number of 1-day workshops delivered by community service providers,
follow-up sessions delivered by teachers and the development of a violence pre-
vention community campaign by the students for their local community. This
takes place in partnership with local service providers to connect young people with
their community. The Love Bites programme explores the issues of sexual assault
and relationship violence including definition, myth deconstruction, consent,
ethical bystander strategies, skills-building activities, and promotion of respectful
behaviours. It also works alongside young people to develop their own community
education campaign that is connected to national education campaigns including
White Ribbon. The programme is primarily delivered in schools as evidence suggests
that school-based strategies can lessen relationship violence (Flood et al. 2009).
Schools are viewed as a positive site from which to run prevention education as the
material can be reinforced by integration within aspects of the curriculum and the
systems of the school. School welfare departments can also provide holistic support
to young people where needed (WHO 2009b).

Over the past 3 years under the auspices of the National Association for the
Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN), and with the assistance of
International and State government funding, the Love Bites programme has grown
comprehensively. It has been implemented in over 80 communities across Australia
and has been delivered to over 70,000 young people by trained and supported
facilitators.

The training package includes sessions on gender, sexual harassment, ethical
bystander behaviour, consenting sexual relationships and what young people want
in their emerging relationships. This programme aims to:

* Increase student learning in identifying safe and unsafe feelings
* Encourage the belief that every child has the right to feel safe
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 Identify the difference between safe and abusive behaviours in relationships and
the features of both

e Talk with a safe and trusted person if they feel unsafe or have experienced abu-
sive behaviours

* Develop skills in managing feelings in safe and respectful ways

* Develop conflict resolution and problem solving skills

e Talk about gender roles and how gender influences relationships

e Develop an ethical framework for their developing relationships

The Love Bites training model provides professional development workshops in
local communities for community service providers who work in the area of
relationship violence and to school teaching staff. The partnership between service
providers and teaching staff implement and deliver the Love Bites sessions in
schools. This model has proven to be particularly relevant for rural and remote com-
munities that have high staff turnover in that it ensures a level of sustainability. This
model also strives to train male and female facilitators to ensure that male and
female role models lead discussions around preventing violence against women
with young people (Flood 2008). Online and phone support is available to teachers,
community service providers and communities before and after training to provide
guidance on troubleshooting if issues arise and also assist with the development of
activities for specific issues that communities may be experiencing. NAPCAN
works alongside communities so that programming and practices are relevant and
culturally inclusive. Reflective practice is also encouraged to ensure high-quality
programme facilitation and programme improvement.

Love Bites facilitator-training workshops also include ways to relate to student
groups. The NSW Commission for Children and Young People (2003) identified
facilitator skills such as active listening, problem solving and good communication.
Personal qualities include a sense of humour, energy, enthusiasm and an understanding
of the needs of young people. Facilitators are required to:

* Model respectful relationships — speaking to young people as we would like
them to speak to each other; having an awareness of the messages communicated
by words, tone, body language and attitude

* Be open, calm, receptive and enthusiastic

e Use respectful conflict resolution processes

* Promote open discussion stimulated by actively listening to young people and
genuinely respecting their opinions

e Maintain curiosity and wonder about young people’s comments allowing critical
discussions to flow, not being defensive

e Make young men participating in the sessions feel comfortable and not blamed:
giving young men the space to deconstruct societal norms and attitudes empowers
them to challenge violence against women, and develop respectful relationships
of their own

A strength of Love Bites is child and youth inclusive practice. Programmes are
targeted at appropriate developmental stages, and all classroom activities and
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resources aim to encourage the active participation and voice of each young person.
In the creative sessions participants can write, perform and record a hip-hop song,
radio advertisement or drama piece, as well as develop art works for posters. These
creative works are then used to develop local campaigns, led and delivered by young
people, to challenge relationship violence in their communities. Young people con-
tribute to the further development of Love Bites activities and resources through
focus groups, ensuring that materials remain relevant and engaging.

As it evolves, Love Bites is moving towards a whole of school and community
approach to respectful relationship education. This process includes auditing school
readiness for such programmes, participation of all teaching staff in professional
development, a comprehensive framework on relationships education, the development
of complimentary teaching resources to enhance the existing curriculum and the
establishment of support systems for young people who may disclose through the
educative process. There is also a connection to parents through school newsletters
and events at school assemblies and connection with the local community through
respectful relationships community campaigns, led by the young people themselves
(White Ribbon Canada 2004). An example of this is in the Northern Territory where
the NT Government is funding a Territory-wide youth-led Love Bites poster and
radio advertisement campaign.

The Love Bites programme was evaluated independently in 2007. A cross sec-
tion of students was surveyed across years 10 and 11: a total of 72 responses were
recorded. Interviews 6 months after attending the Love Bites programme yielded
the following data:

* 93% responded that the programme had improved their knowledge of sexual
assault and domestic violence.

* 88.5% indicated that Love Bites had a positive impact on young people’s behaviour.

* 76% indicated that since attending the programme, they had seen a positive
change in the attitudes and behaviour amongst young people.

* 50% indicated that their friends are more supportive of their relationships.

* 43% indicated that Love Bites had given them more confidence in setting bound-
aries in their relationships.

* 75% indicated that they would speak up if a friend was in an unhealthy
relationship.

* 32% indicated that there was a positive change in relationships since attending
the programme.

* 83% indicated they knew of services they could contact and how to contact these
services.

* 52.5% had heard of these services from Love Bites.

e 70% indicated that Love Bites is a good way to get the message about healthy
relationships across to young people (Spannari-Oxley 2007).

NAPCAN is now developing a more comprehensive behaviour change evalua-
tion framework that will provide data on programme effectiveness and the extent to
which attitudes and behaviours in relation to violence against women are changing.
This information will further develop programmes and practice.
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3.4.4 For the Future

We are experiencing an exciting time in the field of violence prevention/respectful
relationships education. Young people, teaching staff and community services are driv-
ing change in their communities. The levels of motivation and enthusiasm for change
are high, and the belief that we can eliminate violence against women and children is
real and growing. With continued leadership from governments and international agen-
cies and sustained financial investment in prevention and evaluation of strategies, there
is hope for an end to intergenerational violence against women and children.

3.5 Conclusion

There are those who throw up their hands in horror at the extent of violence in our
society and others who say ‘what can you do, this is only human behaviour’. This chapter
demonstrates that human change is possible given the right conditions and the will to
take preventative measures seriously. It is more difficult to measure prevention — to
see that when you do something, something else does not happen. It may take years to
see outcomes in communities whereas grant bodies and politicians often want to see
quick results. Despite media coverage that gives the impression that there is more
violence in our society than ever before, the opposite is probably true. There is more
awareness and more concern about this, especially when it is rife within communities.
We now have a better understanding of the factors that promote harmonious and
respectful interactions between people. Rather than deal with the aftermath, it is more
efficacious to build the knowledge, skills and motivations to establish and maintain
positive relationships. In doing this, we must understand the need to promote equality.
Healthy relationships need to be embedded in a social milieu where value is accorded
to all citizens, not just those with the most power to wield.
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Chapter 4
Learning About Relationships

Gretchen Brion-Meisels and Stephanie M. Jones

4.1 Introduction

In her synthesis of five decades of research on resilience in development, Suniya
Luthar (2006) concluded, ‘Resilience rests, fundamentally, on relationships’
(p- 780). In fact, every major theory of human development identifies relationships
as central. In their seminal work, Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) encouraged
psychologists to consider the reciprocal nature of social, emotional and cognitive
growth, describing a nested system of contexts and relationships in which human
beings were situated and within which they interacted over the lifespan. Researchers
since have expanded upon his framework by: studying the cumulative role of risk
factors (Sameroff and Gutman 2004), exploring how protective and promotive sys-
tems contribute to resilience (Masten and Wright 2009), articulating the ways in
which systems and settings effect development (Tseng and Seidman 2007) and con-
ceptualizing models that integrate the effects of nature and nurture on development
over time (Sameroff 2010). Today, across disciplinary fields, practitioners seek to
foster healthy relationships in the lives of children.

This chapter provides a discussion of how adults can support children in
developing the skills and understandings that enable them to engage in positive
relationships. Because adult caretakers shape the relationships of young children
(Sameroff 2010), we necessarily highlight the role that adults play in supporting
healthy relationships. However, we also speak to the ways that children can learn to
play a reciprocal, developmentally appropriate role in their own relationships. We
begin by synthesizing traditional research on the stage-salient developmental rela-
tionship tasks of early and middle childhood. Next, we highlight dimensions of
positive relationships that children must learn from and with adults in order to foster
healthy interactions with others. We go on to identify strategies that promote positive
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relationships during early and middle childhood and provide examples of
programmes that are attempting to improve the quality of children’s relationships.
Finally, we suggest the need for a shift in how researchers conceptualize the role of
early relationships in children’s development.

4.2 A Brief Summary of the Stage-Salient Developmental
Relationship Tasks of Infancy Through Late Childhood

As human beings transition from the generally helpless state of infancy to the
more fully realized autonomy of adulthood, they proceed through a series of
interrelated tasks, such as the development of trust, self-regulation and language
(Sroufe 1979). This learning is shaped, in part, through the proximal processes
of children’s primary relationships (Thompson 2006). Although human develop-
ment is typically seen as continuous and nonlinear, developmental tasks are
defined as stage-salient because they become centrally important for the first
time during different stages of the lifespan (Aber and Jones 1997). Mastering
these tasks is critically important for future development (Masten and Cicchetti
2010). By considering human development in stage-salient terms — and studying
contexts, inputs and outputs in these same terms — researchers and practitioners
gain an increased ability to think about development from a strengths-based
stance (Aber and Jones 1997).

Understanding the developmental tasks necessary for nurturing positive relation-
ships is critical for anyone who hopes to intervene to promote healthy interactions.
Because relationships are integral to processes of social, emotional and cognitive
development — and may, in fact, be a key mechanism through which these domains
of development are linked (Thompson 2006) — research must consider how chil-
dren’s biological and environmental contexts interact to shape these tasks (Table 4.1).
We begin by providing a brief overview of the relationship tasks of infancy and
childhood (see Sroufe 1979 for a more complete explanation).

4.2.1 Early Relationships and Attachment

During infancy and early childhood, children must develop reliable, reciprocal
relationships with their primary caregivers. Commonly referred to as attachment, the
development of high-quality primary relationships provides infants with a sense of
trust and a foundation from which they can safely explore the world (Bowlby 1969).
Research informed by attachment theory has found considerable support for the
impact of early primary relationships on the development of children’s relational
skills. Scholars describe attachment as an emotional bond or tie, characterized by a
host of behaviours, including proximity seeking and contact maintenance under
stress (Ainsworth et al. 1978). Through early primary relationships, children learn a



4 Learning About Relationships

57

Table 4.1 Brief description of the stage-salient relationship tasks of infancy and childhood
(Adapted from Aber and Jones 1997)

Transition between stages

Age range

Developmental relationship tasks

Infancy/toddlerhood

Toddlerhood/preschool

Preschool/early school age

Early school-age/middle
childhood

Middle childhood/late
childhood

0-3

2-5

4-7

6-9

Develop trusting relationship with primary
caregivers

Gain a sense of security from relationship with
caregivers

Begin to self-regulate physiological states

Practise social referencing

Develop sense of self as distinct from other

Balance curiosity and active exploration of the world
with sense of security

Transfer knowledge and relationships from primary
caregivers to secondary caregivers

Develop sensitivity to the needs and expectations of
others

Learn to use others as resources

Develop increasing sense of autonomy

Actively engage with surrounds through
relationships

Develop the flexibility to adjust to the demands of
different settings

Manage impulses, especially in the context of peer
relationships

Engage in collective monologues with others

Learn to follow externally the imposed rules/
expectations

Learn to express empathy and feelings with
language

Begin to categorize self as same as others

Develop the ability to self-regulate thoughts,
behaviours and emotions to flexibly adjust to the
demands and opportunities of multiple settings

Begin to recognize that other peoples’ feelings result
from their own experiences

Begin to empathize with groups of people or on the
basis of more abstract conditions (e.g. poverty)

Begin to categorize self as same or different from
others

Develop skills to negotiate conflict and solve
interpersonal problems non-aggressively

Develop an understanding of autonomous morality

Begin to internalize social/cultural norms

Become more aware of other peoples’ emotions and
better able to read a situation

Begin to consolidate one’s self of self as competent
and able to handle social and academic spheres
of life

Begin to define one’s own identity
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strategy of affect regulation that structures their behaviour when confronted with
stress. When caregivers are sensitive and responsive in a manner complementary to
their infant/toddler’s bids for comfort and attention, relationships are thought to be
developmentally supportive (Belsky et al. 1984; Egeland and Sroufe 1981). Since
children’s individual needs differ, early relationships are not characterized by a set of
universally ‘positive’ qualities; rather, they are positive because they are sensitive to
the unique individual and contextual needs of infants and children — they exhibit a
‘goodness of fit’.! When caregivers are inaccessible and unresponsive, infants may
learn to regulate their affect by avoiding interactions with their caregivers or come to
view the world with anger, mistrust and hostility (Crittenden and Ainsworth 1989;
Isabella and Belsky 1991). Without healthy early relationships, children may fail to
develop appropriate attention to interpersonal interaction and thereby miss key social
cues or become hyper-vigilant to hostile cues in later relationships (Dodge et al.
1990; Shaw and Bell 1993). These processes may also shape neural development
in the prefrontal cortex, which has been linked to emotional and cognitive self-
regulation later in life (Boyd et al. 2005).

Children and their primary caregivers negotiate strategic interactive patterns over
the course of multiple experiences with each other. These interactional patterns
become internal working models (cognitions and emotions) that each partner forms
of the relationship (Bowlby 1982; Sroufe 1990). These models, which form in a
complementary fashion unique to the individual pair, structure and affectively influ-
ence social interactions throughout development (Bowlby 1982). For children, they
function as a guiding framework for further interaction, becoming a key mechanism
through which they learn to be in relationships with others (Shaw and Bell 1993).
Early relationships are internalized and affect subsequent social and emotional
competence (Lyons-Ruth and Zeanah 1993; Thompson 2006). Characteristics of
early relationships often manifest themselves anew over the course of development
with new individuals and in new contexts.

4.2.2 Developing Emotional Competence

As children transition into toddlerhood, they must learn to regulate and understand
their own emotions with less support from caregivers. For young children, emotional
development plays a central role in the growth of social competence (Aber and
Jones 1997; Weare and Gray 2003), equal to that of health, formal cognitive ability
and achievement (Zigler and Trickett 1978). Emotional competence is generally
viewed as encompassing four broad constructs: emotional regulation, emotion

'In their longitudinal studies of a cohort of infants in New York City, Thomas and Chess (1986)
found that ‘no one single pattern of person—environment interaction could be applied as a general
rule for predicting the developmental course’, but rather that healthy development was the result of
‘the properties of the environment and its expectations and demands and the subjects temperament
and other characteristics’ (p. 49). They referred to this as ‘goodness of fit’.
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recognition and appraisal, emotional expression and empathy/perspective taking
(Harris and Saarni 1989; Mayer and Salovey 1997; Saarni 1990). Children who are
emotionally competent can identify and understand their own feelings, read and
understand emotional states in others, manage strong emotions constructively, regu-
late their own behaviours and develop empathy for others in the context of relation-
ships (DfES 2005a, DfES 2005b; Hallam 2009). These skills guide children in
developing social relationships and managing interactions with others (DfES 2005a,
DFES 2005b; Weare and Gray 2003).

To support the development of emotional competence, adults must help children
learn to recognize, name and cope with their emotions. Adults also need to model and
support the development of empathy for others. Children learn from watching adults;
they benefit when adults spend time modelling successful communication and peaceful
problem-solving (DfES 2005a, DfES 2005b). Children benefit when parents are
responsive to their needs, express interest in their opinions, support their development
of communication skills (including the verbal identification of emotional states), cele-
brate their accomplishments and support them in problem-solving (Boyd et al. 2005).
Although preschool-age children are beginning to form relationships outside of the
home, primary caregivers often facilitate their relational tasks through direct interac-
tion and modelling and by controlling the settings in which they interact.

Much like parents, early relationships with educational caregivers contribute to
children’s working models of positive relationships. Teachers must have the time and
space to develop one-on-one relationships with young children. As children transi-
tion into preschool, they must learn to transfer their knowledge and understanding of
relationships from primary caregivers (typically family) to secondary caregivers and
eventually peers. For some, this transition includes a shift in contextual or cultural
expectations, presenting an additional challenge (Pianta and Cox 1999). Educational
caregivers can support this transition by modelling explicit pro-social skills, providing
opportunities to practise self-regulation and providing consistent feedback (Weare
and Gray 2003). It is important for educational caregivers to value the cultures of
their students’ families, to partner with parents, to think constructively about issues
of language and to collaborate with other professionals in support of children’s devel-
opmental needs (Clifford 1999; Weare and Gray 2003).

4.2.3 Negotiating Relationships and the Role
of Play in Development

During the preschool and early school years, children continue to practise their
emotional competencies while adjusting to the demands and opportunities of varied
contexts (Aber and Jones 1997). Many children begin to understand that their
caregivers’ goals may be separate from their own, and that they must negotiate to
satisfy both sets of needs (Ainsworth et al. 1978). Increased social interactions
require that children negotiate the needs of peers as well, some of whom may struggle
with their own emotional competence. Given this, the development of empathy
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becomes increasingly important. Over time, notions of empathy become more
abstract for children, allowing them to empathize with both individuals and groups
of people. These expanded feelings of empathy, coupled with increased language
agility, often help children to develop contextually appropriate conflict negotiation
skills (e.g. avoiding physical aggression in school contexts).

Parents and educators can support children’s abilities to build relationships by
providing opportunities to: practise self-regulation, identify emotions and develop
an understanding of the motivation, needs and skills of others (e.g. DfES 2005a;
DfES 2005b). Children can be taught various coping mechanisms for dealing with
stress including self-talk, which supports self-regulation (Vygotsky 1978). Since
the development of language is critical in allowing children to express empathy and
emotions with words (Hoffman 1975), school-based social-emotional learning pro-
grammes should provide opportunities to practise verbally communicating one’s
needs. Similarly, children can benefit from programmes that support their ability to
take the perspective of others (Selman et al. 2004).

In addition to modelling and teaching children specific relational skills, a growing
body of research documents the foundational role of play in early development
(Elkind 2008; NIfP 2009). There is evidence that children learn fundamental
self-regulation and pro-social skills through play as this provides an opportunity to:
monitor their own and others’ performance, reflect on what is happening socially and
practise developing skills, maintain rules or instructions that promote executive func-
tioning and use language to structure their own behaviour and influence others
(Bodrova and Leong 2007). Research has explored three dimensions of social play —
belonging play, rough-and-tumble play, and celebratory play — each of which supports
a distinct relational skill-set (NIfP 2009). For example, rough-and-tumble play
(e.g. running or wrestling) is thought to support the development of social awareness,
cooperation, fairness and altruism (Pelligrini 1988). Panskepp (2008) and others
have also connected early play to the epigenetic construction of social brain func-
tions, suggesting that natural play supports critical neurological development.
Neurological development is prominent in early childhood, and studies suggest a
physiological basis for the development of self-regulation and empathy (Blair 2002).
While processes in the prefrontal cortex affect children’s self-regulation skills, these
skills (in turn) affect their relationships with others (Jones and Zigler 2002).

4.2.4 Looking Towards Adolescence

During late childhood, children must learn to balance the contextual and cultural
norms of their environment with their growing sense of self. This is often a period
of development when adults play less of a mediatory role in relationships. As a
result, older children must develop an ability to ‘read’ situations and predict
appropriate and effective emotional and behavioural reactions for specific contexts.
As children gain more control over the settings and people with whom they interact,
their primary relationships begin to shift towards peers. School and community-based
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settings can provide important opportunities for older children to practise positive
relational skills with the support of adult caregivers. This is also a period when
children begin to integrate understandings of self with understandings of their social
and academic lives, cultural contexts and relationships.

Having reviewed some of the stage-salient relational tasks of development, we
turn our attention now towards the dimensions of positive relationships, more
broadly. What types of processes and environments support positive relationships?

4.3 Qualities of Positive Relationships Within and Across
Contexts in Early and Middle Childhood

Although the specific qualities of positive relationships vary across ecological and
developmental contexts, there are several dimensions of relationships that universally
support children’s development: relationships work best when they are developmen-
tally and contextually appropriate, reciprocal, reliable and flexible (Jones and Zigler
2002). Here, we explore these dimensions generally rather than attempting to
highlight characteristics of positive relationships in specific contexts, because we
believe that they can be actualized differently, dependent upon contextual needs. In
describing these dimensions of positive relationships, we draw on the stage-salient
developmental tasks summarized above.

One of the most important qualities of positive relationships is that they are devel-
opmentally appropriate. As evidenced above, children’s relational needs change
dramatically between birth and adolescence. While toddlers require a secure base
from which to explore the world, school-age children benefit from increased auton-
omy and support in negotiating new relationships. Positive relationships adjust to
these varying tasks, are sensitive to children’s individual needs and help children
prepare for the next steps in their development. For example, while caregivers may
support a toddler’s development of relational skills by modelling the use of language
to identify emotional states, adults are more likely to support adolescents’ relation-
ships by encouraging the use of conflict resolution strategies. Similarly, social emo-
tional interventions must provide children with developmentally appropriate skills.

Just as relationships must be developmentally appropriate, so too must they be
contextually or culturally relevant. The power of thoughts, emotions and behaviours
lies in the way people make meaning of them. For example, in their study of differ-
ences in early childrearing practices of Japanese and American children, Rothbaum
et al. (2000) found that parents chose different ways of exercising control, with
American parents being more likely to directly confront their children and Japanese
parents being more likely to model deference. Both of these parenting styles are
effective in their cultural context (Lewis 2000); but, one can imagine the difficulties
a child might face if placed in a classroom with a teacher who employed a form of
management different from that used at home. Because primary caregivers typically
transmit cultural norms to very young children through everyday interactions, these
early relationships are (by nature) contextually appropriate. However, as children
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get older, they begin to interact with secondary caregivers and peers and are required
to adjust to varying expectations around communication and behaviour. Research
on the transition into kindergarten, for example, suggests that children who experi-
ence incongruence between the settings of home and school are often seen as less
successful than those whose family cultures mirror those of their school (Christenson
1999). Because children must learn to transfer knowledge of relationships from
primary to secondary caregivers, it is easy to imagine the challenges that students
face when school settings are not sensitive to home cultures.

Relationships are interactional by nature, but positive relationships are explicitly
reciprocals they provide opportunities for each party to influence and learn from the
other. In his chapter on early social and personality development, Thompson (2006)
suggests that positive relational experiences are ‘generative of new understanding,
whether of emotions, self, morality or people’s beliefs’ (p. 25). Relationships are
most generative when they foster learning for all of those involved. Even very young
children influence the ways that adults respond to their needs; for example, parents’
perceptions of their children’s temperaments can affect their choice of parenting
styles (Rubin et al. 1999). Positive relationships acknowledge and build on their
own interactional nature in developmentally appropriate ways. This type of reci-
procity is difficult for many secondary caregivers to provide, as they must balance
the relational needs of multiple children. At the same time, it may be critical to
learning: research suggests that effective teachers are sensitive and responsive to
their students’ needs (Pianta and Allen 2008).

Finally, positive relationships are reliable: as children adapt to changes in their envi-
ronments over time, sustained relationships can provide critical developmental sup-
ports (Benard 1991). For example, in their study of the effects of mentoring relationships
on a national sample of adolescents, DuBois and Silverthorn (2005) found that teenag-
ers who reported being in mentoring relationships characterized by consistent, positive
interaction were more likely to report positive outcomes in terms of education, work or
psychological wellbeing, and less likely to report problem behaviours. Other studies
have noted that the longevity and intensity of mentoring relationships can vastly impact
their effect on adolescents (Rhodes and DuBois 2008):

“Close and enduring ties appear to be fostered when mentors adopt a flexible, youth centered
style in which the young person’s interests and preferences are emphasized, rather than when
they focus predominantly on their own agendas or expectations for the relationship” (p. 255)

Similar benefits emerge from sustained positive relationships with parents and
teachers. In fact, research suggests that the effects of mentoring relationships may
be mediated by children’s perceptions of their relationships with parents, peers
and school-based adults (Rhodes and DuBois 2008). The importance of reliable
relationships has implications for policies that aim to help children: it suggests the
need for policies that provide economic and social stability for families and
encourages us to align relationship structures across contexts and developmental
periods.

In sum, positive relationships take into account children’s ecologies by providing
developmentally and culturally relevant, reciprocal and reliable support across
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the lifespan. As a result, children learn to recreate these dimensions of positive
relationships in their future interactions.

4.4 A Closer Look at the Context of School: Positive
Relationships in Educational Settings

School is a critical setting for relational learning, but it is also a setting deeply influ-
enced by relationships. Children learn many of their social and emotional skills in
school contexts by watching adults and peers or through direct instruction. In addi-
tion, relationships between parents and teachers play a significant role in shaping
students’ outcomes (Henderson and Mapp 2002).2 As many educators find it difficult
to build developmentally and culturally relevant, reciprocal and reliable relation-
ships, in part because the needs of individual children are so varied, this section
considers several factors that can support this endeavour.

First, schools need to build trust amongst individuals to support the emergence of
reciprocity and the maintenance of reliable relationships. Trusting relationships have
critical effects on cognitive, social and emotional development (Thompson 2006). At
the same time, trust between children shapes their interactions with each other
(Goddard 2003; Kahn and Turiel 1988) as well as the interactions of adults around
them (Dunsmuir et al. 2004; Goddard 2003). Classrooms nurture pro-social skills
and positive peer relationships when children engage in structured activities that help
them to develop trust and connectedness (Jones et al. 2008). Teachers can build trust
in their classrooms through scaffolding pro-social behaviours (e.g. group work),
building a sense of collective responsibility for success, providing psychological
safety (often, through consistency) and modelling language that supports nonviolent
communication; in turn, positive relationships with teachers support student learning
(Pianta and Allen 2008; Weare and Gray 2003). Students who report their school
environment to be ‘supportive and caring’ are less likely to engage in violence and
substance abuse, more likely to develop positive attitudes towards self and others and
more likely to engage in school (Schaps 2005). Often, this distinction is given to
schools where students have strong relationships with at least one adult, feel psycho-
logically safe, are given structured opportunities to connect with peers and feel as
though their needs are met. In addition, evidence suggests that trust amongst parents
and teachers increases positive outcomes for children (Dunsmuir et al. 2004; Weare
and Gray 2003) and is an important prerequisite for collaboration (Voltz 1994).

Critical to the development of trust is the development of cross-cultural
understanding, a concept that overlaps with the notion of culturally relevant relation-
ships. Research suggests that schools are structured in ways that value certain types of
social and cultural capital over others (Bourdieu 1984). Children who arrive at school

2For example, when parents are involved in school, students show improvement in grades and test
scores, increased motivation and self esteem, higher attendance rates and lower dropout rates
(Christenson 1999).
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with different types of social and cultural capital often experience schooling as a series
of micro-aggressions (Delgado-Bernal 2002; Solorzano 1997). For example, a child
used to looking down when he addresses adults and speaking softly to show respect
may be told to ‘Look up!” and ‘Speak up!’ by teachers in his elementary classroom.
There is a vast body of research on culturally relevant pedagogy, which provides
examples of ways in which teachers can nurture and value the multiplicity of cultures
represented by students in their classrooms (e.g. Gay 2000; Maina 1997; Winch-
Dummett 2006). Positive relationships are nurtured when: teachers work to under-
stand children in the context of the norms and communities where they have been
raised; children have opportunities to both teach and learn from their classmates, rec-
ognizing the value of different contributions to a classroom community; high expecta-
tions are held for all children; classroom norms draw from relational patterns in
children’s home cultures; content reflects students’ cultural histories; and instruction
provides an opportunity to understand the world from multiple perspectives (Education
Alliance 2006). Schools that foster a sense of cross-cultural understanding amongst
adults are best able to support the development of healthy relationships for children;
for example, children benefit when teachers take the time to understand parents’ hopes
and concerns about their child’s development (Education Alliance 2006). When the
cultures of families are not respected and valued, schools and children suffer.

Finally, critical to the development of trust is the existence of democratic,
collaborative school structures; these structures help to ensure that classrooms and
schools are developmentally appropriate and flexible to the needs of students.
A growing body of research suggests that children’s participation in school and
community-based organizations can positively affect communities (Ginwright and
James 2002), organizations/schools (Mitra 2008) and the healthy development of
children themselves (O’Donoghue et al. 2003). Children benefit from the opportu-
nity to voice their opinions, contribute to the good of the community, collaborate
with adults on projects and gain an understanding of ways to create change in their
own lives. These activities help improve communication skills and build feelings of
connectedness. Research on families and schools also suggests that moving towards
a ‘partnership approach’ (Christenson 1999) enhances relationships between parents
and teachers, improving student-level outcomes (Henderson and Mapp 2002). Here,
parents and teachers ‘model collaboration by: listening to each other’s perspective
and viewing differences as strengths; sharing information to co-construct the “bigger
picture” about children’s performance; respecting the skills and knowledge of each
other; and planning and making decisions cooperatively’ (Christenson 1999: 148).
Schools can improve relationships by building structures that allow parents and
children to authentically participate in educational processes.

Of note, the field of positive youth development has identified qualities of
schools and community organizations that promote positive relationships. For
example, the Developmental Assets (Scales and Leffert 2004), used regularly in the
United States and Canada, highlights external and internal factors that support
children’s development. Many of these speak to the question of positive relation-
ships. This work echoes our calls for developmentally and culturally appropriate
relationships that are reciprocal, reliable and flexible in nature.
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4.5 Programmes That Help Children Learn
to Be in Positive Relationships

There is a growing body of evidence suggesting that early intervention and prevention
programmes can enhance children’s relationships (Diekstra 2008; Durlak et al.
2011; Elias 2003; Ferrer-Wreder et al. 2004). In Great Britain, for example, the
Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning programme has reduced emotional and
behavioural difficulties for students needing extra support (Humphrey et al. 2010)
and has increased staff understanding of the social and emotional aspects of learn-
ing, which has changed their behaviour with students (Hallam 2009). In many coun-
tries, similar programmes have been implemented to improve children’s relational
skills; unfortunately, there are limited evaluations of these programmes. In this sec-
tion, we provide a brief overview of three school-based interventions that have been
shown to improve children’s outcomes through the nurturing of positive relation-
ships: Responsive Classroom, the 4Rs Program and Colombia’s National Program
of Citizenship Competencies. These programmes are distinct in that Responsive
Classroom targets positive relationships through classroom processes, 4Rs targets
positive relationships through teachers’ competencies and instruction and the
National Program of Citizenship Competencies targets positive relationships
through national standards.

4.5.1 Responsive Classroom

Started in 1981, Responsive Classroom is an approach to teaching that integrates
social and emotional learning throughout the school day in developmentally and
contextually appropriate ways. The programme builds relationships amongst students,
between teachers and students and between parents and teachers, by creating space
for children to practise social interaction. Teachers dedicate time to building com-
munity and setting up classroom rituals; students participate in creating classroom
rules; and all consequences are ‘logical’ to ‘allow children to fix and learn from their
mistakes while preserving their dignity’ (Responsive Classroom 2010). In addition,
teachers hold Morning Meetings daily, where students engage in structured activities
that help support their academic and pro-social skills. During the remainder of the
day, teachers present students with developmentally appropriate learning activities
that provide opportunities for social interaction. Students are given academic choices
to encourage independence and responsibility and support their individual learning
styles and interests. The physical layout of responsive classrooms supports these
pedagogical priorities. Evaluations demonstrate programmatic gains in students’
social, emotional and cognitive development (Rimm-Kaufman 2006).

Responsive Classroom is designed to create organizational change in elemen-
tary schools: all grade-levels participate, and school-wide community-building
activities support cross-grade and home-school collaboration. Rituals and daily
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activities are designed to be developmentally appropriate and to support students
in transitioning between their home and school cultures. Although these activities
may not be culturally relevant for all students, they become a means of fostering a
classroom culture in which all students are included. In addition, curricular flexi-
bility allows students to choose activities that match their learning styles and inter-
ests, promoting responsibility and autonomy. Across grades, a similar set of
classroom practices support peer relationships that are reliable over time.
Responsive Classroom practices give students a chance to learn from peers who
have different relational needs. By valuing each student and family, the Responsive
Classroom approach highlights the benefit of reciprocity in relationships. In this
way, the school community comes to prioritize relationship-building.

4.5.2 The 4Rs Program

Like Responsive Classroom, the 4Rs Program (Reading, Writing, Respect and
Resolution) integrates a social-emotional curriculum with traditional academic
learning. The programme trains teachers to implement a curriculum that supports
the development of pro-social skills, including social competence and peer coopera-
tion. For example, teachers are taught to model good listening skills (direct eye
contact, paraphrasing, acknowledging comprehension) through their interactions
with other adults and students and to explicitly teach these skills using real-life
examples in their classrooms. During teacher training, teachers reflect on their own
social and emotional experiences, attitudes and competencies, while learning
explicit strategies for improving classroom social-emotional learning (Jones et al.
2008). In class, high-quality children’s stories and other literacy-based activities are
used to teach and model relational skills. By changing teachers’ relationships and
their curricular content, the programme targets classroom pedagogies and the
transactional social processes in the setting overall.? Initial findings from a school-
randomized evaluation suggest that the programme results in increases in both
individual- and classroom-level positive outcomes (Jones et al. 2011).

The 4Rs Program aims to support teachers and students in developing relationships
that are developmentally and culturally appropriate, reliable and flexible; by targeting
all classrooms, it creates organizational-level change in a school community. The
programme supports reciprocal relationships by teaching pro-social skills to both
children and staff, asking teachers to reflect on their own relationships, as well as to
support their students’ developing relationships. In addition, its literacy-based curric-
ulum increases teachers’ capacities to support students’ relationships across domains.
Finally, the programme serves as a reliable source of social-emotional support for
students since it spans multiple grade levels within a school.

3One example of this type of effect is that children who have positive relationships with their
teachers tend to be more accepted by their peers (Ladd et al. 1999) and to be well-liked and con-
sidered socially competent by other students in the classroom (Hughes et al. 2001).
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4.5.3 The National Program of Citizenship Competencies

Our last highlighted social-emotional intervention emerges from a different cultural
context, Colombia, and operates at a different ecological level (the macro-system).
Responding to the effects of more than four decades of violent political conflict in
Colombia, in 2004, the Colombian Ministry of Education developed a National
Program of Citizenship Competencies (Ministerio de Educacién de Nacional 2004;
Patti and Espinosa 2007). The competencies outline a set of standards organized by
developmental stage (3rd—11th grade), which include cognitive, emotional, com-
municative and integrative competencies.* The competencies span developmental
domains, touching upon the themes of peace and peaceful interactions, democratic
participation and diversity (Chaux 2009; Ministerio de Educacién Nacional 2004).
By focusing on the development of standards rather than the transmission of values,
the Ministry of Education holds that students can ‘develop their competencies by
practising them in simulated or real-life situations’, an assertion that differs from
many past efforts to promote citizenship (Chaux 2009: 88; Patti and Espinosa 2007).
The government does not dictate the pedagogical approach of specific school
communities, although it is supporting the evaluation and expansion of specific pro-
grammes (Chaux 2009) and the development of local curricula.

The National Program of Citizenship Competencies supports the development of
positive relationships amongst children, as well as between children and adults. In fact,
the competencies speak to the elements of positive relationships highlighted above:
they are developmentally and culturally appropriate, reliable and flexible. The stan-
dards differ across developmental periods; for example, while a 4th grader is expected
to learn to address daily conflict in school and family using peaceful strategies, a 10th
grader is called upon to ‘explicitly reject all forms of discrimination of social exclu-
sion’ (Patti and Espinosa 2007: 113); by spanning grade-levels, the competencies are
structured to be reliable supports. Also, the competencies are broad enough to allow
communities to determine their own pedagogical approaches (Patti and Espinosa
2007). Finally, the competencies are explicitly reciprocal in that they aim to empower
students and recognize the role that children can play in shaping their relationships.

4.6 (Re)conceptualizing Positive Relationships:
A Shifting Focus on Supporting Development

The research presented in this chapter suggests that positive relationships are critical
for children’s healthy development and that healthy development is critical for chil-
dren’s positive relationships. As cascade theories suggest (Masten and Cicchetti 2010),

“Here, cognitive competencies develop skills and understandings that support active participation in
civic life; emotional competencies develop skills and understandings that support one’s ability to
respond to his/her own emotions as well as others’ emotions; communicative competencies develop
the capacity to have productive dialogues; and integrative competencies develop skills that require
social, emotional and cognitive competencies (e.g. brainstorming compromises to a conflict).
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positive relationships yield positive relationships. Because relationships serve as a
primary proximal process for all domains of development, nurturing positive rela-
tionships is one of the most powerful means of supporting children.

In 2006, Ross Thompson suggested the need for ‘a developmental relational
science’ (2006: 25), which would integrate important parts of ‘attachment theory,
neo-Vygotskian thinking, sociolinguistic approaches to cognitive growth, and other
perspectives into a thoughtful understanding of how early relational experience con-
tributes to fundamental competencies and the emergence of individual differences in
thinking, sociability, and personality development’ (p. 25). By studying relation-
ships, Thompson argued, we might better understand the interrelated pathways of
development. Recently, Sameroff (2010) articulated a theory of development that
begins to pull together these empirical understandings of personal change, ecological
context, self-regulation and representation, highlighting the role of relationships in
them.” Whether in the largely dependent state of infancy or the largely autonomous
state of adulthood, relationships remain central to human’s social, emotional and
cognitive growth. Sameroff suggests the need for future research to integrate addi-
tional perspectives of human development from sociology and anthropology®; these
perspectives can help us to understand how relationships between and amongst
individuals shape the social, emotional and cognitive development of children. In
this sense, Sameroff’s (2010) conclusion echoes Thompson’s (2006) call for a ‘devel-
opmental relational science’ (p. 25). By carefully articulating pathways to relation-
ships that are developmentally and culturally relevant, reciprocal, reliable and
flexible, researchers and practitioners can more fully support the healthy development
of children across the world.
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Chapter 5

Positive Couple Relationships: The Evidence
for Long-Lasting Relationship Satisfaction
and Happiness

Vagdevi Meunier and Wayne Baker

5.1 Introduction

The field of positive psychology is painting a new picture of what it takes to create
lasting, stable and, more importantly, enjoyable relationships (Gable and Haidt
2005). To create happiness with an intimate partner, it is not enough to simply learn
how to get rid of negative behaviours (Gottman 1995; Gottman and Silver 2000).
There is a critical need to build a positive psychology of relationships, one that
details the behaviours happy couples engage in that accentuate the positive and
ignore or reduce the impact of the negative.

5.2 A Positive Psychology of Relationships

Psychology has long been a science of healing and has tried to follow in the footsteps
of medical science. The literature and research has focused almost entirely on the
cause and elimination of suffering. There has been little focus on the ‘fulfilled
individual and thriving community’ (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). This has
been particularly true in the field of relationship science, where concerns about vio-
lence, depression, divorce, betrayals and other negative human experiences have held
centre stage for many decades (Gable and Haidt 2005). We know more about couples
in distress, who come to marital therapy because they could not handle what life had
to offer, than we do about the couples who are quietly managing all the same
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challenges and transitions of life and maintaining their relationships over a long time.
We know little about couples who are managing to thrive and grow despite setbacks,
and who are finding ways to enjoy, support and nurture each other as well as their
children (Tucker and Crouter 2008), even under circumstances one would not expect
to offer contentment such as slum dwellers in Calcutta (Gable and Haidt 2005).

Divorce rates have risen at an alarming rate in the past century in most industrial-
ized countries, and have caused great concern for the impact not only on individual
stress and mental health but also on relationships, families and social communities
as a whole (Kaslow 2001; Coontz 2006). In recent decades, non-industrialized
countries have also begun to see rising divorce rates. For example, India, which had
the lowest divorce rates in the world for many decades, has begun to see a sharp rise
in divorces in urban cities (Shetty 2009). Similarly in Japan and China, the rate of
relationship breakup has gone up enough to cause concern about the social impact
of this phenomenon on childbirth, children’s mental health, the stability of extended
family structures, and even productivity in the workplace (Kaslow 2001).

The rising concern about relationship breakup hides an important finding. The
majority of couples in committed, intimate relationships are doing well. Research
from eight different countries (US, Canada, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands,
Israel, South Africa and Chile) found the divorce rate to be between 20% and 50%
(Sharlin et al. 2000). What is exceptional about these findings is that, in most parts
of the world, 50-80% of couples are in lasting relationships that they find quite
satisfying. That is a fact worth celebrating but it is often ignored or lost in the moun-
tains of writing about divorce and distress in relationships.

We are now beginning to see a growing body of sociological as well as psycho-
logical research that speaks to the value of being in long-term committed relation-
ships both for men and women (Waite and Gallagher 2001; O’Connell 2008). We
are learning that social support from close positive relationships has positive impact
on longevity, wellbeing, productivity and immune function (Kantrowitz and Wingert
1999). Once we know that committed relationships are beneficial and that happy
committed relationships ‘make life worth living’ (Waite and Gallagher 2001;
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), the next step is understanding what it takes
to create that happiness, positivity and stability in committed relationships.

There are a few researchers who have made it their career goal to study and
understand positive intimate relationships. One of them is Dr. John Gottman, who
has spent more than three decades studying over 3,000 married couples using multi-
method and multi-dimensional research methods and built a solid scientific model
of healthy relationships that he calls the Sound Relationship House (Gottman 1995,
1999, 2007) (see Fig. 5.1). The Sound Relationship House model is a template for
healthy, satisfying and lasting relationships.

Gottman is able to predict with over 94% accuracy which relationships are likely
to remain intact and those that will not. He also replicated his findings in six separate
studies (2007). Gottman discovered early in his research that helping couples have
positive relationships is not just about preventing or eliminating negative behaviours.
He found a group of couples he called Masters of Relationship who were engaging in
specific behaviours that were enhancing or maintaining the positivity of the relationship.



5 Positive Couple Relationships: The Evidence for Long-Lasting Relationship... 75

Fig. 5.1 The Sound
Relationship House
(Reprinted with permission
from The Gottman
Relationship Institute: www.
gottman.com. Copyright

© 2008 by Dr. John M.
Gottman and Dr. Julie
Schwartz Gottman)
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Barbara Fredrickson’s research confirms that when flourishing relationships go above
a tipping point of 3:1 positive to negative experiences they are a qualitatively different
experience (2009). Similarly, Amy Strachman and Shelly Gable (2006), who have
been studying positive behaviours in a variety of relationships, have found that happy
couples tend to demonstrate specific behaviours that go beyond avoiding behaviours
that might cause pain and suffering to each other. Based on the work of these major
researchers as well as other emerging research on positivity in relationships, the fol-
lowing sections offer an overview of the factors and behaviours that can be found in
positive couple relationships.

5.3 Qualities of Positive Couple Relationships:
The Friendship Dimension

Most committed, intimate and romantic relationships begin with a foundation of
friendship. Even in cultures where marriages are arranged, the couple that builds a
strong friendship in the early years of marriage will be more likely to weather the
challenges of the later years (Sharlin et al. 2000; Sandhya 2009). Unfortunately,
many couples believe that finding one’s soul mate is the goal, and that once they
have found the perfect mate, the love between the two of them will take care of
any challenges that arise. Empirical research on relationships shows that love has
to be nurtured and savoured and preserved through regular actions that build the
foundation of friendship (Gottman 1999, 2007). Gottman’s research found that there
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are three components to the marital friendship that form the foundation of the sound
relationship house: Love Maps, Fondness and Admiration and Turning Towards
(the latter also known as the emotional bank account).

5.3.1 Love Maps

Gottman (1995) coined the term ‘Love Maps’ to denote the cognitive space that one
partner has in their mind for their partner’s world. In other words, how well does one
spouse know the other person’s experiences, likes and dislikes and personality quirks
or unique talents. ‘Love Maps’ also refers to the awareness and sensitivity one part-
ner has for his or her partner’s inner world — what is making them happy, what they
are looking forward to, what is stressing them, etc. During the courtship period and
in the throes of early love, most couples work on love maps quite easily and regu-
larly. As the relationship gets established and time passes, these love maps are
neglected. Couples forget to update their love maps, and believe they know every-
thing there is to know about their partners. However, people grow and change all the
time, and the inspiration for change sometimes comes from having an energizing,
enthusiastic conversation with a spouse who is genuinely interested in one’s story, as
much as it comes from intrinsic motivations. Gottman found that master couples
maintained this regular interest in their partner’s lives and built rituals of connection
that kept their love maps updated (1999).

Other researchers have substantiated the importance of these love maps, albeit in
different terms. Diener and Seligman (2002) found that the 10% of students with the
highest levels of happiness and fewest symptoms of depression had strong ties to
family and friends and made a commitment to sharing time with them. Australian
researchers Halford et al. (2007) confirmed that newly married couples who worked
on their relationship were more successful in maintaining satisfaction despite stress-
ful life events over a 5-year period.

5.3.2 Fondness and Admiration

The second component of the friendship dimension is maintaining fondness and
admiration. This is a simple concept to understand but challenging to maintain over
the long term. Maintaining admiration is critical to preventing the loss of respect or
empathy towards one another. Research has shown that emotional expressiveness is
positively correlated with marital satisfaction, and that the sense of stability that
comes from regular experience of feeling loved (and admired) in a relationship is the
best predictor of long-term commitment (Sharlin et al. 2000). People are usually
drawn into relationships because of feelings of fondness and admiration. However,
over time, partners begin to notice and react to small irritations and disappointments
more than positive behaviours. As the number of negative experiences are noted and
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added to, fondness and admiration can be eroded. Scanning the environment for what
is not going well enhances negative thinking and feeds negative emotional states,
which can become quite absorbing. In fact, negative emotional states are more intense
and likely to dampen any positive emotions that may also be present (Gottman 1995;
Johnson 2008; Hanson and Mendius 2009). In order to overcome this negative bias,
it is important to maintain generous praise and appreciation for each other.

Maintaining admiration also has the added benefit that spouses who admire each
other are more likely to accept and even celebrate their differences and enjoy the
diverse interests and opinions they offer each other (Gottman 2007). Spouses who
feel fondness and admiration and make an effort to express these positive feelings
are also likely to see the positivity add up over time leading to a longevity bonus of
about 10 years (Fredrickson 2009). A key ingredient in maintaining positivity is to
express positive feelings either verbally or in some other form, and to make an effort
to express specific, recent and timely praise rather than global or general admira-
tion. Lyubomirsky (2007) found that deliberately counting one’s blessings on a
regular basis, for example in a gratitude diary, once a week, increased participants’
feelings of satisfaction about their life. In order to express positive thoughts and
feelings in a relationship, it is important to cultivate and maintain internal positive
thoughts and perceptions. Research shows that positivity engenders success and
more positivity in a nurturing feedback loop (Fredrickson 2009; Lyubomirsky et al.
2005). Rehman and Holtzworth-Munroe (2007), in a cross-cultural study of
American and Pakistani couples, found a strong association between positive mari-
tal communication and satisfaction indices. In a relationship, positive expression
leads to gratitude and appreciation from the spouse, which then enhances self-
esteem in both partners and leads to increased positive thinking and perceptions.

Robinson and Price (1980) showed that couples who had high adjustment
(or satisfaction in the marriage) where the fondness and admiration was intact, had
the same count of both positive and negative interactions in the relationship as inde-
pendent observers. Distressed couples underestimated the positive interactions by
up to 50%. Spouses in positive relationships accentuate the positive, maintain posi-
tive illusions and admiration for their partners, and this helps them have a more
realistic or balanced view of experiences in the relationship. They find the good in
whatever has happened to them: researchers call this ‘benefit finding’.

Research shows that there are some specific positive behaviours that are more
impactful. For example, expressing gratitude appears to be more important than
seeking happiness (Algoe and Haidt 2009). Individuals who encourage feelings
of gratitude towards another person tend to experience more closeness, more
affection and tend to have positive thoughts and feelings about the other’s
motives or personality. Individuals who focus on happiness tend to be more
self-centred — concerned about what they are getting in a relationship (Algoe
et al. 2008; Katzir et al. 2010).

Positivity doesn’t just reflect success and happiness in life, it produces success
and happiness too. A meta-analysis of positivity research confirmed this finding
(Lyubomirsky et al. 2005). Positivity does not only reflect a current state, it draws
in and produces that state. Barbara Fredrickson has created the Broaden and Build
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theory of positivity based on two decades of empirical research. Maintaining
positive emotions (internally) and expressing positivity (towards others) help to
broaden one’s perspective, see the big picture, think more creatively and find solu-
tions and new ideas more easily. Broadening then leads to building more positivity,
creating new pathways towards happiness, serenity, joy, etc. As the positivity ratio
approaches the tipping point, which is 3:1 positive to negative thoughts or
moments, it creates flourishing individuals as well as relationships (Fredrickson
2009; Cohn et al. 2009).

5.3.3 The Emotional Bank Account

Researchers have believed for a long time that the fundamental unit of intimacy is
verbal and reciprocal self-disclosure (Jourard 1959). Driver and Gottman (2004)
showed, through research on couples’ mundane interactions throughout the day, that
the fundamental unit of intimacy is actually the Bid and the Turn. This is a concept
they developed to explain the simple, often subtle, interactions that happen between
two people who are sharing time and space together. Couples who are in the same
room together, even if they are engaged in individual pursuits such as reading or
watching television, will be making small gestures to each other, both verbal and
nonverbal that function as invitations to connect. For example, one spouse who is
reading the newspaper starts to chuckle and the other spouse who is reading some-
thing else says, ‘What?” The first spouse shares the article in the newspaper that
caused the chuckle and both of them have a moment of shared laughter before going
back to their individual reading. The first spouse made a bid and the partner turned
towards their spouse rather than turning away (ignoring the chuckle) or turning
against (hushing their partner). Driver and Gottman found that happy couples respond
to their partner’s bid for attention about 85% of the time with a positive response. The
frequency of bids and turns can be 20 times greater in happy couples, which creates
an upward spiral of bids and turns, often up to 77 times in 10 min contrasted with
10-20 bids in 10 min for distressed couples (Driver et al. 2003). This high level of
positive reciprocity leads to deposits in the ‘emotional bank account’ in the relation-
ship. If the emotional bank account is filled to the brim, conflict, stress and other
misfortunes of life tend to have a lower impact. If the emotional bank account is
running on empty, every argument has the potential to derail the relationship.

The hallmark of positive relationships is that partners not only notice these small
invitations but turn towards each other enthusiastically. They show willingness and
delight in being invited to share in a personal experience with their spouse and have
no hesitation in laughing loudly, complimenting their spouse or showing a high
level of interest and engagement in the interaction. High level bids and enthusiastic
‘turning towards’ behaviour lead to relationships that become rich environments of
intimacy, lightheartedness and enjoyment.

Strachman and Gable (2006) found a similar distinction in their research on cou-
ples that they labelled approach- or avoidance-oriented behaviour. A person is using
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approach skills when he or she is demonstrating motivations that are connected to
rewards or positive outcomes, which, in turn, was related to greater happiness in the
relationship. For example, I call my husband to find out how his day is going, to let
him know I am thinking of him fondly or to share something interesting or exciting
from my day. The motivation here is to seek out connection or share my experience.
On the other hand, avoidance-oriented skills are those that help us avoid pain or suf-
fering, or, to prevent something bad from happening. If I call my husband but my
motivation is to check upon him because I worry that he is engaging in an affair, I
am likely to communicate a different message. The behaviours might be the same —
I called my husband — but the motivations and intentions are quite different. One
will enhance the positivity in the relationship and the other might result in conflict
(because of the fearful motivation) or maintain the relationship at a price. Strachman
and Gable found that some people had high approach-oriented skills, which
increased the likelihood of their receiving support, positive feedback and enjoyment
from relationships. Capitalization, which is the retelling of a positive event to your
spouse, is likely to generate more positive affect that is over and above the initial
positive affect of the event itself (Fredrickson and Joiner 2002; Gable et al. 2004).
The partner’s supportive response must be seen as supportive of the event and of the
relationship. There is a basking effect of the positive emotions for both partners.

5.3.4 Play, Fun and Humour

Positive relationships are often characterized by play and humour because both
individuals in the relationship are prone to scanning their environment for success
and opportunities for gratitude rather than the reverse (Gottman 2007). Positivity
research confirms that injecting humour into a conflictual or distressing situation
has multiple benefits for both partners (Fredrickson 2009, Lyubomirsky 2007)
including increased immune function, lowered cortisol, reduced risk of depression
or stress-related illness and increased likelihood of relationship satisfaction. In
fact, Gottman (1999) found that the first 3 minutes of a conflict conversation can be
used to predict the trajectory of the conversation as well as the relationship itself
because the lack of humour, a harsh opening or start-up to the discussion and the
use of negative conflict strategies are powerful determinants of relationship path-
ways and health.

Playfulness and humour in relationships have other significant consequences.
They are often present when partners are enthusiastically turning towards each
other, which then leads to a greater sense of intimacy and closeness (Gottman and
Silver 2000). These behaviours are also likely to be associated with more sexual
desire, affectionate touch and greater sexual satisfaction (McCarthy and McCarthy
2009). A study of older Israeli couples in enduring marriages found that sexual
pleasure as well as affection, trust, openness and consideration were important factors
in marital satisfaction throughout the lifespan and not just in earlier stages of rela-
tionship (Cohen et al. 2009).
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5.4 The Conflict Dimension

Healthy relationships are not 100% positive or full of playfulness and humour at the
expense of other emotions (Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1995). Researchers have found
that in general there is a positivity offset of about 2:1, suggesting that on average most
people experience about two positive events for each negative event (Fredrickson
2009). Flourishing relationships exceed the tipping point of three positives to every
negative. However, even in flourishing relationships, the negative side of the ratio is
never zero. Positive relationships are healthy because both partners in the relationship
have the capacity to recognize, honour and work with the negative moments or emo-
tions that come up in life. As Fredrickson (2009) found, individuals in healthy rela-
tionships are characterized by less reactivity to negative circumstances, an ability to
see positive alternatives or return to positive perceptions of the relationship quickly
and an emotional agility that allows them to spend less time worrying about the past
or the future and being able to count their blessings in the present.

In Gottman’s (1999) sound relationship model, the middle two levels represent
the conflict dimension and include skills such as learning how to manage conflict
that is unsolvable, effectively repairing negative interactions and avoiding relation-
ship-damaging behaviours during conflict. Gottman found that couples who thrive
have a softer, gentler approach to conflict, inject humour, diffuse tensions at low
levels of negativity and avoid the four horsemen of the apocalypse. The four horse-
men — criticism, defensiveness, contempt and stonewalling — are the four behaviours
that predict the deterioration of a relationship. A detailed description of the four
horsemen can be found in Gottman’s book, Why Marriages Succeed or Fail (1995).
Conflict in itself is not a sign of deterioration because conflict often allows partners
to air grievances that may be building in the background (Kesner 2008).

Building a lasting vision of the relationship and putting conflict into perspective
are important tasks in healthy relationships (Fincham et al. 2004). When we open
ourselves to knowing and being known deeply by our partner, we are likely to
encounter differences in opinion, values or emotional and relational templates
(Banse 2004). Expressing the different facets of our personality can be risky if
differences are seen as threatening (Johnson 2008). Conflict then becomes a vehicle
for real and enduring growth if the partners can use their differences as opportunities
to build a stronger base for their intimacy and admiration for each other.

5.4.1 Positive Sentiment Override

Gottman (1999) found that marriages exist in two kinds of steady states or set points
he called Positive Sentiment Override (PSO) and Negative Sentiment Override
(NSO). These states are called sentiment overrides because the prevailing sentiment,
whether positive or negative, tends to override the momentary experiences, colours
the neutral moments or helps filter the incoming communication from the partner.
Flourishing relationships that exist in a state of PSO are often characterized by 1.93
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positive interactions or gestures per minute (about 115 per hour) which is significantly
higher than distressed relationships (Gottman et al. 1998). In other words, these rela-
tionships offer rich environments of affection, positivity, humour and appreciation
that override the more mundane challenges in life. The PSO becomes a sort of filter
that allows partners to see even negative communications in a positive light because
each negative experience is seen within the context of a rich database of positive
experiences. PSO can alter the way in which a couple remembers past events or can
create a positive container that can weather challenging interactions (Gottman 2007).
A positive sentiment override is not something a couple can consciously create in a
relationship because it is the indirect outcome of many positive elements in the rela-
tionship. In other words, PSO is like the weather of a relationship that requires many
conditions coming together at the right time and in the right mixture to form the
clouds of happiness. A strong friendship system characterized by updated love maps
and regular expressions of fondness and appreciation are critical to creating the posi-
tive weather in the relationship. For PSO to exist there must also be an absence of
serious unresolved or gridlocked conflict as a result of well-established and regular
conflict management strategies (Gottman 2007).

5.4.2 Softened Start-Up

Softened start-up is the term coined by Gottman (1999) to denote a gentle opening
in the first 3 minutes of a conflict discussion. This is the critical period during con-
flict when exercising tact in opening a conversation, maintaining a calm, open men-
tal state and managing one’s emotional reactivity has significant pay-off. A necessary
skill in starting and managing conflict discussions well is being able to manage
one’s physiological reactivity. In one study, Gottman and associates (1995) found
that listener positivity and neutrality during conflict discussions were more preva-
lent in happy marriages. Gottman (1999) and other researchers (Atkinson 2005)
have shown that conflict discussions in committed relationships can have the same
physiological signature as combat stress, which includes symptoms such as elevated
heart rate (typically over 95 beats per minute), agitation, misperceptions of incom-
ing information and flight or fight thinking.

Any understanding of safety in relationships has to take into account some of our
evolutionary legacies. Our brains are wired to keep us safe (Hanson and Mendius
2009). The entire limbic system functions on the basis of the danger signals that are
picked up by the amygdala and then transmitted across the brain, shutting down think-
ing centres and heightening the survival mechanisms of flight, fight, or freeze. Couples
who know how to argue productively seem to understand this intuitively and develop
strategies to diffuse tensions at low levels of negativity, have low thresholds for hurtful
communication, take breaks in conversations when the conflict seems gridlocked and
balance their complaints with statements of love or appreciation and humour. Gottman
and Krokoff (1989) found that in satisfied relationships, men defuse negativity in
low-conflict situations while women de-escalate negativity in high-conflict contexts.
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5.4.3 Unsolvable Problems

Gottman (1999, 2007) found that about two-thirds of all conflicts across both happy
as well as distressed couples are not resolvable. In other words, the topics that cause
conflict in the relationship are likely to endure for many years, and there may be no
good solutions to be found. Couples who understand this learn to manage conflicts the
same way they manage chronic illnesses, by learning strategies to keep the conflict at
bay, reducing the impact of the conflict on other aspects of their relationship and learn-
ing ways to negotiate compromises in place of trying to solve unsolvable problems.

Experimental studies have repeatedly shown that individual positive moods or
internal positivity has a large impact on conflict management and negotiation. In fact
Gottman et al. (1998) found that amongst newlyweds positive affect, when used as a
contingent emotion to diffuse negativity or soothe a partner, was the only predictor
of both marital stability and satisfaction 6 years later. Positivity on an individual or
relationship level reduces aggressive tactics, increases cooperation, curiosity and
willingness to look at new solutions, decreases use of avoidance or manipulation
strategies and increases the desire to help others. This effect is so prevalent it has
been dubbed the ‘feel good, do good’ phenomenon (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005). Since
a person’s positive mood or state increases the ability to negotiate conflict more pro-
ductively, it also enhances feelings of gratitude and appreciation in the partner
(Fredrickson 2009; Cohn et al. 2009) and the likelihood that each partner considers
the other’s point of view and ‘accepts influence’. Accepting influence or being willing
to take a partner’s suggestion and be influenced by their perceptions were predictive
of long-term relationship satisfaction for men (Gottman and Silver 2000).

5.4.4 Repair

Relationship repair is a critical aspect of healthy conflict management (Gottman
1999). In Gottman’s research, the master couples were repairing and de-escalating
the conflict during the argument as well as making effective repairs after a negative
interaction. Repair attempts during the conflict include efforts to interject humour,
conceding a point, or apologizing for hurting the partner’s feelings. There is typi-
cally one effort to repair about every 3 minutes for most couples (Gottman 2007).
Repair attempts can also include bids for connection through a joke, a quick peck on
the cheek or a smile that is received and returned.

Conflict in long-term committed relationships is unavoidable, at least in most
healthy relationships. This is because life itself brings ups and downs in addition to
differences in individuals within a relationship who bring diverse points of view, dif-
ferences in upbringing and social and moral values, and predictable mishaps in attun-
ement or communications. A German study found that distressed and non-distressed
couples have many similarities in their conflict management strategies: the important
difference was that non-distressed couples had more predictability and trust that a
positive gesture will be reciprocated by the spouse (Hahlweg et al. 1984).



5 Positive Couple Relationships: The Evidence for Long-Lasting Relationship... 83

The key to successful conflict management is not avoiding conflict but maintaining
reciprocal, fair and respectful conflict management methods that avoid the four
horsemen of the apocalypse (Gottman 1995). One is likely to find criticism (treating
a relationship problem like it is a defect in the partner), defensiveness (not taking
responsibility for even a small part of the problem) or stonewalling (shutting down
during a conversation) in happy and unhappy couples. Gottman et al. (1998) found
that a softened start-up in a woman’s approach to conflict and a man’s ability to
accept influence from his partner were positive predictors of a lasting relationship.

What one is not likely to find in happy satisfied relationships is contempt.
Contempt is any behaviour, gesture or non-verbal signal that communicates that one
partner is on a superior plane compared to the other partner. Contempt is the most
corrosive of conflict strategies used during arguments because it erodes the respect,
the equality and the sense of safety in a relationship (Gottman 1999; Johnson 2008).
Couples in positive relationships rarely feel contempt towards their partners both
because of their own internal positivity but also because they make efforts to main-
tain admiration, affection and respect in the relationship even when they are fight-
ing. They also recognize the harm caused by contemptuous behaviour and either
avoid it altogether during conflict or recognize when they have crossed the line and
quickly retract or repair the hurt. In fact, the absence of contempt can be seen as a
positive prognostic indicator of health in a relationship.

5.4.5 Forgive and Give Thanks

Any discussion of conflict management in committed relationships has to pay spe-
cial attention to the concepts of forgiveness and expressions of gratitude. These two
behaviours or attitudes are absolutely essential for the success of long-term relation-
ships and also mark the major challenges of maintaining positivity in a relationship
over time (Algoe et al. 2010; Luskin 2003; Kornfield 2008). Everyone at some point
feels hurt, let down, betrayed, disappointed or wronged by his or her partner. Spouses
report that the capacity to seek and offer forgiveness is one of the most important
factors contributing to marital longevity and marital satisfaction (Fincham
et al. 2004). Research consistently shows that forgiving the spouse enhances rela-
tionship intimacy and commitment, promotes better conflict resolution and has a
positive influence on marital quality over the long haul (Fincham and Beach 2007;
Fincham et al. 2004). Closely related to forgiveness is gratitude, the virtue of learn-
ing to give thanks. As a positive emotion, gratitude helps to create an upward spiral
of relational wellbeing (Fredrickson et al. 2008; Fredrickson and Joiner 2002).
Injury in an intimate relationship engenders strong negative emotions.
Sometimes, forgiveness or gratitude cannot be achieved immediately because
the wounding or injury is of great significance to the person who is wounded
(Johnson 2008). While any long-term relationship has to weather periodic dis-
appointments, mishaps or mistakes, there are some moments that cause more
emotional injury than others such as affairs, abandonment or abuse. Johnson
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describes these as attachment injuries because the negative interaction ruptures
the attachment bond between the two partners in the relationship (Johnson
2008). In such circumstances, the wounded partner may justifiably react with
anger or resentment, emotions Johnson refers to as secondary emotions that
protect and hide the primary, more vulnerable emotions such as sadness, help-
lessness or hurt. Couples in healthy relationships recognize that replacing anger
and resentment with grief or sadness ultimately allows movement towards a
radical acceptance and healing (O’Connell 2008).

5.4.6 Empathic Attunement

Another key element of successful conflict management is empathic attunement
(Gottman 2007). Attunement to each other’s emotional experience, being able to
imagine what the other person is thinking and feeling and being able to respond to the
emotional needs of the partner rather than get caught up in defensiveness and blame
can build relationship safety, regulate negative emotions in both self and others through
positive limbic resonance (Hanson and Mendius 2009) and even heal attachment inju-
ries (Johnson 2008). Empathic attunement also conveys the idea that one partner may
not be able to prevent wounds or disappointments from happening, but will be emo-
tionally present and willing to participate in the healing process. When one person
hurts another in a committed relationship, no one else can offer the kind of healing the
wounded partner needs more than the one attachment figure who caused the injury.
This is the primary gift offered by empathic attunement, which is why couples that
offer this are more likely to overcome negative experiences successfully.

Individual positivity and emotion regulation help each partner see the conflict in
a balanced manner, reduce overreaction, recover quickly from negative events,
repair successfully and maintain closeness even through difficult events (Fredrickson
2009). Fincham and Beach (2010) note that flourishing relationships are ones where
each partner takes the responsibility and puts forth the effort to keep the relationship
high in health and low in distress. When the two, individual skills and relational
skills, are present in each partner, the relationship becomes resilient, which leads to
flourishing, when conflict can be transformed into opportunities for greater intimacy
and understanding (Fredrickson 2009; Gottman 2007), which in turn makes each
person feel like they are part of a relational experience that has greater meaning, a
life purpose or a spiritual bond.

5.5 Shared Meaning Dimension

Shared meaning is the aspect of a committed relationship that creates meaning and
purpose to an intimate partnership. In the Sound Relationship House model, shared
meaning has two levels or components. The first one is supporting and making each
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other’s dreams come true. The second component is creating a shared culture, which
is often done through the roles, rituals and traditions that are honoured within the
family life of the partnership.

5.5.1 Making Dreams Come True

In order to support each other’s dreams, each partner in the relationship has to main-
tain an active engagement and commitment to the relationship. Through that active
commitment, and the safety and trust that are built in the relationship, each partner
then has the opportunity to articulate their life dreams and try to be all that they can
be. Research done in several cultures (Sharlin et al. 2000) found that couples in
almost every culture spoke of being supportive of each other’s wishes, careers and
dreams as a key component of relationship satisfaction. Research shows that posi-
tivity within oneself breeds compassion and kindness which engenders gratitude
with one’s partner and pride in oneself for acting from a place of integrity or whole-
ness (Lyubomirsky 2007). The pride in one’s actions then inspires visions of greater
action, lofty dreams of action within the world and self-confidence and efficacy in
carrying out these dreams. Again, one sees the positive feedback loop that helps
individuals grow in themselves and in relationship through the practice of internal
and external positive thoughts and actions. As Fredrickson (2009) found in her
research, since positivity at the individual and relationship level broadens and builds
physical, intellectual, psychological and social resources, couples in positive rela-
tionships develop the ability to be more flexible, creative, adaptive, receptive and far
thinking, all of which has a direct correlation with success in life. This finding was
confirmed through a meta-analysis of both experimental and correlational research
that showed that happy people have greater levels of satisfaction with all spheres of
experience including family, love, social support system, education and work,
leisure activities and even housing and transportation (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005).

5.5.2 Building Shared Meaning

Individual dreams or successes are just one of the aspects of shared meaning in a
committed relationship. When two adults join together to build a family bond with
each other, the more their life together is characterized by symbolic actions and dem-
onstrations of that family bond, the more meaningful the relationship feels to each
partner (Gottman 2007). Seligman et al. (2005) found three main components to hap-
piness: pleasure, engagement (or depth of involvement in family, work, hobbies, etc.)
and meaning. Engagement and meaning were more important in the pursuit of hap-
piness than pleasure (Wallis 2004). Shared meaning in a couple is created through
mutual engagement in meaningful activities.

Bill Doherty (1997) wrote a book called The Intentional Family, where he affirms
this notion that two people in a marriage are creating a new culture between them.
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When this relational culture is characterized by roles, rituals, traditions or regular
patterns of symbolic behaviour that has meaning, purpose or cultural context for each
of them, the emotional bond between the partners feels stronger and more resilient.
Roles represent the kind of explicit and implicit arrangements between partners for
tasks and responsibilities within the relationship. If these roles capitalize on each per-
son’s strengths or interests and create a harmonious working arrangement, each part-
ner’s sense of stability and accountability within the relationship is enhanced. The
roles do not need to follow a prescribed set of cultural values. The roles have to suit
the two individuals in the relationship and honour each partner’s upbringing, values,
interests and strengths. As Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1995) found in their qualitative
research, ‘Every good marriage must adapt to the developmental changes in each
partner, bending and yielding to the redefinitions that all men and women go through’.
In a similar fashion, rituals are regular patterns of action that each person can count on
as a symbol of what is important, meaningful and purposeful in their lives. Rituals can
be formal and significant such as religious participation, holiday rituals, family events
and other developmental moments or informal such as mundane or simple repeated
acts that carry symbolic meaning such as waking up together, having meals together,
parting and reunion rituals, shared chores or family play time. The richness of a family
life can be measured by the quantity and quality of these moments of shared meaning
that all members of the couple or family participate in and enjoy.

Shared meaning in flourishing relationships can also be about activities or rituals
that occur outside the context of the couple relationship. As Fincham and Beach
(2010) point out, in flourishing relationships the partners reward themselves with the
kinds of friendships and activities that make them whole and more interesting. Partners
do not depend only on each other to fulfil all of their needs. We become interesting to
others when we thrive and grow by having outside interests and relationships that
meet our needs in a healthy manner and help us feel alive, vital and productive. In that
context, each partner brings something fresh and rich to the primary relationship from
their other activities and network of relationships that feeds the primary relationship.
It also means that each partner in the relationship asks for what they need and want
from their partners but can tolerate disappointment or temporary unavailability by
their partner because they have multiple avenues for meeting their needs. Honesty,
transparency, trust and fidelity would, of course, be important elements that allow
each person to trust that they can have many pathways to happiness and fulfilment
that include the spouse or partner as a primary but not exclusive figure. Flourishing
relationships are born out of flourishing human beings. Fincham and Beach (2010)
suggest that a dynamic balance between one’s focus on spousal relationship, family
subsystems, other relational networks and community are aspects of healthy indi-
vidual functioning. Individuals who feel part of a broad and complex relationship
container are able to be productive citizens of their communities and societies and
bring value to the world and not just their immediate circle of influence. Fincham
and Beach also suggest that if we promote the ‘mini-memes’ of commitment, for-
giveness, gratitude and sacrifice, then we have the ability to create a forward momen-
tum in society that is based on positivity. If we could all live our lives as ambassadors
of positivity, we stand a good chance of creating a huge impact in the world.
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5.6 Summary

Love encompasses all other positive emotions such as awe, inspiration, pride, joy,
hope, gratitude, serenity, interest and inspiration (Fredrickson 2009). The context in
which these positive emotions are experienced, i.e. in an attachment bond, trans-
forms them into love. Because of this multifaceted nature of love, it is more accurate
to think of love as a journey through the many faces of positive emotions, some of
them intense and dramatic such as joy or pride or awe and others more calming and
soothing such as contentment, serenity and gratitude. Flourishing relationships are
created through the positive emotional experiences and energy created both within
a person and between two people. Relationships that thrive offer friendship, inti-
macy, affection, passion and hope. Individuals in thriving relationships don’t just
survive; they overcome and conquer the challenges of life and relationships. They
feel like ‘champions of love’ (Fredrickson 2009) and they bring this pride, self-
confidence and resilience to all aspects of their lives. Two adults choosing a filial
relationship with each other in an equal, romantic and primary attachment bond
form the kernel of society. From this adult attachment relationship arise the dreams,
visions and actions that create family, community, society and the world culture.
When we are able to teach adults to have positive thriving relationships, we are
changing the world one couple at a time.
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Chapter 6
Positive Parent—Child Relationships

Kimberley O’Brien and Jane Mosco

6.1 Parenting in the Twenty-First Century

Family relationships in the Western world have been affected by rapid social and
technological changes. Parents are pressured to work longer hours while young chil-
dren spend more time with alternative carers both within and outside the home. While
there is ongoing political pressure in several Western countries to improve maternity
and paternity leave and provide subsidised childcare, the majority of families make do
with minimal economic and practical assistance when raising infants and toddlers.

Parents usually want the best for their children whatever they conceive this to be.
Unlike previous generations, today’s parents are faced with an information industry
offering suggestions on every angle of the parenting process. Parenting ‘gurus’ pro-
liferate, sometimes giving different advice or emphasising different aspects of the
role. Although the word ‘parents’ is commonly used, there is still an expectation
that it is women who take on this primary responsibility with men being the main
breadwinners. This division of labour is less and less the norm, although there are
clear indications that even where women are working full time outside the home,
they still do most of the work within it and take on the primary responsibility for
many of the tasks inherent in parenting (Crompton 2006).

More children than ever spend time being cared for outside the family, and there
are a plethora of recommendations concerning the quality of that care. Other specific
issues that impact the modern parent—child relationship include work demands,
greater mobility, the scattering of the extended family, family breakdown and single
parenthood. There is regular media coverage on family life; from the general prob-
lems of parenting and growing up in today’s world to the need to protect children
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from abuse and neglect. This chapter explores the evidence, rather than any current
zeitgeist on factors and approaches that enable parents to be the best they can be —in
order to facilitate the authentic wellbeing of their children (Suldo 2009).

6.2 Parenting Styles

Parental responsibility for children and their development varies in emphasis across
time and culture. It includes foci on physical health, spiritual development, cultural
transmission, socialisation, emotional health and cognitive development. Here we
explore what is of benefit to children in all domains of their development — enhancing
their ability to flourish and achieve authentic wellbeing.

Parents’ relationships with their children are strongly linked with outcomes
(Amato 2000; Demo and Cox 2000). The most harmonious and positive parent—
child relationships share similar qualities from birth to adolescence although spe-
cific practices change as children grow. Baumrind’s (1967) classic research identified
four styles of parenting in preschool-age families. These are:

e The neglectful uninvolved parent

e The controlling and detached authoritarian parent

* The warm permissive parent with low expectations for their children and weak
boundaries for behaviour

e The warm, responsive and encouraging authoritative parent with high age-
appropriate expectations and limits for their children and the provision of sup-
port to meet these (DeHart et al. 2000)

Baumrind found that preschool children in authoritarian households were
more hostile and less independent, while permissive parents were more likely to
raise children who were less achievement-oriented and did not develop appropri-
ate independence or resilience. The most self-reliant, content, adaptable and
cooperative children were raised by authoritative parents. This theory has now
extended to children of all ages (Baumrind 1989; Maccoby and Martin 1983)
confirming that authoritative parenting predicts healthy child adjustment (Amato
2000; Demo and Cox 2000).

Numerous ‘parenting experts’ have since explored positive strategies to comple-
ment this parenting style, with ‘step-by-step suggestions’ for raising happy kids
(Hartley-Brewer 2004) and creating a ‘phenomenal family’ (McGraw 2004). These
approaches regularly refer to positive strategies such as giving praise and devoting
time, enhancing motivation and self-confidence, building respect, trust and security
and encouraging independence and self-reliance. Popular catch phrases are littered
within parenting literature, such as purposeful parenting: ‘the modelling of good
emotional and mental stability in order to be the role model your children will
remember’ (McGraw 2004); proactive parenting: ‘we don’t wait for things to go
wrong before we reflect on our parenting strategies’ (Walker 2010); unconditional



6 Positive Parent—Child Relationships 93

parenting: ‘children shouldn’t have to earn a parents approval and they should
always feel loved’ (Kohn 2005) and positive parenting: ‘parents who do not overplay
their role of police for civilization, lest they invite avoidable resentment, resistance
and hostility” (Ginott and Goddard 2003). A warm, responsive, supportive parenting
style with high expectations is also referred to as ‘facilitative’ in some of the litera-
ture (Bryant 2001; Roffey 2011).

6.3 Learning Parenting Styles

Parenting styles develop from a combination of the parents’ own experiences as
children and the society in which they live, including the books they read, the friends
they keep and their exposure to different expectations within the community (Buss
2005). Although these influences are usually found locally, ideas about parenting
may accumulate through exchanges with other cultures or through extended family,
such as grandparents of migrants who remain in the country of origin. This may
cause conflict for parents who may need to reflect on what is the best interests of the
child in the setting in which they are being raised. Parenting styles are often not
questioned until something goes awry. A parent may seek help to change their child
in some way and discover they need to change how they are parenting.

6.4 Core Principles Underpinning Positive
Parent—Child Relationships

Understanding: All human relationships are perpetually changing. Maintaining a
healthy and enduring relationship requires the ability to empathise with someone,
understand their needs and appreciate their alternative perspectives. Effective
parenting includes an understanding of how children develop and learn, and what
motivates them. Children are also individuals — tuning into their specific likes,
dislikes, sensitivities and strengths builds the ability to respond well to their needs
as they grow. We must also understand ourselves — what we can expect of our-
selves as parents and what support we will require along the parenting pathway
(Walker 2010).

Mutual respect: This is vital in any healthy relationship. Parents who try to impose
their own will on a child are likely to be met with resentment or a simmering sense
of frustration (Kohn 2005). Respect means being willing to listen to children and
look at situations from their perspective. Even if a parent has the final say in mak-
ing decisions in the best interest of the child, showing that views of the child are
taken into consideration reduces potential power struggles. Self-determination
theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) indicates that young people need to feel autonomous,
experience choice and feel listened to. Conversely, where parents use a controlling
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parenting style, children may learn to try to control others through bullying
behaviours (Assor et al. 2002). By acknowledging children’s feelings, desires and
questions, parents model ways that promote both prosocial behaviour and authen-
tic independence. Positive parents are flexible, able to compromise and work
towards mutual goals. For example, if there is a need to reorganise bedroom alloca-
tions, the whole family can discuss alternative solutions together. Although parents
might make the final decision, this is likely to be more acceptable to the children
when authentic consultation has taken place. With an authoritarian parent, the
decision may be made without reference to anyone else in the family, who are then
expected to comply, often with resentment.

Open communication: The quality of communication between parent and child is
an indicator of the mutual respect and dignity existing within the parent—child
relationship. Adults with the skills to enter the world of children in a compassionate
and caring way are helping children to trust their inner reality and develop self-
confidence (Ginott 1965). Parents who reflect on themselves and the relationships
they share with their children are less likely to be rigid, impatient or negative.
This may involve admitting they made a wrong decision or apologising for an
unthoughtful comment. These interactions help children learn richer and more
developed interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. A parent who listens well and is
open to questions teaches the child to articulate emotions safely.

Time: Setting aside time to nurture the parent—child relationship is another key to
continuing good communication as children mature into young adults (Sanders
2008). Simply spending time with a parent makes children feel valued and worthy
of attention particularly where parents follow the young person’s lead and partici-
pate in an activity the child has chosen. For those who have to compete for their
parent’s attention this is especially valuable (McNeely and Barber 2010). Giving
children attention in the absence of distractions, such as television or competing
siblings, provides opportunities for developing new mutual interests, resolving any
conflict, maintaining trust, accessing emotional availability and providing close
proximity for physical affection. Children also like to be included in adult activities,
such as building projects and cooking. Being given responsibilities in such joint
endeavours promotes a sense of connection essential for wellbeing and resilience
and can foster a sense of independence and confidence — especially if the child is
allowed to make and learn from mistakes.

6.5 Family Resilience

The literature on family resilience indicates common factors across diverse cultural
and ethnic groups that are globally recognisable (Patterson 2002).
Family resilience factors are described as:

* Having a positive outlook: such as looking for the best in a situation, acting as
though you imagine that things will turn out well.
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* Having consistency of family member accord: working consciously to reduce
stress in the household and use positive conflict resolution techniques.

» Engaging in flexibility: being open to spontaneous plans, or changing your mind
when it seems appropriate.

» Using positive family communication: noticing and acknowledging when chil-
dren are behaving well, using positive and reinforcing language. Having many
more positive than negative statements in daily interactions.

* Practising sound financial management: use budgets and forward planning to
ensure you can meet your financial commitments.

 Participation in shared recreation: going fishing, swimming or baking a cake
together.

* Following regular routines and rituals: these may include having a regular bed-
time routine (game, bath, book, bed) special dinners or celebrations.

* Being engaged in spirituality: this may involve saying blessings before meals,
engaging in regular meditation or discussing mindfulness around the dinner table.

* Belonging to wider support networks, such as a local soccer club, faith-based
community or community garden. (Black and Lobo 2008).

These qualities of family resilience are essential tools for leading a meaningful
life as well as benefiting the positive development of our children. Although the
family unit has gone through many developments and changes, the depth of special
meaning it has for people hasn’t changed. Family life is reported to be responsible
for many significant aspects of our lives, and for many people, positive family expe-
riences are focused around love and security (DCSF 2010).

6.6 Parenting Style and Prosocial Behaviour

The relationship between parenting style and a child’s prosocial behaviour-behaviour
has been studied extensively (e.g. Eisenberg and Fabes 1998; Bierhoff 2002; Grusec
et al. 2002). Parental warmth, use of reasoning and autonomy support enhance a
child’s ability to empathise and adopt prosocial behaviour (Clark and Ladd 2000;
Krevans and Gibbs 1996) where a power-assertive behaviour management approach
is much less effective — especially over time. Where parents provide children with a
caring model this increases both the child’s willingness to attend to parental messages
and their accuracy in detecting these messages (Knafo and Schwartz 2003; Smetana
et al. 2009; Staub 1979). In one example, children observed to have a warm relation-
ship with their parents were rated by their teachers as more prosocial in that their
considerate behaviour was intended to benefit others (Clark and Ladd 2000). Parents
who express negative feelings toward their children are more likely to raise children
with less prosocial behaviour (Deater-Deckard et al. 2001). Authoritative parents also
set clear limits and standards of behaviour and utilise an approach that aims to explain
and teach the preferred behaviour. This encourages learning and forgiving, allowing
children to engage in problem solving and increase their independence.
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6.7 A Focus on Fathers

Although fathers are less often the focus of parenting research, studies confirm the
value of active and authoritative parenting styles for both parents.

When fathers are more involved in children’s lives, children experience better
friendships and more empathy, have increased educational achievement and a
positive sense of self (Flouri 2005). Today’s fathers are being more involved in
children’s lives (Gray 2006) and research suggests that engaging fathers throughout
pregnancy and the birth of babies, is more likely to lead to fathers remaining actively
involved in bringing up their children (May 1978). There are indications (Craig
2006; Tan 1997) that the higher a father’s educational qualification, the more time
he will spend with his children. The quality of that relationship remains crucial.
Data from an urban Southern Visayan region supported Filipino fathers’ involve-
ment in parenting with regards to positive outcomes for school age and adolescent
children. This was particularly so for boys when fathers utilised an authoritative
style (Harper 2010). Although the best outcome for adolescents results from having
two authoritative parents, Simons and Conger (2007) found that having just one
could generally protect young people from the more negative impacts of other less
preferable styles of parenting.

6.8 Ecological Factors That Contribute to Positive
Parent—Child Relationships

To better understand how broader social systems contribute to child develop-
ment, Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) developed The Ecology of Human Development
theory. He identified four levels within nested systems. The microsystem (such as
the family or classroom); the mesosystem (which is the interaction between those
at the microsystem, such as a teacher and parent); the exosystem (external envi-
ronments which indirectly influence development, e.g. parental workplace); and
the macrosystem (the larger sociocultural context). Bronfrenbrenner later added
a fifth system, called the chronosystem (the evolution of the external systems
over time).

Each system contains roles, norms and rules that can powerfully shape devel-
opment. Although the biggest impact on children is centred around what happens
in the home, parents also make important decisions external to family interactions
for their children, including which educational philosophy, sport or political party
to embrace.

Empirical research suggests that strong and stable relationships in the family
home have the greatest impact on a child’s happiness and healthy development
(DCSF 2009). As ‘the conductor of the family orchestra’ (Harold 2001), positive
adult relationships set the tone of children’s family experiences as does the level of
marital accord (Walsh 1998, 2002).
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Parents who are happier in their relationships participate in more positive
relationships with their young children (Simons et al. 1993), so it is not surprising
that there is a strong association between the quality of the partners’ relationship
and better child outcomes (Coleman and Glenn 2009). Children report that the
experience of parental conflict is stressful for them, and as a result children can
withdraw, become anxious or aggressive (DCSF 2009).

Even in families where parents have separated, when the adults involved manage
to work co-operatively, children cope better (Rodgers and Pryor 1998). It is the
quality of the relationship with the non-resident parent rather than the frequency of
the contact that is important (Gilmore 2006). Positive and consistent parenting with
regards to behaviour, support and involvement, is linked with increased academic
and behavioural outcomes (London Economics 2007).

Children’s happiness also depends on the relationships they witness between
other adults residing in their home environment, such as grandparents or alternative
carers (DCSF 2010), and the relationships these adults have with them. It is the
quality of the relationships not the form of family unit itself that is important.

Children and adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the impact of tension
between adults and to the reactions or mood swings of carers experiencing stress or
tiredness. Parents exhibiting erratic or extreme responses to their child’s behaviour
are likely to trigger fear, confusion or mistrust within the parent—child relationship.
Children’s wellbeing depends on the adults in their life being reliable and predict-
able, providing guidance, meeting both emotional and material needs as well as
setting reasonable limits on behaviour. Finkenauer and colleagues (2004) reported
that when children from Holland shared sensitive and personal information with a
parent, they reported increased family contentment.

As internal family dynamics are impacted by external factors including alterna-
tive care arrangements and extended working hours for parents, we need to consider
the impact of factors beyond the immediate care-giving environment.

6.9 Parent Support

The more supported parents are, the better placed they are to support children and
to parent more positively (DCSF 2010).

There are key developmental periods and pressure points where additional edu-
cation and support are most beneficial. These include the steep learning curve of
becoming a new parent, of managing the toddler years, starting school and during
the transition at adolescence from child to adulthood. Educational programmes on
positive parenting skills can be successful in supporting parents at these times
(Moran et al. 2004; de Graaf et al. 2008)

When parents are able to access practical support such as flexible work practices,
assistance with caring for children during holidays, times of ill health, or attending
school occasions, children benefit. This relieves stress and enables parents to be
more involved in their children’s lives.
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6.10 Developmental Aspects of Positive
Parent—Child Relationships

6.10.1 Bonding and Attachment — The First 9 Months

Parents begin their journey before their child is born, with quality health care for
mind and body during pregnancy and birth. Stress reduction and extra support at
this stage can make a difference to how a mother feels about her role and this in turn
may impact on how she responds to her baby.

Securing a healthy and enduring attachment with a child occurs between birth
and 9 months (Ainsworth and Bowlby 1991). These early months and the baby’s
first experiences of the world are crucial. Babies respond to the levels of respon-
siveness of their carers. Between 6 and 10 weeks there is engagement with the
social smile (Sroufe and Waters 1976), by 3 months babies are smiling when
they are socialising and interacting with other people (Ellsworth et al. 1993).
When parents are playful with their child they can influence a baby’s reactions
(Repacholi 1998).

According to Bowlby’s Attachment Theory, infants require a close and continu-
ous care-giving relationship with a supportive and stable parental figure in order to
thrive both physically and emotionally (Bowlby 1973; Ainsworth et al. 1978). In
some cases, the bonding process between mother and baby is disrupted through
separation, deprivation, depression or bereavement. For infants living in alternative
care, primary attachment figures are still essential in the development of security,
trust and self-worth (Cassidy 1999; Verschueren and Marcoen 1999). It does not
have to be the biological mother.

Gerhardt (2004) highlighted the importance of ‘love’ in healthy infant brain
development. By this she means the extent to which a baby needs are met and
ways in which these are met. Emotional nurturing and responsiveness to an
infant’s attempt to make connections is fundamental and when these needs are
unmet there is a rise in stress and levels of cortisol, which has implications for
future development. Gerhardt explored how a baby’s earliest relationships shape
their nervous system and how the development of the brain can affect future emo-
tional wellbeing with particular reference to the way children (and adults) later
respond to stress.

Summarising the empirical research on secure and insecure attachments, Sroufe
and colleagues (2005) conclude that the beneficial effects of secure attachments
are observed in harmonious parent—child relationships and in satisfying, close
friendships at later stages of development. A parent’s ability to assess a situation
from the child’s perspective enhances attachment and a positive parent—child rela-
tionship (Velderman et al. 2006). A mother’s ability to respond promptly to signs
of fear, stress, tiredness and hunger for example are fundamental to secure
attachment. Research suggests more empathic parents are better able to form close,
mutually responsive relationships with their young children (Kochanska 1997).
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6.10.2 Toddlers in Today’s World

Toddlers are busy people, responding to physical play, seeking out parental
affection, and learning new skills. Parenting that results in shared positive affect —
when both parent and child experience positive emotions — has broad adaptive
consequences for development, including children’s security, early morality and
eagerness to imitate parents (Kochanska and Aksan 1995; Aksan and Kochanska
2004). Proactive and responsive parenting, which ‘tracks’ the child during the day,
allows adults to anticipate child needs, notice subtle cues such as tiredness and
ensure safety, including encounters with peers. This helps toddlers cope with dis-
tress before it becomes intense.

Mothers’ internal knowledge of attachment seems important. Vaughn et al.
(2007) found that in three sociocultural groups, the mother’s ability to create
stories rich in attachment themes about everyday events predicted children’s
ability to use their mother as a secure base when at home, coming to her when
they were distressed or needed support. Maternal responsiveness to distress is
linked positively with the development of empathic abilities and prosocial behav-
iours in young children (Davidov and Grusec 2006). For young children in care,
quality care can be determined in part by the carer’s ability to be responsive to
the child’s needs.

Early childhood is a time to experience autonomy and become more indepen-
dent. Some children do this with passion. ‘No, me do it” every other minute can be
frustrating for busy parents. Children are also naturally curious and want to explore
in areas that parents may see as risky. This boundary pushing can involve seemingly
challenging behaviours. The key is to recognise this developmental stage and not
misinterpret the behaviours as ‘naughty’, disobedient or disrespectful. Having a
clear and structured response to issues of challenging behaviour supports parents to
maintain positive parent—child relationships.

Understanding their child’s temperament can help parents have realistic
expectations. Fearfulness in shyer infants can be reduced by warm, supportive
parenting that lowers cortisol (Gunnar et al. 1997). Other strategies include using
regular routines and rhythms and responding to needs of the child as they arise.
As well as setting age appropriate guidelines, distraction, imitation and
modelling reinforces desired behaviour as does noticing when the sought after
behaviour is practised.

Parenting can at times hamper healthy development even though intentions are
caring. The phenomenon of anxious parents hovering over their own children is
sometimes known as ‘helicopter parenting’ resulting in ‘bubble-wrapped kids’.
Risk-taking is inhibited and children lack opportunities to explore their own capac-
ities, particularly in terms of physical play. Occupational therapists (Jackson-King
2010) have identified delays in developmental milestones, such as walking, run-
ning and climbing due to these inhibitions. Gill (2007) also gives evidence that
children’s restricted experiences of childhood are hampering their natural develop-
ment as parents are fearful of the potential risks involved in explortion and
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experimentation. Children need encouragement to test out their growing capacities.
Too much restriction not only impairs physical wellbeing but also ultimately chil-
dren’s social and psychological wellbeing including their relationship with their
parents (Nelson 2010).

6.10.3 Positive Parenting in Middle Childhood

As children develop to school age and beyond, the same key concepts of warmth,
support, high expectations, boundary setting and responsiveness remain critical to
effective relationships. When family life has supported children positively in early
childhood, this stage of middle childhood (6-11 years) can focus on mastery of
skills and increased peer interactions both in school and home, as physical, social
and cognitive abilities increase. Across cultures, children this age take on greater
responsibilities in the family. In Malawi, when Ngoni children lose their first teeth
around 6 years, this indicates their new role. Boys move away from family group-
ings, independence is encouraged and children are now held accountable for their
behaviour (Read 1968; Rogoff 1996)

Parents assist children in developing both independence and competence by
teaching skills around the house and monitoring schoolwork. Parents who are firm
but have reasonable expectations of behaviour and standards and support children in
meeting these, this helps children feel good about their developing skills (Dekovic
and Meeus 1997; Feiring and Taska 1996). A controlling style reinforces children’s
non-competence, either through having things done for them by adults or by belit-
tling their efforts, whilst a permissive style encourages a false sense of self, leading
the child to doubt themselves as they get older (Damon 1995). Positive communica-
tion is important. Letting children know that it is ok to make mistakes strengthens
children’s ability to bounce back and try again.

Although parents remain highly influential at this time, peers are also increas-
ing in focus as a key area of feedback for children. Many spend more time with
their siblings than with their parents (McHale and Crouter 1996). While most
parents strive to maintain a positive relationship with their children, there is
greater variability in the degree brothers and sisters get along. Evidence suggests
that problematic parent—child relationships go hand in hand with more hostile
sibling relationships (Brody et al. 1994; Easterbrooks and Emde 1988), whereas
the most positive sibling relationships typically evolve in households with posi-
tive parent—child relationships. There is a bidirectional influence between positive
relationships within the family and prosocial behaviour outside the family. Parents
who encourage and foster cooperative and pretend play between siblings are more
likely to raise children with greater social understanding and enhanced social
skills in peer group situations (Downey and Condron 2004). Positive dynamics
between all family members is not only dependent on the parent—child relation-
ship, but also related to how much parent’s foster positive relations between
siblings in early/middle childhood.
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6.10.4 Journeying Towards Adolescence and Beyond

Adolescent development involves complex changes in many areas. Young people
are not only maturing physically and biologically, they are increasingly using
abstract thinking to explore their understanding of the world and their own identity.
The transition from child to adult involves freedoms and responsibilities associated
with this bumpy terrain and the parent—child relationship often needs to change in
response. These changes are often linked with the cultural milieu. For example
Hispanic adolescent boys’ relationships with parents were found to improve, as this
reflects the cultural traditional status of male roles in the society (Molina and
Chassin 1996).

Fuller (2008) points out that the frontal lobes are the last part of the brain to
fully mature. This leaves adolescents primed for emotions, romance and running
away but not so much for planning, being in control of impulsive reactions and
thinking ahead (Dahl 2004; Geidd 2004). Parents can assist their offspring create
cognitive pathways that support positive, helpful thinking and learning habits.
One way of doing this is to develop co-regulation, in which young people are
increasingly encouraged to make their own decisions about things that affect them
(Masten 2004). This needs to start in middle childhood and gradually increase as
they grow towards adulthood. Rather than tell their teenager what to do, parents
ask questions about the things that need to be taken into account, consequences of
different decisions and how these help to meet long term goals, not just short term
outcomes. This encourages thinking rather than impulsivity and helps the young
person feel parents are listening to them. Although teenagers may still make what
adults consider to be ‘bad’ decisions at times this approach leaves the door open
for continuing conversation.

Not surprisingly this period of time can be confusing for everyone. It is helpful
for parents to be aware of teenage development so interactions are based on realistic
expectations. Studies identify adolescents asserting their independence as one of the
greatest sources of conflict within the family unit and the greatest threat to an other-
wise positive parent—child relationship. In a large cross-sectional study that spanned
ages 6 through 18 years, Loeber et al. (2000) found that positive aspects of parent-
ing decreased markedly through middle adolescence.

The life tasks of adolescents are to explore, take risks, become more autono-
mous and develop their own unique identity. The task of parents is to keep their
child safe, on the pathway to healthy wellbeing and coach them well for adulthood.
Conflict is therefore often part of the journey. The research also points out, how-
ever, that positive relationships with parents can act as a mediator for outcomes of
wellbeing (Hayes et al. 2004). Even in this heavily influenced peer environment
parenting practices and family belonging do still have a significant effect on well-
being outcomes for young people (Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2001) during
this intense developmental stage.

Promoting resilience strategies enables young people to maintain a sense of
belonging to the family and reassured that their views matter and are taken into
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account. This can include having meals together and celebrating birthday and family
customs. Spending time with teenagers on their own (Ashbourne and Daly 2010),
engaging positively with their friends and encouraging them to actively engage with
a variety of people and other organisations are all effective strategies. Adolescents
also learn about themselves and relationships from parents who attend to their own
wellbeing and social life, including caring for their adult marital relationship.

The parent—child relationship continues to change as adolescents mature. For
young adults who chose to leave home and become more independent, there is
another shift as both parties explore new roles, such as friend or mentor (Peel
2003). Dornbusch et al. (1987) suggest that authoritative parenting maintains its
effectiveness across the developmental journey and is particularly valuable during
the adolescent stage in its more democratic nature.

6.11 Cultural Influences on Parenting

Although some literature discusses differences in parenting practices across cul-
tures, ethnic and religious groups, research also indicates some similarities. One
such area is that of parental support. Adolescents across diverse groups showed that
different parental support can elicit the same meaning in young people from other
cultural backgrounds, indicating that instrumental support and emotional support
are connected. For example in countries where money or education may be rare and
valued, this is seen as an example of parental support by adolescents, whilst in
another country, quality time with one another may be rare and valued, and this is
seen as parental support (McNeely and Barber 2010).

Just as every parent—child relationship is different, parents from different racial
and ethnic communities may attach different priorities to different aspects of parent-
ing. For example, according to Spicer (2010), African—American parents are less
likely than Hispanic and white parents to see routines and discussions of feelings as
centrally important in the earliest years, whereas white parents are more likely than
African—American and Hispanic parents to see setting and enforcing rules, comfort-
ing an upset child, and encouraging a child to persist in difficult tasks as important.
In all cases, the majority of parents in any population endorse the importance of
supportive parenting behaviours, but these subtle differences may indicate potential
targets for increased dialogue and understanding on how parents can shape early
social and emotional development.

In a literature review of intercultural marriages, Crippen and Brew (2007) found
that cultural differences can become amplified when parenting children, each devel-
opmental stage potentially triggering new conflicts. Addressing these cultural differ-
ences ensures that children have a way to express their feelings and assist with
identity formation. When culturally assertive behaviours are expressed in a helpful
and respectful way, the parenting process itself can be the medium for passing on the
cultural values and practices between parents and children (Keller et al. 2004). Other
benefits of intercultural parenting (Vivero and Jenkins 1999) are promoting ‘broader,
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stronger, social and cognitive skill sets, greater interpersonal flexibility and less
ethnocentric attitude’. Johnson (1995) noted that these challenges and diversity led
to family resilience in the areas of creative problem solving and drawing on strengths
to overcome difficulties. Again, the conscious choice of parenting style can focus on
the positive things that unite us, resulting in a healthier and stronger family.

6.12 Conclusion

A wealth of evidence points to a positive, balanced and facilitative approach to par-
enting as fostering a constructive and effective relationship between parent and
child, leading to the best outcomes for children and young people. This warm and
caring approach accompanied by high expectations and clear boundaries, supports
the journey of development from the key attachment period in infancy, to the school-
age years and into adolescence. Positive parenting encompasses the flexibility to
respond to each unique stage with mutual respect and open communication.
Throughout different cultures and ethnic groups, taking the essence of this facilitative
approach provides a compass for navigating the way to wellbeing for parents, carers
and children alike.
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Chapter 7
Promoting Positive Outcomes for Children
Experiencing Change in Family Relationships

Emilia Dowling and Diana Elliott

7.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to explore what parents and other family members and
professionals can do to ensure that the needs and wellbeing of children are held in
mind throughout what can be a lengthy and tortuous process: the separation and
divorce of their parents and therefore, the end of the family as children know it.

Whilst discourses in western society emphasise that each and every child matters,
in practice, it is often the adult perspective that takes precedence in the decisions
that in turn affect children’s lives and wellbeing. How can we ensure that the voice
of the child is heard and taken into account? How can we best protect the child and
their relationships in the future?

Drawing on the international evidence, together with our knowledge and experi-
ence through many years of working with families during and in the aftermath of
separation and divorce, this chapter will address:

* Separation and divorce as a process rather than an event

e Our conceptual framework: divorce as a transition

* What the international research indicates promotes children’s wellbeing in these
circumstances

e What helps children during and after separation and divorce

e  What practice has taught us

e What parents tell us

e A framework for professionals

* What is needed for children and parents
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The chapter will conclude with some signposts that hopefully will contribute to
enable parents, professionals and children to make sense of the experience and
utilise their resources, knowledge and skills to manage these difficult transitions in
family relationships.

7.2 Separation and Divorce as a Process

When a family separates, it is a form of bereavement at many levels for individuals
in the family. Each family member will also be experiencing this at different times
and in different ways. The impact of the separation extends to other family mem-
bers including grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and beyond that to the
community, school and workplace. It affects relationships at many levels and in
many ways. The process gives rise to strong emotions including despair and anger,
distress and sadness and sometimes relief. There is potential for many conflictual
situations. The losses are potentially enormous, of partners, children, extended
family, friends, home and school.

Often, children are the last to know that their parents are parting, or have not
been told, in an effort to avoid the pain. Sometimes, this ending is a surprise to
children; sometimes, they have experienced the turbulence preceding it. It takes
emotional as well as physical energy to travel through this life experience, and again
it can be different for each family member. It is a process over time rather than a
one-off event. The experience can be likened to the image of throwing a stone into
still water and witnessing the endless rippling effect.

A helpful frame is that of a process of change over time — a separation/divorce cycle
that progresses from recognising the breakdown, deciding to separate, planning and
preparing for the outcome, the legal process and beyond into the post-divorce family.
Ateach stage, there are emotional and practical tasks to be achieved. It is in recognising
this process of change over time that can help parents and practitioners make sense of
the complexity of the emotions involved whilst managing some of the tasks to be
undertaken by members of the family at each stage of this cycle (Robinson 1991).

It has to be understood that ‘few people are able to behave totally rationally and
unselfishly at times of crisis, uncertainty and great unhappiness in their life...’
(King and Trowell 1992).

Whilst friends and relatives may be highly supportive, the other possibility is that
they may line up behind the protagonists and become partisan and adversarial.
Practitioners who become involved in the process of separation and divorce and
who are not versed in the complexities of family processes and the power of the
wider family system may speak of the individuals involved as ‘reasonable’ or
‘unreasonable’. This occurs when they see the situation through the lens of one
individual and in this way escalate conflict and become themselves part of the problem
rather than a helpful resource.
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We know from practice that couples rarely set out together as partners envisaging
that the partnership will not endure. When the relationship falters and ends, it is
initially a very private, personal matter. Sometimes, it is a mutual decision, often
not. Even so, many partners manage to sort out all the necessary arrangements for
family and finance without professional help. Some seek professional help, and
their personal sadness becomes public and involved in the legal system if they
decide to divorce. The journey through divorce, whilst a psychological process,
then moves into the legal framework. The legal process seeks to ensure that
arrangements are made for children and their support, and that financial matters
are also settled by the couple. It can become adversarial, and if so, counterproduc-
tive for families in distress. However, many family lawyers are committed to a
conciliatory approach, and an increasing number of family lawyers are becoming
family mediators too in several countries. The courts encourage mediation, and
there is a positive growth of information sessions for parents, often in groups,
which empower parents not only with information but also skills to talk to their
children and ex-partners.

7.3 Conceptual Framework: Divorce as a Transition

The consequences of divorce and separation are felt by an increasing number of
children who are growing up in different family configurations from the traditional
nuclear family (Dowling and Gorell Barnes 2000). ‘Research in the UK estimated
that 19% of children born to married couples will experience parental divorce by the
age of ten and 28% by age sixteen. However, these figures may underestimate the
rate of family dissolution, since they do not include the separation of cohabiting
parents’ (Rodgers and Pryor 1998:4).

A recent review of international literature into the consequences of couple rela-
tionship breakdown for adults and children by One Plus One, the UK’s leading
relationships research organisation, concludes that 45% of marriages in the UK will
end in divorce (Coleman and Glenn 2009).

No doubt these statistics will continue to increase as the traditional nuclear family
is replaced by a variety of family forms, but what is most important is not so much
the statistics, but our concern as professionals about the stories that lie behind the
research headlines on divorce and remarriage, and in particular the experience of
children who go through this transition as they grow up.

The ideas we are sharing in this chapter are based on many years of experience
of working with families living through processes of separation and divorce, as
well as subsequent family reconstruction. Our practice is informed by many ideas
as well as the experience of working with a wide range of families at different
stages in the transition. In particular, we have been influenced by the following
conceptual frameworks:
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7.3.1 Attachment Theory

John Bowlby’s ideas have been crucial to the understanding of children’s needs at
different developmental stages, and we know from research on attachment that
children who experience their parents as unresponsive or unavailable will tend to
see themselves as unlovable or unworthy. On the other hand, children whose parents
are perceived as available and helpful will develop a narrative about themselves as
coping but also worthy of help (Bowlby 1977, 1988).

Parents need to understand that children’s wish for proximity and responsiveness
is a developmental expression of their needs, rather than construe it as ‘naughty’ or
‘attention-seeking’ behaviour. They also need to recognise that the commonest
source of anger is connected with anxiety and uncertainty about parents’ or caregivers’
availability (Dowling and Gorell Barnes 2000).

Gill Gorell Barnes (2005) uses the framework of attachment when assessing the
possibility of post-divorce contact when a parent is pursuing contact after a long
absence of two or more years. In her work as an expert witness advising the courts
in the UK as to whether re-establishing contact is in the child’s best interest, she
pays particular attention to the way the parent seeking contact expresses his/her
attachment and whether it is primarily directed to the child or to the ex-partner.
When there has been violence, is there acknowledgement of the effect on the child
and the other parent’s concern about the child’s safety?

Gorell Barnes also considers each parent’s capacity to, at least minimally, under-
stand the other’s point of view in order to serve the child’s best interests and the way
in which children themselves express their own attachment to the absent parent and
their wish to re-establish contact.

7.3.2 Systems Theory

Systems theory has been a crucial influence in the development of family therapy
(Rivett and Street 2003). It involves an emphasis on the effect of relationships on
relationships and a focus on what takes place between people rather than on the
individual’s inner world. The importance of the connection between systemic and
narrative ideas and their application to practice when working with families has
been emphasised by Vetere and Dallos (2003) and Vetere and Dowling (2005).

7.3.3 Social Constructionist Ideas

A basic premise of the social constructionist view is that reality is constructed in
interaction through language (Campbell 2000). Therefore, in our clinical work we
endeavour to listen to different voices, different views, different realities. This means
giving up the notion of one truth.
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We pay attention to different narratives: fathers, mothers, children, school. We try
to elicit the different discourses paying attention not only to the dominant but also
the marginalised voices. One of the main aims of our work with families in transi-
tion has been to enable the voice of the child to be heard.

7.3.4 Narrative Theory

The central tenet of narrative theory is that ‘the self is constructed, storied through
interaction with others and that in this context language produces meaning not just
reflects experience’ (Burck 1997:64).

These theories suggest that the stories people develop about themselves do not
encompass the totality of their experience. Therefore, it is part of our professional
task to elicit other stories that may have been submerged, which contribute to a
wider and more useful narrative. In post-divorce work, it is often the story of acri-
mony and resentment that prevails, and it is important, particularly for children, to
incorporate positive elements that may have been present in the relationship in order
to widen the story and enable children to have a more balanced perspective of the
parental relationship.

When using a narrative approach as the focus of our intervention, we must be
aware that when we listen to a story, it will be from one person’s perspective and
that decisions about who is invited to an interview or a meeting determine who we
listen to and therefore whose voice might remain unheard. A particular danger
might be the temptation to privilege adult over children’s voices.

In our work with families during and in the aftermath of separation and divorce,
we endeavour to pay attention to the following:

* The importance of working towards a coherent story about the separation for
children. This is sometimes difficult to achieve as children find themselves caught
up in the middle of oppositional narratives held by each parent.

e The importance of listening to different narratives: fathers, mothers, children,
school.

* Different beliefs: the dangers and pitfalls of privileging some narratives
over others (negative aspects of a parent, marital dispute over parent—child
relationship).

e Dominant and marginalised discourses.

* Power and silencing of voices.

* Giving children a voice.

Blow and Daniel (2005) emphasise the importance of recognising that children
have a mind of their own and may have different ideas about what is best for them.
In their work, they aim to understand the impact the parental separation has had on
children and assess their sense of agency in relation to the future. It is their experi-
ence, as is ours, that children caught in the middle of an adversarial process very
rarely feel heard. They have found in their work that children’s narratives are often
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constrained by their parents’ polarised views, and therefore, they might not feel free
to say everything they think either to parents or professionals.

7.4 Post-divorce Narratives

In a previous publication, three main groups of parental relationship narratives
were identified (Gorell Barnes and Dowling 1997) that highlighted the dilem-
mas for children having to reconcile the very entrenched positions that their
parents take.

The first group involves competing parental narratives with the children having
to sacrifice their own view in order to fit in with and please each parent.

The second group involves the obstinate refusal to provide children with a story
about the absent parent. The absence of meaning and the inability to make sense of
their experience lead to confusion and lack of concentration in children.

The third group represents those parents who continue to compete with each
other as to who is the better parent with the inevitable triangulation of the children,
who take on the task of filtering information and adapting their own views and
wishes in order to ‘keep the peace’.

Sometimes, the children are caught in the middle of conflicting narratives and are
left confused and bewildered, even blaming themselves for the changes occurring
around them.

The following is an example of conflicting narratives and their effect on the
children:

Sam, 8, and his younger brother Ben were very confused about the fact that father was not
living at home any longer. On the one hand, the parents had played down the changes — ‘dad
has moved out because he has a lot of work to do’; on the other hand, the children seemed to
be seeing more of him, and at the same time, they were noticing how often mum got upset and
they saw her crying. Despite these very evident changes, no adequate explanation was pro-
vided for the boys. The school were concerned about Sam’s disruptive behaviour and Ben’s
‘dreamy attitude’ and difficulty in concentrating. During the work with the family, it proved
very difficult to openly address the changes. Father, whose new partner was expecting a new
baby, had not even told the boys he was living with someone else and his way of managing
was never to take the children to his new place. Mother found it very difficult to help the
children make the connection between her sadness and the end of her marriage; therefore, it
had not been possible for them to express their sadness about their parents’ separation or even
make sense of it.

Research and clinical experience indicate that it is important to listen and keep in
focus the child’s perspective whilst paying ongoing attention to the differing dilemmas
affecting mothers, fathers and stepparents in the evolution of the idea of ongoing
‘family life’ after divorce.

Inrelation to practice, this has made us pay attention to the hierarchy of discourses
in a family, the way in which certain stories about children’s lives and parental func-
tioning dominate over other stories and the effects of such dominance on potential
stories, which have become silenced or submerged.
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7.5 Multiple Voices, Multiple Perspectives

How can we develop our practice, widening the narratives, bringing forth silent
voices and enabling marginalised discourses to emerge?

We have found the following guiding principles to be very useful in our under-
standing and helping families in transition:

e Maintaining a systemic approach, based on an interactional framework which
focuses on the relationships between people and the patterns of interaction that
maintain behaviour rather than apportioning blame to an individual

e Viewing separation and divorce as a transition and therefore avoiding pathologis-
ing the process and its consequences

e Striving towards a collaborative and respectful practice, paying attention to the
different voices and different perspectives

* Giving up the notion of one truth.

* Aiming to reach families outside the consulting room, the general separating
population, through parent and children groups, working with schools and in the
community.

In our work with families and schools, we find it helpful to invite participants to
identify stories which may not have been verbalised before but which will contrib-
ute to widen the narrative and introduce new meanings, and therefore opening up
possibilities for change.

No narrative should be privileged over any other, and it is important to allow dif-
ferent voices to emerge in order to enrich the story. Young people benefit from this
approach as often the adult discourse is privileged over the children’s discourse.

We need to be curious about who has been silenced: whose voices have become
marginalised? How are we, as professionals, going to empower those voices to
emerge and be heard? It may be that discourses of gender, race and difference are
being marginalised by the dominant, powerful voices.

7.6 What the Research Shows

There is now an extensive body of research that shows divorce as a risk factor in
the psychological wellbeing of children. Studies have shown higher incidence of
physical and psychological ill health, lower performance at school, substance
abuse and behavioural problems (Rodgers and Pryor 1998; Cockett and Tripp
1994). However, the evidence is complex, and we as professionals need to focus
on the protective factors which promote resilience and enable children to adjust to
the transition.

Some recent studies have shown interesting findings that throw new and more
detailed light on the consequences of divorce for children:

Coleman and Glenn (2009) carried out a comprehensive review of the research
evidence on the consequences of divorce for adults and children. They identify
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parental conflict as a crucial issue but, interestingly, conclude that the way conflict
is dealt with is what matters more than the conflict itself. They also found that low
level of conflict prior to divorce seemed to be more detrimental to the wellbeing of
children than high conflict. This is because the children do not have much time to
anticipate the divorce of their parents, and therefore might even blame themselves
for it. The authors also identified a useful distinction between destructive conflicts,
for example when violence is involved, and constructive conflicts, when the level of
conflict is mild and can be resolved, as this provides the children with a model for
resolving disputes effectively.

They highlight the negative effects of prolonged conflict that involves children in
the role of messengers or as recipients of negative information. They also conclude
that the risks for children increase when the experiences of parental relationship
breakdown are repeated.

This review helpfully reminds us that the negative effects of marital breakdown on
children are not universal, and many children are able to adjust to the transition. It is
important to remember that as the review points out and our clinical experience
shows, a crucial moderating factor in terms of outcomes for children is the quality of
parent—child relationship. Therefore, good and effective parenting is a powerful and
positive way to reduce the negative impact of divorce and separation on children.

Mclntosh (2007) reports that in Australia, 25% of children of divorced parents
developed mental health difficulties such as emotional and behavioural problems
compared with 12% of children in intact families. She describes a ‘child-inclusive’,
evidence-based model of intervention with divorce and separated families and shows
positive outcomes for parents and children. Her study of 142 families compared out-
comes for two treatment groups of separated parents who attended mediation: child-
focused intervention and child-inclusive intervention. The former focuses on the
parenting arrangements that best support the children’s needs, but the children are not
seen. The latter includes a brief assessment of the child’s experience of the separation.
Follow up data 1 year after the mediation showed reduction in the level of conflict and
improved capacity to manage and resolve the initial disputes. Children in both groups
perceived a reduction in the intensity and frequency of conflict between their parents,
which resulted in a lowering of their own distress about their parents’ disagreements.

Mclntosh highlights the importance of parental attunement or reflective func-
tion, which refers to a parent’s capacity to put themselves in their child’s shoes and
see things from their point of view, as a crucial factor in promoting children’s secu-
rity. She describes as ‘secure base parents’ those who are able to regulate emotions
for themselves and their children.

7.7 What Helps Children During and After Separation
and Divorce

e An age appropriate explanation for the family break-up
e Absence of conflict between parents after divorce
¢ Good relationships and easy contact with both parents
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* Knowledge about the absent parent, even if there is no contact
* How well a parent adjusts has a significant impact on how well children adjust
(Dowling and Gorell Barnes 2000: 41)

It is a significant leap from being a couple with children to parenting apart. When
working with separating/divorcing families, it is clear that many parents seek to do
their best but feel they have no signposts as to what to say and do to help their chil-
dren, particularly when they are in distress themselves. Sometimes, they think that
their children will know about the situation when they have not actually spelt it out
to them. As a contrast, others will want to inform children of ‘the truth’, i.e. detailed
accounts about the failure of the parent—adult relationship which, as children tell us,
is unwelcome.

In offering group meetings to parents, it is our experience that they welcome
informing themselves of the reactions and needs of their children appropriate to age
and stage and to hear what helps. Information about research, books, videos, web-
sites and help lines are well received, and parents share their own knowledge with
each other in such a setting.

7.7.1 The Voice of the Child

The voice of the child/young person can be heard in different ways. Ideally, the
child is included in family discussions so that there are understandings about what
is happening, and the child is able to participate and have a voice. This may not be
possible initially or in high-conflict situations.

There are different models developing which include the child in mediation. This
may be inclusion as a principle (McIntosh 2007) or inclusion by invitation where
the child has the right to accept or not. The child thus may be seen directly in the
process of mediation or indirectly when the mediator helps parents focus on plans
to include the needs of their particular and individual children.

In England, if parents can’t agree, the Family Court may appoint a Family
Court Advisor to talk with the child and report to the Court. On some occasions,
judges also talk with children when deciding on arrangements for future residence
and contact.

There are growing resources for parents, practitioners and policy makers ranging
from research studies, videos made by young people (e.g. When Parents Part by
Young Voice), pocket guides, direct lists compiled by young people to help parents
and check lists. Below we cite a few examples.

Dr. Joan Kelly, a clinical psychologist, researcher and practitioner based in
California, USA, who has worked in the field of separation and divorce and has studied
the impact of divorce on children for four decades, offers the following “Ten top
ways to protect your kids from the fallout of a high-conflict break-up’ (Kelly 2009):
The headings of these helpful tips are: “Talk to your children about your separation;
Be discreet; Act like grown-ups; Keep conflict away from the kids; Dad stay in the
picture, Mom deal with anger appropriately; Be a good parent; Manage your own
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mental health; Keep the people your children care about in their lives; Be thoughtful
about your future love life; and Pay your child support’.

In her review of the empirical evidence on the longer term adjustment of children
of divorce, Joan Kelly highlights the stressors of the initial separation such as the
fact that the majority of children seem to have little emotional preparation for the
separation of their parents and often lack essential information regarding the practical
changes affecting their lives. A particular stressor is the abrupt departure of one
parent, usually the father (Kelly and Emery 2003).

Kelly, like other researchers, emphasises the adverse effect of persistent conflict
between the parents following separation and divorce. She points out that the chil-
dren of divorce face the loss of important relationships with friends and extended
family members, and moving away can be a factor. In her research, she found that
in Virginia, USA, for example, the average distance between fathers and children,
10 years after divorce, was 400 miles (Hetherington and Kelly 2002). In terms of
balance between risk and resilience, Kelly makes a useful distinction between pain-
ful memories and longer term pathological effects.

7.7.2  Parenting Coordinator

High-conflict couples tend to use the Court system as a means of continuing their
disputes for some years post divorce. This perpetual cycle puts children in the
middle of the conflict, and whilst there has been development in alternative
dispute resolution such as family mediation and divorce education programmes,
there has also been a growing need to address the distress of high-conflict parents.
Over the last decade, the role of the Parenting Coordinator has been developing
in many states in the USA (Mitcham and Henry 2007). The role is a mix of coun-
selling, family mediation and the Court in dealing with parenting plans and con-
tact issues.

The Parenting Coordinator, mandated by the Court, is often a highly experienced
mental health professional. Help is given to parents to put their parenting plans in
place by facilitating disputes, making recommendations where there is an impasse
and offering education in a collaborative way. Judges, lawyers and mental health
professionals are recognising the value of the Parent Coordinator in cases of high-
conflict families where they are helped to focus on their children’s needs.

7.7.3 A Research Study

A study seeking views on what children thought of post-divorce family life focused
on what worked well in addition to what was problematic. A few of the points made
by children were that they valued mutual respect between parents and emphasised
their wish to participate in family discussions rather than in making choices.
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However, some children who felt unheard or frightened did wish to make their own
choices. The preference was for conversations to take place within the family, seeing
the involvement of outside agencies as a last resort. They valued the quality rather
than the quantity of time with parents (Smart and Neale 2000).

7.7.4 A Pocket Guide

A pocket guide for parents, What Most Children Say, has been devised by Kent
Family Mediation Service, UK. It gives clear and simple messages from children
which the Guide links directly with relevant research findings (see website). Some
of the messages are:

e Try not to argue in front of us.

e Tell us what is happening.

» Keep talking together about things that affect us.

*  We can cope and get on with our lives, as long as you do too; if you don’t, we can’t.

* We don’t want to be involved in what went wrong or whose fault it is (Kent
Family Mediation Service (2010).

7.7.5 Messages from a Group of School Children

We worked with a group of school children aged 14-15 who had experience of
divorce in the family. They eagerly put together the following list for parents and
generously agreed to its wide distribution.

Questions are “What should young people be told when their parents separate
or divorce?’ and/or ‘What should parents be told to bear in mind about their
young people?’:

e That they are still loved

e That they don’t want to hear one parent ‘slagged off” by the other

* How courts work

e That they don’t have to pretend that one parent doesn’t exist when they are talking
with the other parent

e That they are still loved by both parents

e Young people should be told that their parents have grown apart, not that they
can’t stand being with each other anymore

e The child that stays with the parent should not be expected to take on the
responsibility of the parent who has gone, e.g. the eldest son should not have to
take the place of the father

e That it is not their fault

e That they will get over it — there is light at the end of the tunnel
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e That they should not feel guilty about going out with their friends and leaving
Mum or Dad in

e That they don’t have to be down and morbid all the time

* That they are not social outcasts, and they need to be able to rely on their friends

7.7.6 An Innovative Initiative

An association of mediation practitioners in the South of England found that they
were on occasions working with families with maybe three or four children/young
adults, where one or more could not attend by reason of being away at school or col-
lege. By agreement, they completed a questionnaire which was to be used in a media-
tion session for parents to include this in their planning. This device proved fruitful
and was pronounced helpful by parents and the rest of the family. This has been devel-
oped further and used with children who may decide not to accept an invitation to
attend mediation but are willing to include their thoughts by completing the question-
naire. It may also be used when they do attend — an initiative taken up with enthusiasm
by children. The practitioners have given permission to reproduce the questions:

. What is your understanding of the present situation?

. What hopes do you have about family life in the future?

. What worries, if any, do you have about family life in the future?
. What would you like more of or less of, or to be different?

. If Mum and Dad asked for your advice, what would you say?

. Is there anything else?

SN WNo =

7.8 What Practice Has Taught Us

Over the years, we have seen many families consulting over their children’s difficulties
or attending mediation either during or after prolonged and painful court cases.
There is little doubt that the adversarial context in which the courts usually operate
is detrimental to conflict resolution and contributes to reinforce the entrenched posi-
tions taken by parents who are in the middle of a process where hurt, rage, resent-
ment and other powerful feelings dominate.

Our clinical experience shows that what is needed is a more collaborative stance by
practitioners, where adults are helped to manage their differences and concentrate on
the needs of their children who are the most vulnerable party when the family breaks
up. Resources need to be available, early on in the process, in order to help parents
move from a fighting position where the most important factor is to ‘win’ or to ‘be
right’ to a more cooperative parenting position where they can begin to work together
for their children, even if profound differences between them as partners remain.

It is important to stress that parents are also vulnerable at this time, and, although
they might feel self-indulgent, they need to take care of themselves physically and
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mentally so that they can look after their children. Support systems such as family,
friends and colleagues can be invaluable.
We know from our work with families that children often find themselves in:

A loyalty bind, over what parent to please or what to say in order not to upset the
other: this puts an intolerable burden of responsibility for filtering their emotions in
order not to upset their parents and keep conflict at bay.

Confusion and anger: children often find themselves confused over the reasons for
the separation and lacking a coherent story that helps them to make sense of the
crisis in the family. Parents can help children by tolerating and acknowledging their
angry feelings and providing a developmentally appropriate story of what has hap-
pened. This need not involve blame, but it needs to acknowledge that the marital
relationship has come to an end. However, it is important to emphasise that the
parent—child relationship will continue and that children are never to blame for the
divorce or separation of their parents.

Difficulties to concentrate/achieve at school: when children are preoccupied with
conflict at home, this has a detrimental effect on their capacity to concentrate and
learn, particularly if they feel responsible for the psychological wellbeing of a parent
or parents and adopt a care taker role in relation to a parent who might be depressed
or anxious.

7.9 What Parents Tell Us

In working with groups of separating and divorcing parents, we have found that
their main preoccupation is to do their best for their children. We have worked with
groups where participants are at different stages of the divorce process, and they are
able to help and learn from each other and generally gain confidence in their own
abilities as parents.

They are thirsty for information about loss for family members: age and stage
reactions of their children and what they can do to help. A gender mix helps them to
look at situations from the other’s perspective and therefore contributes to a better
and different understanding of what might have been previously perceived as simply
an ex-partner’s negative behaviour. We are acutely aware that being part of a group
enables them to gain a wider lens on male and female responses and to reflect and
modify previously fixed views.

As well as gaining information, parents consistently ask for skills and ideas on
what to say to children and how to manage communication with an ex-partner. They
find it useful to experiment with specific examples of situations and explore together
different ways of handling them.

We think it is important to emphasise that it is crucial for those who facilitate
these groups to have the necessary skills to manage and contain the very strong
emotions and highly charged climate that can develop in the group process.
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We seek to set up a nurturing, collaborative experience, acknowledging emotions
whilst keeping the focus mainly on what children need from parents. Alongside this,
it is essential to acknowledge parents’ efforts, skills, commitment and creativity in
finding solutions for themselves and their families. We try to maintain a balance
between respect for both parents whilst keeping children in mind.

7.10 Post-divorce Re-partnering and Remarriage

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to elaborate in detail on the transition to becom-
ing a ‘reconstituted family’ with the various permutations and additions to family
relationships. However, in the context of the risk factors affecting children, the
evidence shows that the post-divorce stage creates the potential for children to expe-
rience changes and disruptions in family life when one or both parents introduce new
partners, cohabit, remarry or re-divorce. The re-partnering of parents is particularly
stressful for children if it occurs soon after divorce (Hetherington and Kelly 2002).

In her research on children’s perspectives of family relationships in the UK, Judy
Dunn found that it was common for children of single parents to feel displaced
when their mothers re-partnered, for children to feel less important than step and
half siblings and many children wished more contact with their non-resident par-
ents. However, she found that these concerns decreased over time. Shared family
activities as well as communication between children and parents were found to be
very important (Dunn 2008).

7.11 Signposts for the Future

7.11.1 For Practitioners

Practitioners need a framework for thinking and reflecting about their work. Ongoing
supervision and consultation are essential. In their paper on ‘Frozen Narratives’,
Blow and Daniel (2002) remind us of the emotionally draining nature of this work:
“This is partly because of the enormous distress caused to children in the name of
love, and partly because the levels of hostility and mistrust are such that making a
therapeutic alliance with one partner is seen as betrayal by the other’ (p. 94).
Policy makers, practitioners, lawyers, schools and all those who, as a result of
their work, come into contact with families during and in the aftermath of separation
and divorce need to understand the psychological processes involved over time for
parents and children alike. The assumption that this can be a single event to be dealt
with rationally and practically is unhelpful. The level of conflict can vary in each
unique situation and Bernard Mayer (2009) encourages practitioners to ask them-
selves: ‘How can we help people to engage with this issue over time?’ rather than
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‘What can we do to resolve or de-escalate this conflict?’ (Preface, p. x). ‘I focus on
conflicts as enduring, ongoing or long term rather than intractable or irresolvable,
because I think the latter terms suggest that conflict duration is in itself a problem or
that progress is hopeless’ (Preface, p. xiv).

7.11.2 For Parents and Children

The process of separation is complex and cannot be addressed with a one-size-fits-all
model of mediation or parent/children information programmes. A more thera-
peutic model of mediation may take root. This model has been developed by
Irving and Benjamin (2002) and is not to be confused with therapy. They propose
that they use therapeutic techniques to ‘advance the objectives of family media-
tion” (p. 10). There is a possibility of pre-mediation, which enables clients to feel
heard in a way which is meaningful to them, and to find avenues for managing
conflicts in a different way so that mediation itself can become more possible.
There is also development of one-stop-shop agencies where there is a menu of
services available by entering one door. Indeed, this was proposed by Dr. Janet
Walker in her original research in Ogus et al. (1989). One example of this was a
government-funded initiative in which one of us was involved (DE) called Family
Focus — One Stop Shop which was an integral part of a family mediation service.
The report at the end of the 3-year project was compiled in 2005. There was a
menu of services which were considered at an initial consultation. At that time, a
decision was made to engage in one of the following: work with couples, indi-
viduals or families — a relationship review which considered whether or not the
relationship was over or if it could continue — and the other option offered was for
separation or divorce mediation.

These possibilities enabled clients to choose to do a time-limited piece of work
in the knowledge that they could return to the service at a later juncture when and if
necessary (Family Focus 2005). This model has been taken further and funded by
various bodies in other family mediation services in England.

Parent information programmes are well developed in Australia and North
America. In recent years, there has been a gradual growth of theses programmes in
England and Scotland.

Research is showing that, again, one model does not fit for everyone and that
different programmes may be needed to address different levels of conflict. In
California, the Alameda group model is a programme specifically devised for high-
conflict families and offers parents and children concurrent sessions (Johnston
2004). Another well-established group model developed in America called Kids’
Turn offers parents and children the opportunity to work in groups and is well
described in a guidebook made available for all (Hannibal 2007). A group model for
children called ‘Time to Talk’ is offered in Scotland (Relationships Scotland). There
is great scope to offer children and young people the opportunity to attend a group
and to make sense of their family changes with others in the same position.
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The wider systems of family, friends and school must be actively considered in
promoting positive outcomes for children. Relationships can be lost at worst or
overlooked in the emotional chaos. Often, children intimate that a teacher, a grand-
parent or a friend offered a safe haven in times of upheaval. Practitioners, as a matter
of course, will have this important framework in mind when working with families
through separation. An interesting peer group education programme, ‘Seasons for
Growth’ (see website), deals with loss, death, family breakdown and other forms of
separation. It is now well established in Australia, New Zealand, Ireland and the
UK. Its main advantage is that it is delivered through schools, and is therefore
supporting the World Health Organization’s aim that schools play a key role in psy-
chosocial development.

7.12 Concluding Remarks

In a review of services and interventions for children of divorcing and separating
parents supported by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Hawthorne et al. (2003) sug-
gested that provision designed to support children through family change should
ensure that children had someone to listen to their views and help them understand
the processes that they and their parents were going through. Parents should be sup-
ported to reduce stress, and both parents and children should be helped to understand
and manage conflict. The survey identified numerous useful programmes but noted
that few had been effectively evaluated. The challenge therefore continues as
research is showing what parents and children need and request. The review also
suggested that a mixed strategy of interventions might be required, given the variety
of needs and situations for families.

At the time of publication in England of the research undertaken by the
organisation One Plus One (Coleman and Glenn 2009), the Director of the organisa-
tion, Penny Mansfield, wrote an article in the Times newspaper, October 8th 2009,
entitled ‘To help children, start first with the parents’. She stated that the relationships
of modern parents are ‘more fragile’. The research shows that ‘the most effective
time to get parents to look at their relationships and parenting is when they are hav-
ing a baby: this is the moment when Health Visitors and others routinely in touch
with new parents could offer more effective help’. This is important information for
practice and policy.

Ongoing research and practice innovation continue to promote positive out-
comes for children experiencing change in family relationships. It is essential that
effective evaluation takes place and that policy and practice should be coherent
with research evidence.

The challenge for us all is to hold on to uncertainty in a time of chaos and to help
families through that transition ensuring that all voices are heard at a time when
forceful stories demand precedence.
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Chapter 8
Friendships: The Power of Positive Alliance

Karen Majors

8.1 Introduction

As Diener and Diener (2009) comment, positive psychology has had a focus on
adulthood and only relatively recently has turned its attention to child development.
They acknowledge past research which now makes a valuable contribution to posi-
tive psychology concepts. In this chapter on friendships, I will draw on relevant
research from child and adolescent development.

Friendships serve a range of important purposes. Mendelson and Aboud (1999)
have categorised these as: companionship, intimacy, support, reliable alliance, self-
validation and emotional security. There are long-term consequences for children
who do not establish friendships and positive peer relations. Several longitudinal
studies have found that children with poor peer relations and lack of friends go on
to experience maladjustment in terms of life status, perceived competence and men-
tal health difficulties in adulthood (e.g. Cowen et al. 1973; Bagwell et al. 1998).
There is evidence to indicate that having friends is associated with good academic
performance and school adjustment, and correspondingly not having friends pre-
dicts poor academic performance and school adjustment (e.g. Ladd 1990; Wentzel
et al. 2004). School adjustment is usefully defined by Ladd and Kochenderfer
(1996): ‘the degree to which children become interested, engaged, comfortable and
successful in the school environment’ (p. 324).

Providing individual support for the child who lacks friends and is rejected by
classmates is not enough in itself. There is a need not only to help them to develop
new skills but also to address the perceptions and behaviours of others in the class
(Frederickson 1991).
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The qualities of friendship for young children differ in some respects from
qualities of adult friendships. It should be acknowledged that children of school age
are entering a complex social arena where they need to gain peer acceptance and
learn to initiate and maintain friendships. They may often need to deal with rebuffs,
rejection and the frequent breaking up of friendships in ways that are not typical of
adult friendships (Besag 2007).

Not all children initially have the social competence, confidence and emotional
capacity needed to negotiate these relationships in a fulfilling way. Also, classmates
can vary significantly in terms of how friendly and inclusive they are. A UNICEF
report (2007) indicated considerable variation between countries on how helpful and
friendly classroom peers were perceived to be. Research has shown that how schools
organise and group pupils in schools can act to promote friendships and inclusion
across, for example, different racial groups (Hallinan and Williams 1989).

Knowledge and understanding of the developmental tasks of friendships at par-
ticular ages supports the identification of effective interventions. Indeed, there are
numerous resources now available to help children and whole classes develop
friendly relationships. This chapter includes sections on friendship development in
the early years, middle childhood and adolescence. Each of these sections outlines
research on the psychological significance of each developmental phase and con-
cludes by providing examples of effective interventions and resources available.

8.2 Friendship in Social and Cultural Contexts

Friendship can be defined as a reciprocal relationship where there is mutual liking
and enjoyment spent in each other’s company.

Whilst we may feel that we make our own choices of friends in what are generally
regarded as voluntary relationships, the social and cultural context can influence
friendship choice and opportunities for friendship (Chu 2005; Way et al. 2005).
Frean (2003) cites the work of Graham Allan, a Professor of Social Relations, who
pointed out that whilst these relationships are perceived to be personal and volun-
tary, they are still determined, to a large extent, by ethnicity, class, age, gender and
geography. I would suggest that this might indicate that there are unnecessary
constraints that restrict possibilities for friendship.

With regard to gender, for example, most people agree that there are some gender
differences observable in the friendships and social networks of both children and
adults. Typically, the friendships and social network of boys and men might be cen-
tred on activities such as football or other sports. For girls and women, the focus
might be on opportunities for conversation and the specific activity, if there is one,
of less importance.

The relationships described above might be viewed as stereotypical and a
reflection of the influence of society and culture on the gendered expectations of
girls and boys in respect of toys, play companions and friendships and women and
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men in terms of leisure activities and acceptable patterns of friendship. With
regard to the former, for example, a parent of a young boy might be perfectly
happy that he enjoys using the dressing up box for imaginative play. She might
have more concerns when her son requests to be an Angel in the Christmas play
alongside female peers rather than as a shepherd with his male peers! As notice-
able gender patterns in friendships would seem to be determined, at least in part,
by social and/or cultural expectations, we need to avoid making assumptions
based on such expectations in order not to impose restrictions on the possibilities
for friendship. Not all boys and men like football, and the fact that we now have
girls and women’s football teams is testament to the fact that some girls and
women very much enjoy football!

This chapter is primarily focused on the many positive aspects of friendship. It
needs to be acknowledged, however, that some friendships/aspects of a friendship
are not so positive. In most friendships, there is a feeling of reciprocity and of being
on an approximately equal footing with each other. Qualities of each person may be
perceived as different though complement each other’s needs and aspirations. Some
friendships, however, may contain more negative qualities. They might be perceived
to be less equal and reciprocal; there may be an uneven balance of power. A friend
who perceives themselves to be less powerful in this situation may at times feel put
upon and not valued.

Other less-than-positive friendships may encourage participation in undesirable
behaviours such as exclusion, bullying, risk taking and other antisocial behaviours.
Leather (2009) found that adolescents who had been excluded from school were
more likely to form associations with others and participate in unsociable and risky
behaviours in the community. Roffey (2011) asserts that more inclusive environ-
ments where students feel connected to school and community are likely to discour-
age the development of negative groupings, such as gangs. Providing opportunities
in schools and in the community where friendships and positive relationships can be
sustained amongst diverse life styles and cultures is of benefit to all. The suggested
strategies, interventions and resources in this chapter show how more inclusive
environments for children and young people can be developed where friendships
and positive social relationships are enhanced.

8.3 Friendship, the Peer Group and Social Networks

Researchers have defined friendship as distinct from acceptance by the peer group
(people of similar age and status) although both involve perceptions of likeability.
Wentzel, Baker and Russell (2009) define the distinction: ‘The central distinction
between having friends and involvement with larger peer groups is that friends
reflect relatively private, egalitarian relationships often formed on the basis of idio-
syncratic criteria’ (p. 231). Whereas in peer groups, there are publicly known and
readily identified and valued group characteristics.
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Being accepted by peers may be a first step for many children in friendship
formation. Whilst peer acceptance does provide a threshold for friendship, there is
evidence that some children who are not generally accepted by peers are still able to
form and maintain friendships. Ladd (2005) reviewed research which found that
children with social difficulties, those with a tendency towards aggression, abused
children and rejected children were able to form friendships. However, he also
found that these friendships could have both positive and negative qualities, for
instance containing higher levels of conflict.

Whilst research has historically explored and compared friendship and the peer
group, recent research has highlighted the complexity of children’s friendships and
peer relations (Howe 2010). It has been noted that children have social relationships in
a variety of social contexts which are dynamic and subject to change. Recent research
has investigated children’s social networks, which, as Baines and Blatchford (2009)
describe, is a term that covers a range of relationships including ‘the group of peers
they most often hang about with’ and friendship networks. A child may have social
networks at school and outside of school. There may be a social network connected to
a particular activity. Within these groups, some children will have a hierarchy of best
friends, friends and network members to play with when the best friend is not available,
whilst others prefer to have a group of friends rather than designated best friends.

8.4 The Developmental Significance of Friendships

Newcomb and Bagwell (1996) conducted a quantitative meta-analysis of studies
comparing reciprocal friends and acquaintances. The studies covered children from
preschool years up to and including early adolescence. Significant differences were
found. Friendship relations were characterised by more positive engagement, con-
flict management, task activity and relationship properties than did acquaintances.
Interestingly, there was no difference in the instances of conflict, but friends were
then motivated to problem-solve to overcome the conflict, leaving the friendship
intact. They conclude: ‘The developmental significance of these friendship features
may rest in the opportunity they afford children to experience and to practice these
critical components of effective interpersonal relations’. (p. 298)

Friendships have a role to play in supporting transitions at various developmental
stages throughout the life cycle. In a longitudinal study, Ladd (1990) found that
young children showed better adjustments to school and educational attainments if
they already had friends in their class when starting school and kept these as well as
making new friends. Berndt and Keefe (1992) found that having friends when
transferring to different grades and schools was associated with less psychological
disturbance in adolescence. Hartup and Stevens (1999) conclude that friendships
throughout the life cycle are of developmental significance, but caution that:
‘Whether friendships are developmental assets or liabilities depends on several
conditions, especially the characteristics of one’s friends and the quality of one’s
relationships with them’ (p. 79).
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8.5 Friendships Throughout the Life Cycle

Friendships are an important feature of our lives from the early years into adulthood.
The nature and quality of these friendships change over time. A developmental
perspective of friendships throughout the life cycle helps us to understand the sig-
nificance and purposes served by friendships at different developmental phases.

Sullivan (1953) theorised that we have distinct social needs that could also be
conceptualised as developmental tasks to accomplish at key phases in our develop-
ment. In infancy, we have a need for security and nurturing from those that are
close to us. In the early years (2—6 years), children need to join in play and activi-
ties with others. In middle childhood (7-12 years), children have a need to make
friends and gain acceptance from their peers. As they move towards adolescence
(13-19 years), children have a need for intimacy in their friendships, and in later
adolescence, a desire to develop more intimate relationships including sexual rela-
tionships. Subsequent research over the years provides evidence to support this
theoretical framework. I will draw on some of these research studies in this chapter.
As Buhrmester (1996) comments, developmental researchers view the progressive
accomplishment of these developmental tasks as enabling the formation of satisfying
and fulfilling relationships in adulthood. Thus, friendships in childhood not only
have an immediate ongoing impact but also have a formative impact on friendships
in adulthood.

8.6 The Early Years

As Rubin (1980) notes, these early friendships provide opportunities for participat-
ing and learning about self and relationships in ways that cannot be met in other
relationships such as the parent—child relationship.

Studies by psychologists provide evidence that, whilst there is much variation at
this age, even young children can show preferences for particular playmates, seeking
them out, playing cooperatively with them and showing the beginnings of empathy
(e.g. Dunn 2004; Howes 1996). As Dunn (2004) points out, these findings chal-
lenge conventional notions that children are not able to form significant friendships
until they are 7 or 8 years of age. Qualitative ethnographic studies where young
children’s interactions in early years settings have been carefully observed over
extended time periods have also documented a wide range of skills, behaviours and
understandings that children draw on in establishing and maintaining their friend-
ships (Rubin 1980; Meyer 2003; Meyer and Driscoll 1997; Rizzo 1989). Meyer
and Driscoll (1997) identified ten categories of strategies used by young children
in a day care centre to establish, maintain and terminate friendships. These included
proximity, listening, touch, expressing feelings, making jokes, using humour or
teasing, making statements about the friendship, engaging in conflict, directing/
controlling others, invoking rules and participating in pretend role play where there
were shared expectations.
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Rubin (1980) provides an example of two 4-year olds, where in a conversation
one child becomes aware that he has hurt his friend’s feelings and is able to take
steps to successfully redress the situation:

David:  I’m a missile robot who can shoot missiles out of my fingers. I can shoot them out
of everywhere — even out of my legs. I am a missile robot.

Josh: (tauntingly) No, you’re a fart robot.

David:  (protestingly) No, I’m a missile robot.

Josh: No, you’re a fart robot.

David:  (hurt, almost in tears) No, Josh!

Josh: (recognizing that David is upset) And I'm a poo- poo robot.

David:  (in good spirits again) I’'m a pee-pee robot (p. 58).

Developmental psychologists have highlighted the importance of play in these
early years, and particularly role play/pretend play between friends, as being crucial
to developing social and emotional understanding and cognitive skills (Dunn 2004;
Harris 2000). Harris’ research demonstrates that when children use their imagina-
tion in shared pretence role plays with others, they are able to further their
understanding of the real world and to distinguish it from fantasy, and to appreciate
perspectives of others. In fact, as Harris points out, it is when children have difficulty
in using their imagination in this way, as is the case for children on the autistic
spectrum for example, that children experience difficulties in social and cognitive
understanding and relating successfully with others.

Dunn (2004) comments that young friendships can be a means of emotional sup-
port. She gives the examples of a close friendship being supportive when there are
significant life events, e.g. at a time when a sibling is born or on transferring from
nursery to school. As Dunn notes: ‘It is with the development of the features of
shared feelings and ideas, of mutual affection and attachment, of concern for the
other, which lead eventually to commitment and loyalty ..." (p. 3).

Like Harris, Dunn also comments on the significance of shared role play with
friends. Findings reveal that pretend play between friends is more sustained and
harmonious and more complex than play with acquaintances. She concludes that the
shared fantasies are important in the development of the friendship: ‘Sharing that
pretend world can be a key setting for the growth of intimacy, and sharing the excite-
ment generated by the fantasy; it may also perhaps be an important context for shar-
ing what is worrying, as well as exciting’ (p. 28).

It is important to consider that, as Smith (2010) notes, children who have experi-
enced disadvantaged environments often do show impoverished pretend play. Early
interventions are required to support play and communication skills in order to pro-
mote optimal conditions for friendship formation and educational progression.

8.6.1 Implications for Positive Practice

e In early years settings, aim for a small group size (up to 12 children). This
provides optimal conditions for pretend play and the development of quality
friendships (Smith and Connolly 1980).
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* Provide a space and props to encourage creative shared role play. So in addition
to a themed home corner, have alternative periods where space is available with
a variety of materials, e.g. dressing up clothes, boxes, screens, sheets of material
etc., for children to develop their own shared themes. Broadhead (2004) uses the
term the ‘Whatever you want it to be’ place for this resource.

*  Where children are having difficulties in peer relations and friendships, carry out
observations to clarify their skills and highlight areas for development. A useful
tool for observing play is ‘The Social Play Continuum’ in Broadhead’s (2004)
book, Early Years Play and Learning.

* Provide guidance, model and comment on friendly behaviour.

e Supervise at a distance. Give children time to learn to sort out conflicts and sup-
port where needed.

* Provide opportunities to talk things through with a child when there has been
upset and conflict. This helps the child understand their own feelings and those
of others (Dunn 2004).

* Use role play with puppets where the children can practise a wide range of
friendship skills, including how to gain entry to a group or deal with being turned
down (Webster-Stratton 2009).

* Encourage parents to invite playmates home and support this by providing infor-
mation on friendships in the playgroup/class room and with ideas for activities if
required (Webster-Stratton 2009).

» Provide activities and opportunities which invite children to take turns and share,
e.g. dressing up clothes and props, and wheeled toys designed for two children to
ride (Dowling 2010).

e Use storybooks on friendships to raise awareness and discuss features of
friendships.

 For children transferring to school and needing to develop language/communica-
tion and social and early learning skills, set up friendship groups. In this approach,
an adult such as a teaching assistant works with a group of up to four children for
half an hour a day. The emphasis is on participating in enjoyable activities rather
than more structured educational activities. Cooking, art activities and growing
plants and gardening are ideal activities. This safe space can be used to facilitate
verbal and non-verbal communication, interactive play and friendly behaviours.

* A useful resource with activities for very young children and up to age 5 years
is: 100 ideas for teaching personal, social and emotional development
(Thwaites 2008).

8.7 Friendship in Middle Childhood

As children move into middle childhood, play with others continues to be an impor-
tant factor in developing social networks and friendships. The form of play is in
pretence games and also physical, rule-based games, e.g. ball games, chase, skipping
with elastic etc., often with a competitive element.
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Blatchford (1998) researched children aged 8-9 years transferring to junior
school and monitored their friendship formation and the stability of friendship
groups over the year. He observed that games played at break time in the school
served two important functions. First, the variety of games played at break time
provided a structure to enable children to have contact with other children on
transfer to the junior school, and this social networking supported friendship for-
mation. Blatchford noted that initially there was a flurry of activity as children
sought out friendships. Later on in the school year, however, friendship groups
stabilised, and entry to games was more exclusive as they were entwined with
particular friendship groups.

Interestingly, some of the children interviewed about why children had particular
friends spoke of best friends transcending the game connection: Their best friends
were those that were always available to play with — e.g. John told the researcher
that best friends were always available to play with and there when needed, so that:
‘sometimes Graham doesn’t play with me and sometimes Shawn doesn’t but Tim
always does though we play different games’ (p. 79).

This view of friendship was also apparent in the interviews carried out by Wordley
(2010), who carried out in-depth interviews with a small sample of 8-year-old
children regarding their classroom friendships and learning.

Guy: ‘... Anthony is a good friend cos like if you don’t have anyone to play with or some-

thing, he’ll always be willing to come and play with you or stop what he’s doing, or

maybe ask you if what he was doing, you might want to go and play with him with some
of your friends’.

In another interview with Mia:

Claire:  So what’s a difference between a friend and a best friend?
Mia: Well, ‘cos like Gemma and Holly mostly play with me and like Amelia plays with
someone else but occasionally she plays with me.

Baines and Blatchford (2011) highlight the importance of school break times or
recess as being one of the main opportunities for children to play with friends and
develop friendships. They note that break times are particularly valuable as children
today have less opportunity for unsupervised activities and contact with others out-
side of school. This situation, they suggest, may be due at least in part to increasing
parental concerns about child safety and heightened parental supervision as a result.
Baines and Blatchford are therefore concerned to note that these periods in the
school day are increasingly being abolished or shortened in countries such as the
USA, Australia and the UK. School staffs frequently cite problem behaviour and
needing time for teaching the curriculum as reasons for reducing break times. Baines
and Blatchford comment that whilst there are substantial campaigns across many
countries to enhance play facilities outside of school, there are few such campaigns
to protect break time/recess.

At this stage of development, as parents and teachers are often aware, there may
be frequent making and breaking of friendships as children develop their social and
communication skills and their ability to manage their emotions. Wordley’s (2010)
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interview with Laura, aged 8 years, gives a flavour of the ebb and flow in these
relationships and Laura’s awareness of the process:

Lisa, Carmel and Jacinta they do normally have fall outs but they’re like one day Jacinta and
Carmel are friends and they leave Lisa out because they all have an argument and then the
next day Jacinta and Lisa and then the next Carmel and Lisa and Jacinta gets left out and it
goes all around like that...

This quote also serves to illustrate a distinctive feature of this developmental
phase in that children tend to form same-sex social networks and friendships. It is
thought that children seek same-sex social networks because they share similar
interests and play styles (Maccoby 1998). Baines and Blatchford (2009) carried out
research comparing girls” and boys’ social networks and friendships in the play-
ground. They found, as has previous research, that boys tended to form larger social
networks than girls, consisting of both friends and non-friends. Girls’ social net-
works were smaller and consisted mainly of best friends and friends.

8.7.1 Social Networks Outside of School

Most research on children’s social networks has been carried out in the school con-
text, and there is a need to research on children’s social networks and friendships
outside of school. This is particularly as there have been significant changes in
children’s opportunities to spend time with their friends and in the nature of com-
municating and maintaining friendships. Thus, with regard to the latter, children
frequently maintain friendships through texting and using their mobile phones and
online ‘chat forums’.

Layard and Dunn (2009) view the pace and change of this decade, of society in
general and of experiences of childhood in particular, as unprecedented, and that we
need to consider the impact on children and young people. Friendship was one of
the seven themes explored by The Good Childhood Inquiry panel. This Inquiry set
out to consider experiences of all children in the United Kingdom and made com-
parisons with research findings from other countries. Layard and Dunn note that
there are fewer areas for safe play and that children have much less freedom to go
out with friends unsupervised. Thus, some parents spend much of their time ferry-
ing their children to supervised activities and parties. Other parents may not have
the resources to do this, and children remain at home, sometimes spending large
amounts of time on the computer.

To conclude, in the middle school years, children recognise and develop a range
of friendships with differing qualities according to whether they are casual friends,
good friends or best friends. Towards the end of middle childhood, children are
increasingly making friendship choices based on personality, and there is a level of
intimacy in a growing awareness of sharing and supporting. As Doll (2010) points
out, these friendships involve a degree of loyalty, and children need to balance their
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own interests with the needs of their friend. They therefore need to be able to see a
situation from their friend’s perspective and to make small compromises.

8.7.2 Implications for Positive Practice

e Children need increased access to recreation spaces in the community,
including playgrounds and playing fields for unsupervised play (Layard and
Dunn 2009).

* Children need to have opportunities to participate in a range of activities outside
of school to sustain interests and friendships with others.

e Interventions should make optimal use of the school playground to provide
enjoyable play space and opportunities to make and consolidate friendships.
Involve the children in designing an exciting school playground that meets the
diverse needs and desires of the children. Children could survey classmates to
find out what they would like. The playground needs to provide places for physi-
cal activities such as football and chase games, and also quieter activities. Include
a signposted friends meeting place where children can go to if they want some-
one to play with or talk to.

* Some schools have trained and supported a team of children (squad) to befriend
others in the playground and help sort out disputes over games.

* An excellent resource for developing the play ground is Resilient Playgrounds
by Beth Doll with Katherine Brehm (2010).

* Discuss friendships and friendly behaviour as a class. Agree on class principles
which would aim to ensure that individuals are valued, difference is accepted and
that all are included in play and work activities.

e Use Circle Time to talk through and resolve friendship issues/unfriendly behav-
iour as they arise. A useful book is Circle Time Resources (Robinson and
Maines 2004).

e Provide activities in the classroom that invite collaboration, e.g. solving a sci-
ence problem or shared story writing. Provide adult commentary on helpful and
friendly behaviour.

* Provide opportunities for children to work with their friends on problem tasks.

* Provide opportunities at other times for children to get used to working with dif-
ferent members of the class.

e This is probably the best time for group work to develop the skills and social
understanding of children who are finding it difficult to gain peer acceptance and
establish friendships. Three useful resources for middle childhood are:

— The Friendship Formula: A Social Skills Programme to Develop an Awareness
of Self and Others (Schroeder 2008).

— How to Promote Children’s Social and Emotional Competence (Webster-
Stratton 2009), particularly Chapter 10: Peer Problems and Friendship.

— Developing Children’s Social, Emotional and Behavioural Skills (Costi 2009).
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e Parents and teachers need to value children’s friendships. They need to encourage
children to make friends and maintain friendships, e.g. following a change of
school and moving house. Children need opportunities to have their friends stay
with them for both play and study (Layard and Dunn 2009).

8.8 Adolescent Friendships

At this phase of development, friends and the social networks they are contained
within become increasingly important and enable a range of developmental needs to
be met. Young people have a need for companionship and a growing intimacy
alongside meeting the challenge of new life experiences including transition to high
school and later transitions to university and/or work involving changes in friend-
ships and social networks.

School continues to be an important source of friends. Hamm and Faircloth
(2005) found that these friendships played a vital role in enabling adolescents to
develop a sense of belonging to the school. They describe such a sense of belonging
as relating to: ‘students’ perceptions that they are liked, respected, and valued by
others in the school’ (p. 61).

Hamm and Faircloth found that school friendships provided a secure base that
helped adolescents to cope with the social context of the high school.

Researchers of peer relations, friendships and school break time have commented
that in contrast to early years and middle childhood, adolescent friendships are char-
acterised by a lack of play, games and physical activities at break time, and there is
more emphasis on opportunities to talk and to ‘hanging around’ together (Blatchford
1998). He comments that break times for older students in secondary schools pro-
vide an important function in providing loosely supervised areas where adolescent
girls and boys can socialise.

At this time, adolescents need to develop their sense of identity and belonging,
and interactions with friends and friendship groups facilitate this. As Cotterell
(2007) notes: “Two particular social provisions that are supplied by friends as a
group are social integration into a friendship network and reassurance of worth
through the social validation of friends’ (p. 80).

Adolescent friends serve a very important purpose in providing acceptance and
emotional support at a time when they are becoming more independent and less
reliant on parents. The level of intimacy in a friendship is an indicator both of the
maturing quality of friendship and, indeed, predicts wellbeing and self-esteem in
adolescence (Buhrmester 1990). Loyalty also distinguishes adolescent friendships
from other relationships. There may be gender differences here in that girls and
women’s friendships are often characterised as having a greater level of intimacy
and self-disclosure. Thus, it could be argued that this facilitates more emotional
support than that available within male friendships.

There is, however, a need to challenge assumptions made about male friendships.
Recent qualitative research studies challenge assumptions that boys do not want
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close friendships (Chu 2005; Way et al. 2005). Chu (2005) found that adolescent
boys interviewed in this study actually did want to have close male friendships,
though some felt that needing to prove masculinity and protect vulnerability were
barriers to such friendships.

Optimistically, Chu notes that despite these barriers, some adolescent boys did
form close friendships, and these friendships actually supported them in dealing
with male peer pressure to conform:

Ethan: When I was thirteen, I met my closest friend right now, and he really helped me to
become who I want to become. I felt like we both kind of helped each other grow into, like,
who we want to be right now. Up until that time, I’d kind of been thinking, ‘Well, I don’t
really like this, so why am I doing it?’ but continued to do it, like just dressing all neat and
trying to impress everyone I met and trying to be, like, the perfect kid. But in meeting my
friend, he really helped-we both helped each other a lot to become who we are right now.
And we both like who we are right now, to some extent (p. 16).

Way et al. (2005), in a study of ethnic-minority urban adolescents, found that
both girls and boys desired close friendships, and they did not differ in emphasising
the keeping of secrets and self-disclosure as important features of their closest
friendships. Cotterell (2007) cautions about making assumptions about gender dif-
ferences in intimacy and communication and urges that there should be a closer
examination of gender differences in styles of intimacy and communication to
enhance a greater understanding.

As Scholte and Van Aken (2008) comment, friendships are formed where ‘com-
mon ground’ and ‘affirmations’ about the friendship are made. Whilst perceived
similarities might be important in establishing the common ground, they become
less important as the friendship becomes established. Maintenance of the friendship
is dependent on the quality of the friendship. Thus, friendships which are emotion-
ally supportive, and where there is trust and intimacy, may well survive for many
years. Other friendships which may have these qualities to a much lesser degree are
unlikely to survive in the long run.

Outside of school, young people continue to develop a range of interconnected
friendship groups or cliques, within a larger peer crowd or social cluster (Cotterell
2007). Membership of these groups is fluid and changeable. As in middle childhood,
within these groups, adolescents are likely to have some close friendships and more
casual friends and acquaintances. Whilst most adolescents will still enjoy spending
time with a small group of same-sex friends, they also seek opportunities and are excited
to be part of large mixed sex crowds, e.g. at parties, or music concerts, or simply at the
beach, park or street corner. This wider social cluster provides opportunities for mixed
sex friendship groups or cliques in later adolescence and for romantic relationships.

There is a need for communities to consider activities, spaces and resources to
meet the social and leisure needs of adolescence, some of whom report that there is
nothing for them to do or go to. It is also apparent that in early adolescence, some
who might have confidently tried new activities as a child lack social confidence
to go to clubs and activities unless accompanied by a friend and are also much
influenced by what their peer group might consider to be ‘cool’ or ‘un-cool’.
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8.8.1 Implications for Positive Practice

e There is a need to work with young people to identify stimulating and supportive
areas where young people can meet.

e Layard and Dunn (2009) recommend the setting up of Young People’s Centres
which offer high-quality activities such as IT, music, drama and dance, sport and
volunteering as well as psychological support and careers advice.

e Interventions should aim to support transitions to establish positive peer rela-
tions and to provide new friendships to flourish: B.E.S.T. Buddies Bettering
Everyone’s Secondary Transition: A comprehensive training programme
introducing a peer buddy system to support students starting secondary school
(Smith 2003).

8.8.2 Friendship Transition Groups

Short-term group work during transition for adolescents who lack confidence and
might be overwhelmed by the social and organisational expectations of secondary
school can be very effective. For example, a summer project could involve 1 week
of the summer holiday. In this time, staff from Education Support Services could
run an orientation group in the secondary school. Activities could include games
that enable the young people to find their way around the school and activities to
raise self-esteem and promote positive interactions and involvement in social and
leisure activities. These young people start school feeling knowledgeable and con-
fident, already knowing some new people.

Other schools have run Friendship Groups for socially vulnerable pupils on
transfer to secondary school. These could be run weekly by staff from Education
Support Services for the first term. The aim is to provide a secure base to develop
trusting relationships, in order to express feelings and worries. Activities are pro-
vided to develop communication and assertiveness skills, friendship, self-esteem
and problem-solving skills. Initially, the sessions need to be structured and contain
several activities. As the young people develop trust and confidence and communi-
cation skills, they are able to use the group to discuss their situations and problem
solve and to support each other. Experience of running these groups has shown that
adolescents are not looking to adults to sort out problems. Group members often do
have the resources amongst themselves to support each other and problem solve
given appropriate opportunities to do so.

Interventions should develop a sense of belonging by offering a wide range of
after-school clubs catering for a diversity of interests. They should also provide a
range of activities for boys as this provides a focus for their relationships.

Peer support improves both learning and positive interactions: Peer Support
Works: A Step by Step Guide to Long Term Success (Cartwright 2007).
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8.9 Friendships in Adult Life

In later adolescence and into adulthood, friendships are important though time is
also increasingly spent with romantic partners. Most adults will also go on to
become parents. The traditional view of family and social relations puts family ties
before friendships. Pahl and Spence (2003-4) assert that this does not reflect the
reality of people’s lives and the complexity of social relationships. They put forward
amodel of ‘personal communities’ to describe an individual’s commitments to fam-
ily and friends. Thus, an individual will have a high commitment to specific family
members (‘given’ relationships in the sense that blood ties are not chosen) and
friends (‘chosen’ relationships in the sense that friendships are primarily voluntary
relationships). A lower level of commitment will be shown to other given (family)
and chosen (friends) relationships. This model allows for the power of informal sup-
port structures to be recognised.

Close friendships, sometimes formed at school, may endure over years and may
well last into adulthood. These would constitute high commitment ‘chosen’ relation-
ships in Pahl and Spence’s model. Cotterell (2007) lists the ‘distinctive qualities’ of
sustaining a friendship as: ‘sharing enjoyable activities, being loyal and available,
being ready to assist, being sensitive to friend’s feelings, expressing confidence in the
friends, and providing comfort and optimism in times of difficulty’ (p. 80).

A small-scale study for this publication was conducted in order to shed light on the
defining features of long-lasting friendships. Questionnaires on best friends were
completed by 30 adults aged between 24 and 59 years. This included men and women,
predominantly white British; 33% were from different nationalities. Whist the sample
was small, some clear patterns emerged. 94% of friendships were same sex, and 87%
of friendships were same age or within 1 year. Most had met their friend at school or
university (73%). The length of friendship was between 5 and 49 years. The question-
naire asked an open-ended question on why people thought the friendship with their
best friend had endured. The following themes were identified:

e Shared experience/interests/values

* Good company/humour/fun/get on well/relaxed

» Trust/loyalty/open/talk about anything/acceptance
* Reciprocity/both make time/bond

Some friendships had endured despite those friends not living nearby: 44% said
that their friend did not live nearby and in some cases lived in a different country.

8.10 Conclusion

Having a range of social networks and fulfilling friendships is important to our
wellbeing. An understanding of the complexity of social interactions to be negoti-
ated over the life cycle is a prerequisite for adults aiming to promote an environment
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for others where friendships can begin and flourish. Positive interventions can be
designed that are helpful in ensuring optimal conditions for the development of
friendship skills.
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Chapter 9
Developing Positive Relationships in Schools

Sue Roffey

9.1 Introduction

Schools play a significant part not only in the formal and informal education of
young people but also in their wellbeing — and hence the wellbeing of families and
communities of the future. In 1995, the World Health Organization introduced the
Global School Health initiative (WHO 1995) and brought the concept of education
for wellbeing into the foreground. Related initiatives have since been adopted or
developed by governments and education authorities in many parts of the world.
In 2003, the Wingspread Declaration: A National Strategy for Improving School
Connectedness was issued in the USA. This is based on a detailed review of the
relevant research as well as in-depth discussions amongst leaders in health and edu-
cation in the USA. It summarises the evidence for positive relationships across
education (Blum and Libbey 2004).

Wellbeing comprises not only physical but also psychological health. This is
demonstrated by both optimal functioning and predominantly positive feelings
(Noble et al. 2008). It is where people are flourishing rather than languishing in their
everyday lives (Keyes and Haidt 2003). Although acknowledging a responsibility
to respond to individual needs and specific issues, this broader concept of health has
increasingly incorporated a whole-school approach in which all aspects of the
school system are targeted to establish a health-promoting environment for all
(Wyn et al. 2000; Leger 2005).
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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, comprising 30
nations, issued its first report in 2009 on indicators of child wellbeing (OECD
2009). The six dimensions identified are material wellbeing, housing and environ-
ment, health and safety, risk behaviours and quality of school life. How ‘quality’
is defined and developed goes beyond material resources and the curriculum to
the heart of the teaching endeavour. Emotions and relationships exist all day,
every day in the classroom, staffroom and throughout the school. Sometimes these
feelings and relationships, especially for more vulnerable students, can be over-
whelmingly negative. The quality of the learning environment therefore depends,
not only on curriculum content, but also how accessible this is to students. The
active promotion of positive feelings — enjoyment, achievement, optimism, safety
and a sense of belonging — alongside positive and healthy relationships facilitate
an environment in which everyone is able to flourish and learn (Fredrickson 2009;
Roffey 2011a).

The ethos of schools and the quality of the learning environment has been a focus
of research for several decades, particularly in relation to behavioural issues. The
Elton Report on Discipline in Schools in the UK (DES 1989) advocated a coherent
whole-school approach to behaviour based on good relationships between all mem-
bers of the school community. The Steer Report on Learning Behaviour (DfES
2005a), nearly 30 years later, says that despite the differences in educational prac-
tices, this still holds true. The difference now is how much more we know about
what constitutes good relationships in schools and the multiple and interrelated
outcomes, not only for behaviour, but also for academic achievement (Hattie 2009;
Hearn et al. 2006) and mental health (Spratt et al. 2006; Murray-Harvey 2010).
Most importantly, researchers and practitioners have discovered and developed
ways in which these relationships might be brought about.

9.2 Social Capital in Schools

Physical capital comprises hardware resources, such as buildings and equipment,
human capital comprises knowledge and skills and social capital refers to the quality
of relationships within an organisation or community. Social capital can be defined
as the levels of trust, mutual responsibility and reciprocity that people experience in
their interactions with each other and their sense of belonging to a particular com-
munity with a shared identity and shared values (Putnam 2000). Social capital not
only enhances feelings of safety and wellbeing, but also enables groups of people to
work together towards shared goals. It enhances the resources of an organisation in
multiple ways by increasing the flow of information, ideas, advice, help, opportuni-
ties, contacts, emotional support and goodwill (Adler and Kwon 2002). Baker and
Dutton (2007) talk about the importance of developing positive social capital where
this is developed for the benefit of the greater good rather than increasing connec-
tions for one group at the expense of others. It is the difference between inclusive
and exclusive belonging, the latter being where group members maintain their sense
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of wellbeing by keeping ‘inferior’ others out. Positive social capital helps everyone
in an organisation flourish.

You can determine the level of social capital within a school by the way
people talk to and about each other, the quality of the ‘emotional’ climate, and
the extent to which this appears to be calm, supportive and purposeful. There is
evidence that interventions that add to the levels of social capital can help pro-
tect against the adverse effects of psychosocial stressors (Phongsavan et al.
2006), as well as promote prosocial behaviour and engagement (Jennings and
Greenberg 2009).

Participation, empowerment and a sense of connection are central to a high level
of social capital. Schools that are less hierarchical and didactic are more likely to
involve all members of the school community in respectful interactions. Onyx and
Bullen (2000) identified the following factors for measuring social capital in
schools:

* Levels of participation in the community

* Proactivity in a social context and a sense of personal and collective efficacy
¢ Feelings of trust and safety

» Tolerance of diversity

¢ Feeling part of a team

The quote below (cited in Roffey 2008) illustrates several of these elements:

I’m just blown away by how kind the teachers are to students here... but I think that’s just
a follow-on of the whole culture. You sit in the dining room and you never have to be mind-
ful of what you’re saying, because everyone’s on the same side ... the staff are supportive
of each other, and I think that carries across into the classroom (teacher, high school).

The health-promoting school aims to promote change in three broad areas:

e Formal curriculum in health education

* Connectedness and caring relationships between all stakeholders

* Recognition of the important role the school has to promote health and develop-
ment of links with the wider community to support this role

One study (Sun and Stewart 2007) found that the health-promoting school
approach had the capacity to substantially affect the relationships that people had
with one another and the school psychosocial environment. Intervention activities
were developed in ten primary schools around issues identified by each school com-
munity, such as resilience, anti-bullying and communication skills. The findings
suggest a strong link between taking action on these issues and the promotion of
social capital with specific regard to feelings of trust and safety, tolerance of diver-
sity and work relationships with colleagues. This matches the experience of Antidote
(Tew 2010), who discovered that open, safe and equal debate around issues of
improving the school environment impacted on relational dynamics and how people
felt about themselves and their colleagues. The collection of data gathered multiple
views, avoided blame and generated a wide spectrum of ideas. This process in itself
increased the level of social capital and fostered creative solutions in which every-
one felt they had ownership.
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9.3 The Ecology of Student and School Wellbeing

There is rarely a straight line between cause and effect in human behaviour.
Outcomes at any one time are the result of interactive, circular and accumulative
causation. Relationships are rarely established or broken in an instant. Beliefs deter-
mine actions that influence responses from others. This builds a history that leads to
expectations and repeated cycles of interaction. Relationships are, however, not
only rooted in personal constructs of the world, but also in the social and cultural
milieu in which individuals are living. These offer a set of beliefs about how things
‘should’ be as well as impacting on the resources available.

Bronfenbrenner (1979) first gave prominence to an ecosystemic view of human
development and others have taken and applied this model to related issues (de Jong
2003; Felner 2006; Friesthler et al. 2006). This model says that the most important
influence on a child’s development is what happens at the ‘micro-level’ and the
interactions that individuals have with those in their immediate world. In schools,
this is reflected in a school’s mission to have as a central focus the ‘whole child” and
all their experiences in order to optimise each student’s development in all domains.
This ‘whole child’ focus appears to extend to the ‘whole person’ and the acceptance
of diversity across staff and families as well as students. The next level, the meso-
system, comprises the beliefs, values and skills that determine the quality of rela-
tionships throughout the school. At the exosystem are procedures and policies that
impact on what happens at the microsystem and mesosystem. This includes resources
that are available and access to these, working schedules and organisational expec-
tations. At the macro-system are cultural norms, values and laws. These have a
cascading influence throughout the other systems. The chronosystem recognises
that systems are forever interacting and changing over time. Although elements of
relationships within a school ecology may be addressed separately, none stands
alone. Influences and actions are bidirectional both within and between levels of the
system. Conversations in the staffroom impact on what happens in the classroom,
how welcome a parent feels will, in part, be determined by policies and procedures
that determine how families are ‘positioned’ in the school.

In a qualitative study exploring the development of emotional literacy in two second-
ary and four primary schools in Australia, this ecology became apparent. See Fig. 9.1
below (Roffey 2008). Unless stated otherwise, all quotes in this chapter are taken from
this research. All the schools in this study had been identified as having actively raised
awareness of emotional literacy and relational quality throughout the school. Teachers,
students, school counsellors and school principals were interviewed to explore what had
happened in this development, what difference it made to them and what they thought
had influenced these outcomes. It became clear in the analysis that how students felt
about their school and the relationships they experienced with teachers was mirrored by
how teachers felt about their relationships with colleagues and with management. School
culture and expectations filtered down to the interactions that took place.

... if you have a happy staff, then I think that leads to you being happy in your own classroom,
and leads to happy relationships with the children, and the children with each other. (teacher)
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Fig. 9.1 An eco-systemic analysis of emotional literacy in the school context

A related project in the UK explored the factors that enabled staff and students
to engage most effectively with teaching and learning (Haddon et al. 2005). This
took place in two schools over 3 years. The researchers found that five aspects of
a school were linked to people’s capacity to fully engage. These are encapsulated
in the acronym CLASI — how Capable, Listened to, Accepted, Safe and Included
each person felt. These aspects impacted on the emotional climate of the school,
formal and informal communications, day-to-day practices and the way relation-
ships were experienced.

This study also identified factors critical to the development of positive relation-
ships throughout the school for both students and staff. Again there is significant
overlap between what happens for students and what happens for teachers in terms
of emotional safety; time, space and permission given by the school for relationship
building and the sense of feeling connected not only to friends but also to others in
the school context.

A focus on relationships throughout the school has a positive ripple effect impact-
ing on not only on wellbeing, but also the motivation and performance of both stu-
dents and their teachers (Martin and Dowson 2009). The development of a whole
school approach that enhances social capital is effective in many dimensions.
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9.4 The Micro-level: The Whole Child

A vision for the wellbeing of the whole child would appear to be a central driver for
relational quality in school.

We build an acceptance of others, all are different but all have a place. (principal, primary
school)

There’s absolutely an emphasis on the whole person and the whole school ... everyone will
tell you that you are a valued member of the team ... (school counsellor)

A focus on the whole child has dual connotations. On the one hand, it means that
each individual is valued and accepted for who they are, not just what they can
achieve. It is also concerned with education in all domains of a child’s development,
cognitive, physical, emotional, social and spiritual. This last domain is a broad term
covering values, ethics and what brings purpose and meaning to our lives. It
addresses one of the three ‘Pillars of Authentic Happiness’ in Seligman’s seminal
work on Authentic Happiness (2002), the others being positive feelings/experiences
and deep engagement.

The challenge to schools in valuing the whole child is related to inclusion and poli-
cies on admission and exclusion (Rose 2010). A positive approach begins with a belief
that acceptance of every student — with all their needs and challenges — is both necessary
and possible. As the following illustrates, this is not simply a question of resources.

Case Study

As part of her work for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child,
Gerison Lansdown has visited schools around the world. She was particularly
impressed by a government primary school in Nepal. The far-sighted head teacher
had decided to include 12 blind children alongside his mainstream pupils. He had
minimal resources but a determination and belief, apparently shared by his staff, that
these children deserved an education. Disability is seen as ‘bad karma’ in Nepal and
children are often marginalised or even rejected if they are not ‘normal’.

These pupils, from across the country, lived in very basic accommodation attached
to the school. Their hostel would be unlikely to meet any Western standard of health
and safety. They were first taught Braille and then integrated into classrooms with
other pupils, paired with sighted children so they could help each other. The sighted
students were often astonished to find that their visually impaired classmates were
often as able, and sometimes more capable, of achieving than they were.

Gerison was invited to speak with the blind children about their experiences.
This in itself was unusual in a country where the child’s voice is rarely encouraged.
The young students said it was the first time they had friendships, that the teachers
were kind to them. One young boy, aged about eight, said that coming to school had
been the best and possibly the only positive experience of his life. He had been
kicked by a drunken father, told he was useless and should never have been born —
but when he came to school he realised that not only could he learn but also he
could be loved — he felt included and part of something. His life was ‘going some-
where’ and wasn’t just being kicked aside.
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In another example, the Catholic Education Office in Melbourne has made
Student Wellbeing a central platform of policy. The aim is to promote school com-
munities where the whole person is valued.

... students (and staff) are given every opportunity to be affirmed in their dignity and worth,
confirmed in their personhood and assisted to grow to their full potential (CECV 1994:2)

Student Wellbeing Coordinators in primary schools have regular professional
development to enhance their knowledge base and confidence in developing the
practical applications of their role. Many have taken a Master’s course at the
University of Melbourne where their research projects are building a strong evi-
dence base about the development of wellbeing in the school context.

Key elements of student wellbeing are positive self-regard, respect for others, positive rela-

tionships, responsible behaviours and personal resilience. Alongside this comes the active

promotion of the values of love, respect, compassion, tolerance, forgiveness, repentance,
reconciliation and justice.

Many of these values are implicated in the development of positive relationships.
The next section explores both specific interactions and the impact of these interac-
tions across the whole school system.

9.5 The Meso-level: Relational Values and Skills
Across the School

9.5.1 Teacher-Student Relationships: High Expectations,
Care and Participation

According to a meta-analysis by Cornelius-White (2007), learner-centred teacher—
student relationships are effective in many dimensions. Relationships that are non-
directive, empathic, warm and encourage thinking and learning have correlations
with the following: increased participation, critical thinking, student satisfaction,
perceived and actual achievement, self-esteem, positive motivation, social connection
and attendance. There are also correlations with low drop-out rates and reduction in
disruptive behaviour.

Hattie’s meta-analysis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to effective education
(Hattie 2009) also says that schools need to create environments where students can
feel safe to learn and explore their understanding. Mistakes must be welcomed as part
of this process. As each student constructs their learning differently, teachers need to
have feedback from their pupils so they know how to make learning meaningful.
Feedback is commonly one-way, where teachers tell students how they are doing
rather than students telling teachers how they have made sense of what has been
taught. Hattie’s findings also show that too often students are written off. He maintains
that high expectations for all students are essential for effective education. This is
synonymous with one of the major protective factors for children at risk.
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Many researchers, including Hattie, have commented on the need for adults to
care for children. This has been succinctly and powerfully articulated by
Bronfenbrenner (2004): ‘In order to develop, a child needs the enduring, irrational
involvement of one or more adults in care and joint activity with the child. Somebody
has to be crazy about that kid’.

Many teachers go into their profession with a passion both for teaching and a
determination to do their best for their students. They often become disillusioned
because of overwhelming workloads, pressure to ‘teach to test” and the challenges
of managing difficult behaviour (Galton and McBeath 2008; Roffey 2011b). The
ethic of care can become lost in the day-to-day demands. This can lead to teachers
saying that they care about their students but young people not experiencing this.
What students say does help them feel they matter are the following teacher atti-
tudes and positive behaviours, many of which take little additional time but a high
level of awareness: The following quotes are from students cited in Robertson
(2006) in the USA and the NSW Commission for Children and Young People (2009)
in Australia; ages range from kindergarten to undergraduate:

o Ifyou know our names it helps!

e They smile at me.

o They will be nice to you.

e Don’t say one student is better than another.

o The best teachers are hopeful that we will succeed. They believe in us.

* My favourite teacher was a good listener, she let me explain. She didn’t embar-
rass me in class when I didn’t know the answer.

e [ think they should relate lessons to our lives, society, and maybe even laugh
once in a while?

* A good teacher knows how to control students without screaming at them.

* Hemakes people feel good about themselves, because they’ve achieved something.
‘Cos he sort of helps you achieve it.

Caring teachers can provide a motivational trigger for both engagement with learn-
ing and prosocial behaviour. The educational philosopher Nel Noddings, who has writ-
ten extensively on the moral imperative for an ethic of care in education, sums this up.

It is obvious that children will work harder and do things — even odd things like adding
fractions — for people they love and trust. (Noddings 1988)

Students associate their own and their teachers’ positive emotional states with
good teaching and good learning (Moore and Kuol 2007). Pupils warm to teachers
who are usually cheerful and optimistic.

Teachers here are focused on your life — so you don’t bring home stress to school. They
really care for us. (student)

Article 12 in the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child says that
children have a right to an opinion, and for that opinion to be heard in all matters
concerning the child. Children’s ability to make decisions and to be experts in their
own lives is often underestimated. When given the opportunity and encouragement
children and young people can show surprising insight. This is illustrated below.
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Case Study

Account of a conference presentation by 9—12 year olds on their study of maturity
(Yardley 2009, cited with permission)

We listen as the group considers whether maturity necessarily makes you happy,
and whether it can also make you sad — ‘the idea of it makes you happy’ says one child
‘the reality of it can sometimes make you unhappy’, ‘because’ — offers another child —
‘of the responsibility you might not want’. As these thoughts begin to excite our own
synapses into action, the group then moves on to discuss the ‘being’ and ‘doing’ aspects
of maturity as they have encountered them in their lives, including those responsibili-
ties they willingly accept and feel comfortable with, and the responsibilities that they
fear, feel ill-equipped to shoulder or simply find irritating or ‘unfair’.

In the same session we hear the students consider whether maturity can help
people cope when life is painful — or when they have a broken heart. We might feel
some sympathetic shivers of recognition as we listen to these 9-12 year olds talk
about what kind of things break their own and other people’s hearts — ‘when you are
betrayed’, ‘when you lose your friends, or someone special that you love’, ‘when
you lose your home or your country’, ‘when you are humiliated’, ‘when someone
dies’.

Eliciting and hearing student views has implications for the relationship that
teachers have with their students. It shows interest and respect. The NSW
Commission (2009) study found that children want adults in the school community
to take them seriously and act on issues that concern them. When that doesn’t
happen they feel misunderstood and powerless. Students said that not only do
children and young people have good ideas but also bring a different
perspective. They felt that all children should have a right to be involved, not just a
select few.

9.5.2 Relationships Between Students

Relationships between students are often a focus of discussion on issues related to
bullying and rejection. A positive psychology view, however, explores the factors
that contribute to inclusion, friendship and support between pupils. Once in place
these reduce the incidence of negative social behaviours. McGrath and Noble (2010)
explored commonalities between six primary and five secondary schools that
enjoyed low levels of bullying. In these, they found the following:

* An effective leadership working constructively with teachers to implement a
whole school vision for safety and wellbeing

e An effective behaviour policy

¢ Planning for a ‘relationship culture’ which adopted strategies such as coopera-
tive learning, cross age social activities and actively teaching prosocial skills and
values

* A high priority placed on student wellbeing
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The social dimensions of school and how connected students feel are increasingly
acknowledged as central to their engagement and wellbeing. When children are
asked about school, friendship figures significantly. This is from their earliest days
at school throughout high school (NSW Commission 2009).

Children need to know how to interact well with others, what is involved to
establish and maintain friendships, how to operate in a group and what is involved
in resolving conflicts. The introduction of social and emotional learning programmes
has been increasing with some positive outcomes for students in many dimensions.
In the UK, the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme was
introduced to primary schools in 2005 and secondary schools in 2007 (DfES 2005b).
Evaluation in 84 primary schools in Sheffield between 2005 and 2007 indicated
high levels of success (Pullinger 2008), including improvements in behaviour and
the way children were able to express feelings. Some pupils had learnt to sort out
low-level conflict on their own and incidents of bullying were reduced. Payton et al.
(2008) analysed three large-scale reviews of research on the impact of social and
emotional learning (SEL) programmes on elementary and middle school students
from Kindergarten to Grade 8 in the USA. The reviews included 317 studies and
involved 324,303 children. The researchers found raised achievement scores,
increased social and emotional skills in test situations, improved social behaviours,
more positive views about the self, others and school and reduced anxiety and
depression.

The delivery of programmes is relevant to their effectiveness. High levels of
control and didactic pedagogy do not change behaviour from the inside out. Circle
Solutions is a framework for group interaction, based in positive psychology, which
aims to promote relationship skills and a caring classroom ethos. It is a pedagogy
based in the principles of inclusion, respect, safety and democracy (Roffey 2006).
An evaluation of its implementation in eight primary schools indicated that positive
outcomes require teachers to believe that relationships are important and facilitate
circles in a way that is congruent with the principles and intended outcomes
(McCarthy 2009). When this happens, it facilitates both self-awareness and positive
relationships between students and also between teachers and students.

... the children that I had been working with since March (were) working together as a team
and creating friendships and bonds ... No longer were they being disruptive and not talking
to one another ... (Undergraduate student facilitator of Circle Solutions)

9.5.3 Staff Relationships

Positive interactions amongst staff are strongly associated with teacher wellbeing
on several fronts.

When teachers are burnt out they feel a lack of competence and often distance
themselves from their peers. Pillay et al. (2005) refer to this as ‘depersonalisation’.
This negative spiral can be interrupted by fostering positive relationships where
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colleagues are helped to identify their strengths and provided with emotional and
practical support to deal with what may seem to be overwhelming issues. It helps
when others acknowledge that they too have struggled. When teachers felt able to
seek support from their colleagues, especially the school executive, they were better
able to manage stress (Howard and Johnson 2002).

When teachers talk about what helps them feel they belong to their school, they
say that being greeted, especially by name and with a smile, being asked their opin-
ion, having their efforts acknowledged and strengths valued, all make a difference
to how they feel about themselves and their colleagues. Their relational needs are
just the same as their pupils!

Many teachers appear to feel that despite putting their hearts and backs into what
they do, few notice or comment. This decreases motivation and can lead to a toxic
environment with low social capital. When the opposite happens it provides a build-
ing block for developing both individual wellbeing and school culture.

My confidence has increased... it could be a product of this different energy at the school...
Even receiving a compliment, like ‘you’re doing a great job’... (school counsellor, high
school)

The way staff relate to each other also provides a model for how students
behave.

It comes from the staff first - you can see the staff getting on, and having a bit of fun...so
(students) know that we’re all friends, and that’s an example of good behaviour (teacher,
primary school)

9.5.4 Home—-School Relationships: Positive Partnerships

The rationale for positive home—school relationships is far reaching and congruent
with the multiple stakeholder perspective of health-promoting schools. Positive
interactions with families motivate children in school (Hoover-Dempsey et al.
2005). When parents feel comfortable and valued, they will pass on messages to
their children about the value of school and this increases the respect that students
have for staff (Pianta and Walsh 1996). Supportive relationships may also increase
parental confidence in their role and give them strategies to parent more effectively
(Roffey 2004). It may also support the educative process when families become
involved in backing up what teachers are doing in school. There is now a substantive
literature on school-community relationships and the need for all stakeholders to
work together. This requires awareness of both the formal and informal power struc-
tures in schools and ways in which these may promote or inhibit constructive
relationships.

It is often the families of younger children and those with special educational
needs that have most to do with the school, together with aspirational parents who
want to ensure their child gets the best possible education. The challenge is to
engage with as many families as possible.



156 S. Roffey

Teachers may, however, be wary of parents and concerned about the potential for
criticism. They may perceive them as demanding or unreasonable or alternatively
inadequate or uncaring. There can be a power struggle between parents who ‘know
their rights’ and educators who ‘know what’s best’. It is usually incumbent on
schools to be highly professional in their approach to parents and behave in ways to
support collaborative relationships. Partnership is often used to describe this pro-
cess but this requires an approach from school that sees parents as equal and
acknowledges the expertise of the parent on their child (Roffey 2002). It can require
high levels of emotional literacy from the professionals.

9.6 Exo-level

This comprises the structural elements of policy, resources and organisation. It is
exemplified in the congruence of policies, the ways in which these policies are
developed, and the communication practices that keep everyone well informed
without being overwhelmed. A behaviour policy based in rules, rewards and sanc-
tions — including exclusion — does not fit comfortably with a school ethos in which
relationships have a high profile. A restorative approach, which emphasises respon-
sibility to the community and repairing of ‘harm’, is a better fit. It fosters the sense
of connection that vulnerable and often challenging young people need.

The way resources are prioritised demonstrates the vision of the school. Time is
a prime example of this. Teachers who say ‘there is no time’ available for building
relationships because of the need to cover curriculum content are making a state-
ment about what is seen as important. When social and emotional learning is figured
into the timetable, there are expectations on everyone to reflect on how they interact
with each other.

9.7 The Macro-level: School Leaders and School Culture

As the job of leaders is to develop a shared culture (Fullan 2003), this requires a
leadership style that both trusts and empowers others. Transformational leaders
(Leithwood et al. 1999) are said to manifest values of collaboration and a commit-
ment to democratic processes. Everyone being involved in the process of change in
itself builds social capital.

First and foremost, it has to be collaborative. You can’t have someone from the top saying:
‘this is what we’re going to do’. You need to give everyone the opportunity... to have own-
ership of it and to put their thoughts to it (teacher, high school)

I guess there’s a real acceptance of each other’s roles, and a feeling that we’re all equal in
this, we’re all in this boat together, let’s work as best as we can together. I think that does
increase confidence levels within staff ... (school counsellor, high school)
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The most powerful influence on relational quality in a school is found with the
school leader and the leadership team. Their vision of the school and how well they
are able to both communicate this effectively to others and also inspire their endorse-
ment is fundamental to positive change (Roffey 2007).

Channer and Hope (2001) found that transformational leaders demonstrated a
strong belief in other people. Although their instinct was to take charge, they used
the team around them to deliver a goal and valued excellence in others as well as
themselves.

Where relationships are a core feature of the school’s vision, it is incumbent
on leaders that they be seen to ‘walk the talk’. Although the possession of both
generic and job-specific knowledge and skills is necessary, emotional intelli-
gence, both personal and interpersonal, is central to being an effective principal.
Scott (2003) found that, out of 11 core competencies of effective principles, eight
are related to their levels of emotional intelligence. He summarised the qualities
and approaches that enable leaders to develop child friendly school communities
(Scott 2005). Such leaders:

* Have a clear vision for their school

* Have a commitment to making a positive difference for all students

* Are able to stay calm and keep things in perspective when things don’t go well

* Have a sense of humour

* Are flexible and responsive to changing demands

* Are self aware and know their strengths and limitations

* Reserve hasty judgement but make tough decisions when necessary

e Demonstrate empathy

e Have a positive outlook

* Are able to listen, empower others and work as a team member as well as take
initiative and be authoritative

» Keep the ‘big picture’ in focus in analysing problems

e Are open to learning and to support

e Are resilient and able to persevere in the face of challenges

Singh and Billingsley (1996) found that school leaders who gave feedback,
encouragement and were in favour of participatory decision making fostered com-
mitment within their staff. A further factor less evident in the educational literature
but increasingly in positive psychology research is the importance of a positive, ‘can
do’ attitude by leaders. There is a body of evidence that shows that an upbeat mood
and optimistic outlook is infectious and can support the development of positive
relationships and associated change (Avolio and Gardner 2005).

There is a synergy between the qualities of effective principals and the features
of a both learner centred and health-promoting school. School leaders have a critical
role in ensuring an effective learning environment for every student — from the most
able and compliant to the most disadvantaged and difficult. To do this they need to
attend to the quality of their interactions with staff but also ensure that policies
within the school are congruent.
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9.8 Conclusion and a Word About Sustainability

Although academic outcomes are still the primary measure of school success, there
are indications that there is increasing attention being paid by governments to the
levels of social capital within schools and the positive differences that a school can
make for all its students, especially the more disadvantaged. Keeping the evidence
at the forefront of political debate is necessary in order for future policies to reflect
effective practice.

We have a crisis in many communities with increased antisocial behaviour
and a strong focus on individual rights rather than community wellbeing. If soci-
ety is going to thrive in the future, then there needs to be greater understanding and
skills in building positive relationships. These need to focus on the ‘we’, what is
best for all of us, rather than the ‘me’, what is in my interest alone. Even though
many may say that it is parents who should be supporting the social and emo-
tional development of children, not all can manage this. If our children do not
have the opportunity to learn about positive healthy relationships in their com-
munities they need to learn these in school, in the social world set up for learning
and teaching. This learning requires both a specific knowledge content and a
context and school environment that is congruent. This includes the examples set
by teachers (Roffey 2010).

Current teacher education programmes and professional development pro-
grammes often fail to address the ethic of care and its impact on the educational
process (Owens and Ennis 2005). Where teacher education courses raise awareness
of the impact that relationships in schools have on academic and behavioural out-
comes they help to ensure that new entrants learn what is involved in establishing
and maintaining the relationships that facilitate an effective learning environment.
The Hunter Institute of Mental Health fosters this for teacher education courses
around Australia with their publication Connections.

School leaders can be powerful initiators and drivers of relational quality in
school and need support from their own managers to encourage a whole school,
whole child approach. There also needs to be an expectation that leaders will access
professional development to foster their emerging knowledge and skills.

Nothing succeeds like success. Celebrating and sharing good practice and the
outcomes gained is effective in inspiring positive change. Doppler (2008) reports on
the outcomes of using a relationship and restorative approach in her school. These
are the edited highlights (as cited in Roffey 2011a):

» Parents and students have responded positively to the programme.

» Personal accountability for actions has occurred and students have been empow-
ered to ‘make things right’ both academically and socially.

» Student achievement has increased with results being above average.

* Student suspension rates have dropped to nil in the past 3 terms.

 Staff and students are empowered to repair and rebuild relationships negating the
need for children to be referred to the office and executive.

e Mistakes are viewed as opportunities for insight.
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e There is areal ‘can do’ attitude.

e Data indicates a more motivated and engaged student population.

* Student attendance rates are excellent.

* A higher participation rate of students where previously only the ‘elite’ entered.
» Staff feel more confident, valued and supported.

e Attendance rates at events indicate a community that feels included and valued.

Positive school relationships can make a significant difference on many levels, in
many areas and to all stakeholders. It therefore makes sense for all schools to focus
on the ecological development of relational quality school-wide, for both educa-
tional excellence and authentic wellbeing.
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Chapter 10
Positive Relationships at Work

Sue Langley

10.1 Introduction

Most people spend a significant amount of time at work, therefore being employed
in an organisation that allows people to experience positive emotions; engagement
and meaning can make a considerable difference to overall life satisfaction and
individual flourishing. How many people do work in positive institutions that allow
them to experience a sense of positive accomplishment every day? What impact
does this have on the individual and the organisation? What can individuals and
organisations do to create positive relationships at work? This chapter explores
answers to some of these questions.

Based on their organisational surveys over the years, Gallup suggests that there
are a few key elements that increase employee engagement (Gallup 2008). Their 12
elements are:

. I know what is expected of me at work.
. T have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right.
. At work, I have the opportunity to do what I do best every day.
. In the last 7 days, I have received recognition or praise for doing good work.
. My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care about me as a person.
. There is someone at work who encourages my development.
. At work, my opinions seem to count.
. The mission or purpose of my organisation makes me feel that my job is
important.
9. My associates and fellow employees are committed to doing quality work.
10. T have a best friend at work.
11. In the last 6 months, someone at work has talked to me about my progress.
12. The last year, I have had opportunities at work to learn and grow.
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Several of these elements link closely with positive relationships and emotional
intelligence, such as ‘having a best friend at work’, ‘getting to do what I am good
at’ and ‘having a supervisor who cares about me’. These elements may come with
good leadership, such as encouraging development, valuing opinions and making
someone feel important. Positive psychology provides insights into these elements
with a flourishing mindset for individuals and organisations.

Kim Cameron, a leader in the field of positive organisational scholarship,
believes: ‘Evidence regarding the importance of subjective wellbeing, positive emo-
tions, character strengths, and virtues such as gratitude, optimism, and forgiveness
has provided leaders in organisations with a great deal of insight regarding the
power of the positive’. (Bernstein 2003).

This chapter will explore positive relationships in line with the following frame-
work based on Seligman’s four pillars of positive psychology (ABC Australia 2009).
Understanding more about positive emotion (and emotions in general), engagement
and a strength-based approach, and meaning can help build positive relationships in
the workplace (Fig. 10.1).

10.2 Emotions in the Workplace

Human beings are emotional and social creatures. Emotions are a consistent, if ever
changing, presence. They provide important data to help both survival and general
social functioning. Ekman (1999) says: ... the fundamental function of emotion is
to mobilize the organism to deal quickly with important interpersonal encounters’.

All relationships are suffused with emotion, whether this is positive or negative,
so understanding more about specific feelings can help improve relationships in the
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workplace. Specifically, it is helpful to understand how emotions and moods affect
others and contribute to or detract from those relationships.

Employee moods and emotions influence several critical elements in organisations —
such as job performance, turnover, creativity, decision making. Research supports
what may be seen as common sense, although as Voltaire once said, ‘Common
sense is not so common’.

Consider the following:

John strides into the office. He’s had a rough morning. His two year old had been up half
the night sick so he’s had little sleep. Due to the chaos in the house he missed his usual train,
so he is now stressed, rushing and is late. His routine is messed up. He has a meeting at
9.30 am that he knows he’s not prepared for and he’s irritable and anxious.

As he strides past two of his colleagues they greet him with a cheery ‘Morning John.’
He grunts back, thinking, ‘How can someone be so annoyingly happy in the morning,” and
noisily dumps his stuff at his desk.

As John bangs around getting settled in his colleagues say to each other ‘Oh no, better
steer clear of John this morning. He’s in one of his moods again.’

This type of interaction happens every day in many offices. Does it make John a
bad person? Of course not: he is expressing emotions based in a number of chal-
lenges in his life. He is unaware of how his emotions are affecting those around him,
the impact on his team members and how his mood affects the climate of the office.

This situation may be common in the workplace — one person’s negative emotion
influences those around them, especially if they have a big personality, high status
or are senior in the hierarchy. Does it mean that in order to have positive relation-
ships, we have to be happy all the time; that we have to fake it and pretend to be
joyous when we are feeling anxious or down? This is not the case as we will see
when we explore negative emotions.

10.2.1 Positive Emotions

People in positive moods are more receptive and open to new ideas. This can assist
organisations when they are facing change or when individuals are dealing with
negotiations and conflict resolution. People are more creative when experiencing
positive moods, which helps organisations come up with new ideas that give them
the edge over their competitors (Caruso and Salovey 2004). Dan Pink cites Google
as an organisation that allows its team 1 day a week to work on whatever they want,
as long as they show what they have done. During this time, employees have come
up with numerous new ideas and fixes, including Gmail (Pink 2009). New organisa-
tions need staff who do not necessarily fit a conformist mould and trained to obey
orders to the letter — many still operate like this despite the fact that research shows
that it is to neither the organisation’s benefit nor the individuals’. Autonomy is
becoming more important in organisations to keep ahead (Pink 2009).
Experiencing and expressing positive emotion would seem to enhance per-
formance in individuals, teams and organisations (Barsade and Gibson 2007).
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Positive emotions that are expressed through effective communication influence
cooperation and pro-social behaviour, which is more likely to lead to positive
performance outcomes.

Positive relationships and positive emotion at work can also help reduce sick leave
and absenteeism, as happier, more optimistic people tend to be healthier, have stronger
immune systems and recover quicker from illness. Research has found that people
who are in the upper reaches of happiness on psychological tests develop about 50%
more antibodies than average in response to flu vaccines (Lemonick 2005).

Case Study

One organisation has reduced their sick leave by 40% over a 5-year period by
embedding positive psychology tools and techniques into the culture and business
practices. These included gratitude lists, best things, using strengths for goal set-
ting, monitoring the positive/negative ratio in meetings and many more. Camp
Quality, Sydney, Australia

10.2.2 Negative Emotions

Positive psychology does not suggest that people need to be happy and joyous at
work all the time. There is research to suggest that people can be more accurate,
more able to find problems and do detailed work more effectively when in a slightly
neutral to negative mood (Caruso and Salovey 2004). Negative moods are important
for our survival and not to be ignored (Ekman 1999). Positive psychology helps us
explore how to ensure our negative emotions do not become destructive.

Reviewing the earlier situation with John, we can see that positive relationships
can be undermined if people are experiencing and expressing negative emotions in
ways that impact others. John’s colleagues recognise the pattern in him and may
have a tendency to steer clear of him, when ‘he is in one of his moods’. This will
impact the performance of the team in several dimensions: maybe others start to
shut John out of key discussions because it is easier to do that than to deal with his
mood; maybe when they do include him, he is more likely to find fault and be
aggressive in his responses and make his colleagues feel belittled or uncomfortable.
Over time, the relationships at work may start to break down, cooperation is likely
to decrease and the team may end up in a downward spiral.

Alternatively, people who express authentic positive emotions tend to create
upward spirals and ‘spring outward as well, infusing, connecting and energising
whole networks, communicates and organisations’ (Fredrickson and Dutton 2008).

A simple example of this is the person on the checkout at the supermarket or the bus
driver in the morning. If they are positive, it has a positive influence on customers. Top
performing leaders elicited laughter from their subordinates three times as often, on
average, than mid-performing leaders (Goleman and Boyatzis 2008).

Negative emotions between individuals can cause conflict, although at a deeper
level, this is more often initiated by a clash of values. Negative emotions, however,
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maintain the conflict and/or prevent individuals dealing with it effectively. We know
that positive emotions influence the ability to resolve conflict (Barsade and Gibson
2007) and negative emotions are more likely to exacerbate difficulties.

10.3 Positive Emotions and Relationships

Positive emotion has a significant impact on positive relationships at work. We are
drawn to those who are happier and more optimistic. People like to be around such
individuals and often feel inspired by them to do better (Carver et al. 2010).
Increasing levels of positive emotion in the workplace is therefore a valid aim.

This needs strategic planning and action from different levels of an organisation.
Positive psychology research has provided insights that can translate into changes
in practice in the workplace — more than just changes in reward and recognition
programmes or traditional organisational practices.

Above a certain point, money doesn’t increase happiness and wellbeing
(Kahneman and Deaton 2010), although organisational psychology and motiva-
tional research show that a standard and fair level of remuneration is necessary
to avoid de-motivation. Once a person’s salary reaches a certain level and these
levels change depending on the country, further increases may lead to an
improved sense of success but do not necessarily increase day-to-day happiness.
There is a big difference in happiness between earning $10,000 and $50,000;
whereas there is little difference in happiness between earning $100,000 and
$150,000. In the former, the extra money can buy a person out of poverty, poor
health and adversity.

Positive feelings, although perhaps subject to some influence from income, are largely
driven by temperament, personal relationships and activities that create interest and flow
(Diener and Kahneman 2009).

Case Study

One ‘not for profit’ organisation, which doesn’t have the ability to offer signifi-
cantly increased salaries, has embedded many ideas taken from positive psychol-
0gy, including the three blessings and gratitude ideas into their workplace. They
have a ‘Goofitti’ board up in the reception area of each office and each person
before they leave the office writes down the best thing that has happened to them
today. This has led to some wonderful results in the relationships around the
office as well as increasing positive emotion. The board highlights things about
work colleagues that were previously unknown, so the team are starting to learn
more about each other. This in turns helps them understand each other better and
therefore able to handle conflict and difficult situations more clearly. It also helps
team members go home in a better mood, which apparently is contributing to
nicer home lives for their partners — instead of going home ruminating on the
worst aspects of the day they go home focused on the best things. Camp Quality,
Sydney, Australia
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10.4 Positive Emotions and Collaboration

Happier people are more altruistic and therefore more likely to help each other —
cooperation produces results. Altruistic emotions and behaviours are also associ-
ated with higher levels of flourishing both physically and psychologically (Post
2005). Less cooperation can lead to greater conflict, and more importantly for
organisations, poorer financial performance (Barsade et al. 2000).

Positive emotions also help broaden people’s feeling of self/other overlap in the
beginning of a new relationship (Fredrickson 2001). Regular positive, in-the-
moment connections increase feelings of inclusion in a team and a sense of belong-
ing. This links to Maslow’s motivation theory (Maslow 1943) and also in turn builds
more positive relationships and more chances of cooperation.

Buckingham and Coffman (1999) found that strong relationships with co-workers
increase commitment between each other. For Camp Quality, in the case study
above, the ‘Goofitti” board helps build those strong relationships.

With a different culture, an organisation can find that team members are encouraged
to be so individualistic that collaboration and positive relationships are hampered.

Case Study

One organisation has a culture of driving for results — everything is about hitting the
numbers, which is the focus of every individual in the organisation. This culture pro-
vides a toxic environment as in the pursuit of the mighty dollar the leaders and man-
agers are crushing people underfoot. There are no one-on-one conversations around
how the team is doing in general, no empathic or supportive conversations when a
person is struggling. The key thing is that if you have not hit your numbers over a
3-month period you are out. The pressure on each person is enormous as they live
under the threat of losing their job. This kind of stress has implications — people don’t
think as clearly when their brains are under pressure and the levels of neurotransmit-
ters and glucose don’t allow the cognitive brain to fire as well as it needs to.

This can, and has, lead to dubious decisions being made not always in the best
interests of the team or organisation. Each person is often so under pressure they
are not functioning well; they are not enjoying work; they are experiencing less and
less positive emotions; they are more likely to be directive and abrupt with team
members; there is very little teamwork and cooperation; no-one will do anything for
anyone else as it may affect their ability to hit their numbers and keep their job. All
of this has led to a huge turnover rate — in some countries — of nearly 50%. With an
estimate of 150% of salary to replace an employee this is placing an enormous cost
on the business.

With the above example, this organisation may not choose to exchange the
results gained from the culture for a few dollars off the cost base due to reduced
turnover. The results may be the ultimate prize. Organisational psychology research
shows that organisations need a range of elements in place for individuals and
organisations to be successful, and positive relationships are a significant contribu-
tor to this.
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Toxic emotions and relationships happen all the time in organisations and
between individuals and often not intentionally. For example, a behaviour that may
have proved successful in the past as an independent contributor becomes destruc-
tive when that person changes role — in particular moves into a leadership position.

10.5 Building Positive Relationships Through Individuals

Fowler and Christakis (2009, 2010) found that if a person is happy, the likelihood that
a close friend will also be happy is increased by 15%. At two degrees of separation, this
likelihood is increased by 10%, and at three degrees of separation, this increase of prob-
ability falls to 6% and the effect is still significant. Their ‘“Three Degrees of Influence’
have effects on individual’s personal and professional lives.

Reverting to the Gallup item about having a best friend at work, they found this
correlated most highly in the most productive workgroups. Gallup also observed
that employees who report having a best friend at work were:

* 43% more likely to report having received praise or recognition for their work in
the last 7 days

* 37% more likely to report that someone at work encourages their development

* 35% more likely to report co-worker commitment to quality

* 28% more likely to report that in the last 6 months, someone at work has talked
to them about their progress

* 27% more likely to report that the mission of their company makes them feel
their job is important

* 27% more likely to report that their opinions seem to count at work

* 21% more likely to report that at work, they have the opportunity to do what they
do best every day

This last point links to positive psychology research around strengths — ensuring
that employees have the opportunity to do what they do best every day.

10.6 Engagement at Work: Using Strengths

Positive relationships may be enhanced at work if institutions encourage people to
use their strengths every day — again this links to the third item on the Gallup list.
A standard tool in many organisations is the 360°-feedback tool, where people
assess themselves, and then choose managers, direct reports, peers and maybe clients
to assess them too, on a range of behaviours or competencies. Interestingly, the first
place a recipient of such a report looks at is the page about development opportunities
or the Bottom Ten behaviours. Exploring where improvements can be made is
important, yet perhaps counterintuitive. If people spend all their time focusing on
doing things they are not good at and don’t like doing, it will affect morale and
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motivation and perhaps reduce performance. A strengths-based approach, as
explored by the positive psychology research, suggests looking at what employees
do well and encouraging this in their day-to-day work. Strengths-based research
indicates that people are happier and find more fulfilment when they are playing to
their strengths (Linley et al. 2009).

The VIA (Values in Action) Signature Strengths, devised by Chris Peterson and
Martin Seligman, focuses on 24 specific strengths classified under six broad virtues.
These virtues are considered universal across all cultures — wisdom, courage, human-
ity, justice, temperance and transcendence. Substantial research into these strengths
has resulted in the Character Strengths and Virtues Handbook, which provides detailed
data into each of the 24 areas, including gender, age, cross-cultural elements and inter-
ventions (Peterson and Seligman 2004). Utilising these strengths in the workplace can
lead to increased engagement for employees and in turn increased positive relation-
ships if used in a constructive manner to support organisational goals. The VIA can be
completed free of charge online and embedded into the workplace.

Case Study

Consider an organisation that asks each member of the team to complete the VIA
Signature Strengths test online when they join the organisation. Each employee’s top
five strengths are posted on their intranet page (including the CEO) and everyone is
encouraged to use this information when they are working with each other. The CEO
encourages team members to consider his strengths when they are asking for approval
of new projects. This aids communication and builds positive relationships.
Individual strengths are also used to create growth targets in addition to standard
key performance indicators (KPIs). Each person identifies and agrees one or two
growth targets aligned with their strengths and the business goals and at the end of the
year they are rewarded if the target is achieved. Camp Quality Sydney, NSW, Australia

Case Study

Consider the leadership team who complete their strengths test regularly throughout
the year, and share these as a team when they are offsite discussing the strategy for the
future. The team as a whole builds stronger relationships by working to these strengths
and encouraging each other to use them every day in the workplace. Langley Group

10.7 Flow

Another element to consider for engagement is the work of Csikszentmihalyi around
‘flow’ states. Flow is the mental state that occurs when a person is fully immersed
in an activity with a feeling of energised focus, full involvement and success in the
process of the activity or ‘the capacity for full engagement in an activity’
(Csikszentmihalyi 2003). Flow is focused intrinsic motivation; it is such absorption
in a task that time disappears. It is about being contained yet energised by the task.
Flow can be experienced at any time, yet for most people, it will be when they are
doing something they do best.
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The experience of more positive emotion and perhaps a higher sense of accom-
plishment can translate to positive business outcomes.

Understanding strengths can help build positive relationships at work in various
ways. Often, organisations will ask employees to complete a personality or thinking
styles profile in order to improve team understanding, which may not be as benefi-
cial as strengths and are often used as an excuse for behaviour. The ideal use is to
understand and appreciate everyone’s individual strengths and use the knowledge to
communicate more effectively. Whether an organisation is exploring personality
strengths, learned skills or signature strengths, using these in the workplace can help
build stronger relationships and higher performance.

When strong engagement is felt in a workgroup, employees believe that their
co-workers will help them during times of stress and challenge. In this day of rapid-
fire change, reorganisation, mergers and acquisitions, having best friends at work
may be the true key to effective change integration and adaptation. When compared
to those who don’t, employees who have best friends at work identify significantly
higher levels of healthy stress management, even though they experience the same
levels of stress (Gallup 2008).

10.8 Meaning at Work

Providing meaning at work can enhance positive relationships — whether a leader
is providing the purpose behind a task or linking it to a bigger vision, or an indi-
vidual gains understanding of how their work makes a difference. Research has
found successful organisations over time are clear on their purpose, vision and
values and embed that into the culture of the business (Collins and Porras 1994).
Research also suggests individuals who have a greater sense of meaning have more
flourishing lives.

Our positive emotions evoke thought-action tendencies in humans that broaden human
attachment to others and to community service. From thence comes meaning and purpose
(Vaillant 2008).

Research on meaning at work by Wrzesniewski (1997) found that people who
see their job as a calling as opposed to a job find more meaning in their work and
are more likely to be using their strengths (Bunderson and Thompson 2009).
Wrzesniewski’s work on jobs, careers and callings provides insight into how people
find meaning in what they do and how this contributes to the overall sense of well-
being and satisfaction (Wrzesniewski and Dutton 2001).

Wrzesniewski defines the meaning of work in the following ways:

e A job has a focus on financial rewards and necessity rather than pleasure or fulfil-
ment; not a major positive part of life

* A career has a focus on advancement

e A calling has a focus on enjoyment of fulfiling, socially useful work
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Her work explores the psychological and social processes through which
these work meanings develop. An organisation that can tap into the sense of
meaning that can develop for their employees will often find that this enhances
workplace relationships (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997). Helping employees find
meaning through connecting their role to something bigger than themselves is
important here.

From a young age, a child often asks ‘why’ — longing to learn and know and
understand. As adults, often the same principle applies in the workplace; creating a
sense of meaning through purpose, values, efficacy and self-worth is important.

10.9 The Neuroscience of Relationships

Social neuroscience also provides insights into building positive relationships in the
workplace. One theory is that the human brain has evolved to the size and complexity
it has in order to deal with our social networks (Dunbar 1998). When people experi-
ence social pain, such as being excluded from a project or the promised promotion
doesn’t happen, it activates the same area of the brain as physical pain.

Equally, brains respond to fairness — the brain’s reward centre activates when
fairness and cooperation is experienced. This has implications for the workplace
with respect to fairness between colleagues, fairness in the allocation of work or
rewards and cooperation during meetings (Tabibnia and Lieberman 2007).

Human relationships also impact key areas of our brains. People are more
likely to connect with another person if they perceive there are similarities between
them. With similarity comes the ability to better infer mental states. If a person is
able to find something similar in a new team member, he and she are more likely to
empathise and connect with them, which in turn is going to ensure that they con-
verse and build a relationship, leading to more cooperation and teamwork. If a per-
son feels they are significantly different to a new team member, it may be harder to
find common ground; the person may be less likely to make an effort to get to know
them. This information provides insight into how we handle diversity in
organisations.

Diversity is encouraged and embraced in organisations for many more valid rea-
sons than covered in this chapter; however, a key element is that in order to build
positive relationships, people need to find something in common — that could be
race, gender, background, history, experience or even just the project, favourite
colour, sport, etc. These elements that create similarity allow for more positive emo-
tions and therefore more positive relationships to develop (Mitchell et al. 2006).

When I am facilitating or working with a group in any part of the world, if a participant is
from England at some point during the morning tea break or over lunch I can guarantee they
will come up to me and ask me what part of England I am from. My accent gives me away
and it will be something that another English person can grasp that indicates we are similar.
That thought triggers a positive response in the brain, which means we are more likely to
connect through conversation and perhaps find other areas of similarity. Sue Langley, ELW,
Sydney, Australia.
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Creating positive relationships in a team leads to an exploration of mirror neurons
in the social neuroscience research. Mirror neurons are particularly important in
the workplace as these can influence feelings and actions (Mukamel et al. 2010).
To give an example of how mirror neurons work, imagine you are walking down the
street and someone smiles at you. The natural reaction is to smile back.

Imagine this same situation in the workplace. There is a subset of mirror neurons
whose job it is to detect these smiles and prompt the same response, and a person in a
team who can trigger these responses tends to be able to bond a team, which in turns
leads to higher performance (Goleman and Boyatzis 2008). A person experiencing
positive emotions triggers the mirror neurons of those around him or her; however, so
does a person experiencing negative emotions. Mirror neurons mean people are con-
stantly influenced in the workplace by others — those with the ability to create positive
relationships and those with the ability to create negative relationships.

10.10 Positive Relationships and the Impact
of Effective Communication

Communication at work has a big influence on creating or destroying positive rela-
tionships. Research has found that providing negative feedback in a positive way
(such as nods and smiles) left people feeling better than if they were given positive
feedback in a negative way (Goleman and Boyatzis 2008). Often in the workplace,
positive feedback can be given flippantly in a generic way, such as ‘great job today’
or ‘well done, that was good’. This may be nice yet becomes meaningless to a team
member if not done in a genuine, connected manner. It is far more important to
connect with the person and ensure they know exactly what was good or bad and
why, such as: ‘Great job with the report today Jim, I loved how you put the sum-
mary figures on the front, so they were easy for the project team to see at a glance,
thank you so much for doing it’, (with a smile and a nod) is more beneficial for
both parties.

Communication in the workplace can make or break a relationship or a team.

Consider the following scenario:

The team are in a sales meeting discussing new ideas to lift sales and perhaps branch into
new niche markets. Peter has an idea.

He’s thought about focusing on small to medium enterprises (SMEs) with their new
product line as it could really help business owners organise their database and customer
relationship more effectively.

He hasn’t fully formulated the idea yet so in the meeting he says, “What about SMEs?”
Jane immediately replies, “That won’t work because they don’t have enough funds and
we’ll spend all our time running around for small contracts.” Meilin adds, “Yeah, I'm sure
we tried that a few years ago, let’s focus on our core corporate markets.”

Peter’s idea is shot down and the team move on getting bogged down on the usual chal-
lenges with growing their corporate sales. Peter still thinks it is a huge untapped market and
is now feeling de-motivated and disillusioned — “this always happens, they never listen to
new ideas, they didn’t even let me finish.”
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This may be common in meetings — one person has an idea and another person
suggests why it won’t work. The idea may not work; yet dismissing the idea con-
tracts the conversation and may make the person less likely to share other ideas in
the future. The team does not explore the new idea, and relationships and neural
connections are reduced (Fredrickson and Losada 2005).

Gottman first explored the positive/negative ratio with his work on marital rela-
tionships (Gottman et al. 1998), and this has continued in the positive psychology
field around individuals and teams. Fredrickson and Losada (2005) explore a 3:1
positivity ratio for individual experience of positive emotions in relation to negative,
and Losada and Heaphy (2004) found that high-performing teams worked at a ratio
of 5:1 — meaning that they had five positive interactions to each negative. This does
not mean people can only say nice things.

The language used in communicating to others in the workplace can either con-
tract or expand relationships and conversation. In the example above, Jane’s response
immediately contracted the conversation and Peter’s idea was crushed. Does it mean
that Peter’s idea was great and would have worked? Not necessarily. It may well
have been a ridiculous idea, yet the way it was dismissed contracts the workplace
relationship between each person. How could Jane and Meilin have created a more
positive outcome?

Consider an alternative with a more positive team response:

The team are in a sales meeting discussing new ideas to lift sales and perhaps branch into
new niche markets. Peter has an idea.

He’s thought about focusing on small to medium businesses with their new product line
as it could really help business owners organise their database and customer relationship
more effectively.

He hasn’t fully formulated the idea yet so in the meeting he says, “What about SMEs?”
Jane immediately replies, “Tell us what you had in mind?” Meilin adds, “Yeah, we did think
about that a year ago. I am not sure we ever really explored it. How do you see it working,
Peter?”

Peter expands on his idea and as he does a few others in the meeting are able to add
some elements that means it may be viable. They agreed to draft an outline of how it could
work and review at the next meeting. Corporate sales are higher revenue, yet SMEs could
be something new. Peter is happy with the outcome of the meeting. He doesn’t really know
if it will work, he is just happy he has been heard and getting input from the rest of the team
really made him feel like he belonged at last.

The final outcome of this may mean that Peter realised all by himself that the
idea is not viable, in which case it is still a better outcome for the relationships in the
group and his own levels of positive emotion. By expanding the conversation also,
Peter was able to feel heard and connected to the others in the team and the others
were able to contribute to what may turn out to be a viable option.

This method of active constructive responding (Gable et al. 2004) is much more
powerful in workplace relationships, as it preserves a positive dynamic between two
people and expands the communication.

Consider the team member who can use that style of communication to connect
with internal clients and encourage cooperation between groups. Consider how this
works across borders or with virtual teams. It can really expand and explore the
topic whilst at the same time building the relationships.
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10.11 Positive Relationships and Social Capital

Positive relationships build social capital, which facilitates co-operation and mutually
supportive relations. This may be applicable between two people in an organisation
as well as in communities and nations as a means of combating some of the social
disorders in modern society (Putnam 1995). This building of social capital could be
reciprocity between two people in an organisation, and it may be specific — ‘I do
something for you and you do something for me’ — or general — ‘I do something for
you and maybe you will do something for someone else’ — and so on. This reciproc-
ity is more likely to occur when people are in a positive mood as people are gener-
ally more helpful and altruistic when feeling positive (Post 2005).

Dutton (Dutton and Ragins 2007) is a key researcher in social capital and identi-
fies it as ‘the resources that inhere in and flow through networks of relationships’ —
they could include knowledge, advice, information, goodwill, help and emotional
support, as well as material goods and services. Whilst social capital can be nega-
tive, this chapter focuses on the positive elements.

When people experience high-quality connections at work, research has found
that physiological functioning increases, learning and engagement increases, attach-
ment and commitment increases, as well as cooperation and collaboration and indi-
vidual performance (Baker and Dutton 2007).

High-quality connections are defined as ‘short-term, dyadic, interactions that are
positive in terms of the subjective experience of the connected individuals and the
structural features of the connection’.

These high-quality connections have an impact on individual and organisational
outcomes, and one of the keys is positive relationships and link heavily to respect.
The five key areas are:

» Conveying presence, which is about being psychologically available to someone

* Being genuine, which is about authenticity

e Communicating affirmation, which is about finding the good in people and
sharing it

o Effective listening

e Supportive communication, which links to the active constructive responding
elements from Gable’s work (Stephens et al. 2011)

Maintaining positive self-regard and being able to make positive contributions is
critical for individual flourishing in the workplace (Ramarajan et al. 2007). This
links to motivation and the Gallup questions around ‘doing quality work’, ‘my opinions
count’, and ‘doing what I am good at’. People like to feel they are contributing to
something bigger than themselves. This is prevalent in the meaning research and
also contributes to enhancing positive emotions.

If organisations want to build flourishing workplaces, they need to provide the
means to allow each person to build their own positive self-regard, to build their
self-confidence and levels of positive emotion. Many people don’t know how to do
this every day. They have had past experiences and past relationships that have led
them to some unproductive workplace behaviours. These behaviours may get results
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in the short term. Providing training around emotional intelligence and positive
psychology can allow individuals to learn how to handle their own emotions, build
resilience, manage themselves more effectively, and therefore consider the impact
they are having on others and adjust their behaviour accordingly.

People’s subjective experience of their social interactions with others has ‘imme-
diate, enduring and consequential effects on their bodies’ (Heaphy and Dutton
2008). One way organisations can encourage flourishing relationships is to be aware
of the impact these social interactions have on employees and encourage these.
The current way of working is to use email and virtual conferencing for all
interactions — every day people will send an email to a person that sits beside them
at work. Social media and internal networks reduce personal interactions. In the
workplace, perhaps we need to strive to keep social interaction alive, for the sake of
our bodies as well as our minds?

This sense of appreciation is key to generating powerful neurotransmitters and
positive emotions in both people. Appreciation has several meanings — it means
thank you, and it means growth (Thompson 1995). Appreciation is often about
thanking a person, and when this is done well, the level of positive emotion increases.
Appreciation is a win-win situation — when one person appreciates another, both
people are likely to experience positive responses.

10.12 Making Things Practical: How to Increase
Positive Relationships

What positive psychology tools can help people build better relationships and
enhance performance?

10.12.1 Positive Psychology Training

Teaching all individuals how to build their own levels of positive emotions — simple
techniques, such as three blessings (Seligman et al. 2005), resilience training
(Reivich and Shatte 2002), reappraisal and labelling (Lieberman 2007).

10.12.2 Emotional Intelligence Training

Teaching individuals emotional intelligence techniques to manage negative emo-
tions more effectively: emotional intelligence training helps build skills in emo-
tional awareness of self and others, as well as emotional management. Building
resilience through emotional management includes the four As — awareness, accep-
tance, adjustment and action.

There are various models of emotional intelligence (Palmer et al. 2007);
the model itself is only powerful when it is translated into tangible tools and
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techniques that can be built into individual and team behaviour (Vella-Brodrick
and Page 2009: 117).

Resilience in the workplace helps individuals bounce back from setbacks and
challenges. People who are more resilient are likely to be more successful (Reivich
and Shatte 2002).

10.12.3 Social Neuroscience Learning

Building similarity across diversity — encourages teams to find elements of similar-
ity whether across functional borders or country borders; find the common ground.

Teaching people more about how the human brain works and encouraging indi-
viduals and leaders to practise what is known about social neuroscience and allow
for the desire for status, certainty, autonomy, relatedness and fairness where possible
(Rock 2009).

10.12.4 Developing Communication

Improving communication between individuals and in meetings by increased
understanding of active constructive responding and the positive negative ratio
helps build relationships. Providing tools and techniques to manage this allows
individuals to be more aware of how their communication is impacting their rela-
tionships at work.

Helping individual create high-quality connections through their daily commu-
nication habits and interactions (Heaphy and Dutton 2008).

10.12.5 Developing Strengths

Building strengths into the framework of the business so each person can use their
strengths each day in what they do. The VIA Strength Survey is a well-researched
tool, and many interventions exist exploring how to develop each strength.

10.12.6 Create Meaning and Contribution

Ensuring that there is a framework of meaning through purpose, vision and values
so each person knows where they fit into the bigger picture and how what they do
every day makes a difference.

Providing a sense of meaning through leadership as well as allowing people
more control over what they do and where it fits to the bigger picture.
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10.13 Conclusion

An organisation comprises the people who work there. It is individual performances
and the relationships between people that impact on how effective and successful
the organisation is in meeting its goals.

There are many elements that contribute to positive relationships in the work-
place, including job roles, leadership role models, pay scales, culture and environ-
ment, competition and markets. Above that, making changes to an organisation
needs to happen through the people who are employed there. People matter and it is
people who make a difference. If each individual does one thing slightly better, or is
slightly more positive, or has a few more self-management tools under his or her
belt, this person will create a dynamic impact on the whole.

Positive psychology has a lot to offer in helping organisations improve flourish-
ing in the workplace and increasing the opportunity for positive relationships to
occur. Focusing on the key areas of positive emotion, engagement and meaning can
help increase positive relationships, which in turn create positive institutions.
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Chapter 11
Positive Professional Relationships

Elizabeth Gillies

11.1 Introduction

We live in a world of relationships: from birth to death, we are part of social groups
in our families, with friends, at work, in school and in our local communities. In this
social world, we will, at many times, look to others for help and support for different
reasons or problems. This chapter is about the role of the effective helper in a
professional relationship, when someone buys in assistance, whether this is of a
practical or professional nature. This role brings with it responsibilities and expecta-
tions that impact the nature of this work and hence the outcome. Positive profes-
sional relationships contribute to the quality and progression of that work and have
an impact on life when the work is over.

In recent years, there has been a move in many helping professions away
from the traditional expert model with passive client to a collaborative empow-
ering partnership. This new relationship calls on professionals to view clients as
experts in their own right, owning their own strengths and skills, working along-
side them to achieve their goals and paying attention to the factors that enhance
the relationship.

This chapter will initially address broad issues about helping and the positive
approach, then go on to examine how elements from current research from the field
of psychological help can be useful to a wide range of professional relationships.
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11.2 Positive Professional Relationships Matter

A friend recently hired a construction company to renovate their house. Their experience
was a highly positive one for several reasons:

The clients knew what they wanted to achieve and the builders provided expertise about
how best to realize their goal. Options with the pros and cons were presented and dis-
cussed. Decisions always remained with the clients.

There was good communication by both parties: there was honesty about delays, issues
were clarified and information flowed. When the clients didn’t understand something, it
was explained - often through demonstration.

The builders valued the open communication and provided this feedback to the clients.

At a time of potential conflict the workers and client were courteous, willing to negotiate
and arrived at a compromise. The positive relationships already established facilitated
this process.

There were conversations about life beyond the project, which enabled each side to see they
were more than clients and builders.

The builders were unfailingly polite, did what they said they were going to do, were reliable,
conscientious and worked long days towards the end of the project to fulfill their time
commitment. The clients expressed their appreciation.

The above illustrates a collaborative process where respect, trust, knowledge and
expertise from both sides were valued, solutions worked through and reflection
about how the project was progressing took place. Importantly, they discussed how
they were working together. Though the ongoing work and the eventual outcome
were important, it was the process that enabled this to occur that made the differ-
ence to the satisfactory completion of the project. This comprised the relational
qualities between the workers and clients that created a positive environment.
Though the ‘clients’ in this example were the people who paid for the time and
skills of the builders, they also felt a sense of inclusion, of this being a project where
their full involvement was welcomed.

The case study highlights critical aspects in making professional relationships
work well; they are about the nature of knowledge, how it is valued and who has
power to make decisions. According to Dutton and Heaphy (2003), the features of
‘high quality connections’ are where a wide range of emotions are part of the dia-
logue, flexibility exists to withstand difficulties and there is creativity and openness
to new sources of ideas. Here both parties recognised the value of creating and fos-
tering their collaborative relationship.

11.3 The Positive Force

As humans, we are drawn into action when we feel challenged and react with our
fight/flight response. When things are going well or are just ticking over, our attention
is less. Noticing the details when things are working well requires a different stance.
Positive psychology has encouraged us to focus on what we need to do to thrive
and flourish. This is a different lens with which to interpret the world (Seligman
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and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). In many fields, there is growing interest in examin-
ing excellence and how it is attained and developed. In Good to Great, Collins
(2001) researched the important factors of excellence in industry; Robinson and
Aronica (2009) write about how individuals find their passion and excel; and
Miller et al. (2007) report on how ‘Supershrinks’ contribute to successful out-
comes in therapy. The move in positive working relationships is away from
discussing ‘corrosive connections’ to ‘high quality connections’ (Dutton and
Heaphy 2003). Adopting curiosity about examining and then using what actually
works in creating effective professional relationships is an important part of the
‘positive’ focus.

The positive approach places relationships as central toward attaining quality
experiences, actions and outcomes; creating mutually beneficial win-win partner-
ships where everybody profits in some way needs to focus on the ‘how’ of creating
effective relationships (Covey 1989).

The positive contribution in this chapter focuses on the details of successful
models and approaches rather than on investigating the problems and difficulties in
professional relationships.

11.4 What Is Different About a Professional Relationship?

There are issues and elements that set professional relationships apart from other
kinds of relationships.

e The client seeks some expert help, skills and/or support. They have choice in this
selection.

* The professional gets paid for their help: it’s what they do for a living.

e A contract usually exists outlining practical ways that will enable the work to
progress smoothly and professionally: e.g. costs, timing of meetings, a start and
end point.

* ‘Beinga “helper” of some kind is not as simple as it may at first seem’. (Maidment
2006). Work takes place in an environment of increased litigation and where
there are favoured best practice models that can often direct and dictate profes-
sional action. Competition exists between professionals. There is demand for
quality and satisfaction amongst clients.

* Professionals usually belong to organisations or associations where core values,
principles and standards are set to uphold professional practice and offer protec-
tion to the public in their selection and work with professionals. With member-
ship comes agreement to work in ethical ways: e.g. being competent to carry out
specific professional roles, continuing professional development, knowing the
limits of your professional skills, etc.

* Within such relationships, there are guidelines that recommend rules in the rela-
tionship or boundaries in order to ensure professionalism and safety in the
interaction.
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11.5 How Professionals Go About Helping

Professional relationships can be varied and range from seemingly simple tasks to
complex situations: e.g. hiring a plumber to repair a leaking tap, going to a doctor
or consulting a psychologist. Within these different partnerships are ways of relating
that bring quality to the relationship: ways that make or break the common goal,
ways that create stress or provide comfort, ways that empower or deskill. It is clear
when we have a positive experience, as in the case study above, and is painfully
obvious when we don’t.

For the professional then, there are important factors that impact on their practice
in order to provide a skilled service.

e In The Customer Revolution, Seybold et al. (2001) suggest customers have
greater control in how they choose and use services. With greater choice come
higher demands and expectations. The relationship with clients and their experi-
ence matters more than it used to.

* Professionals need to be aware of the changing experiences and expectations of
people, especially younger people. Saxton (2004) writes of the ‘driving forces of
participation’ in society that demand greater involvement. With increasing levels
of education, people expect to be involved in many levels in society from voting
to making health care decisions. The rise of technology has increased searching
and sharing information in a highly participatory way with people around the
world.

* Clients have access to many sources of information, especially the Internet, and
may come into the professional relationship with a level of knowledge and infor-
mation that was previously less available to them. For example, in the medical
world, many patients are ‘active consumers of health information’, and this can
affect how doctors relate with their patients (McMullan 2006).

e We live in a changing diverse society and need to work with people in ways that
are culturally sensitive. Professional relationships are culturally dependent; lev-
els of respect and interaction between professionals and clients are related to
values and norms in society (Macklin 1999).

* Rights and views of consumers are important and are often protected by law and
by professional standards of accreditation.

* Professionals have expertise. It is important for them to understand how to use
their knowledge skillfully and successfully to arrive at a positive outcome for the
client. It is also valuable for them to understand the positive gains for themselves
in helping and how this affects their work.

11.6 A Change of Direction in Helping

The transition from traditional expert role, where experts have the power and knowl-
edge and where clients are silent recipients, to a more collaborative approach is
evident in many helping professional fields. In the literature, there is increasing use
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of terms and discourse that places the client or relationship at the centre of the work
and focuses on a working partnership. There is evidence of many positive outcomes
of employing such an approach.

In an increasingly global and diverse world, where working and managing from
a distance are common, employers want staff to be able to work cooperatively both
within their own company and with their partner companies. In their ‘Portrait of an
ideal helper’, Corey and Corey (2006) suggest that knowing your own strengths and
weaknesses and understanding who you are as a person are your most important
resources in effective helping. With the move toward more collaboration in the
workplace, inter- and intrapersonal skills become highly valued (Goleman 2000).

More collaborative approaches are increasingly popular in the medical field
and appear frequently in journal articles. Notions of patient-centred care and
relationship-centred medicine highlight a change in thinking ‘beyond diagnosis
to include the person being treated and improving the quality of connection
between physician and patient’ (Goleman 2006). Elywn et al. (2009) state ‘shared
decision making’ as an important goal for clinical practice. Preference for terms
such as ‘adherence’ to medical treatment is viewed to be more appropriate than
‘compliance’, suggesting a more collaborative approach between doctors and
their patients (Osterberg and Blaschke 2005). Research evidence indicates that a
positive doctor/patient relationship leads to higher satisfaction with medical
treatment (Fuertes et al. 2009).

Restorative justice practices are used successfully in many countries to deliver a
fair and just process to wrongdoing. The aim is to work toward repairing harm and
restoring relationships through collaborative processes with the involved parties and
a trained facilitator. Sherman and Strang (2007), in a review of research in the UK
and abroad, cite positive and powerful outcomes for crime victims and offenders.

In social work too, over the last 20 years, there has been a growing emphasis on
engagement with and learning from their clients. ‘Partnership with parents has
become a central feature of child care policy and practice’ (Sheppard 2001). Asking
users and carers of their experience of services should be an ‘integral part of strate-
gic commissioning’ (Schehrer and Sexton 2010).

11.7 Consultation with Schools: Collaboration in Action

Two heads are better than one.

The following example highlights the difference between a more traditional interac-
tion and relationship between client and professional and one in which collabora-
tion becomes centre stage.

In the UK, consultation is a popular and common form of service delivery operat-
ing between Educational Psychologists (EPs) who are employed in Local Education
Authorities (LEAs) and work in schools with students, teachers, parents and other
professionals at an individual, group and system level. This provides an alternative
to assessing and counselling individual students as the main way of working.
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In consultation, there is often a ‘triadic relationship’ involving the psychologist
and the key adult/s in consultation about a student or an issue (Dougherty 1995).
EPs are not employed to work full time in a single school but have an agreed time
allocation of hours or visits on an annual basis. They are therefore external consul-
tants with a committed relationship to a patch of schools.

Case Study

An example of systemic consultation is where an educational psychologist regularly
met with a group of teachers from different schools who all had children with Down’s
Syndrome in their class. The group got together after school once a term to share
knowledge, approaches and work out new ways forward. The group was both reac-
tive in discussing problems and preventative in sharing information that might be
used by other members in the future. Not only was this a more effective use of time
for the EP, but also facilitated group support.

Caplan’s work in the 1970s influenced consultation being taken into schools
in the USA. Different models of consultation are described and discussed in the
US literature with evidence that this way of working is popular with psycholo-
gists and schools. Over the last 15 years, consultation in the UK has been shaped
by Wagner (1995, 2000) who has developed a consultation model in her own
LEA and with other services across the country (Watkins 2000). Her model is
partly based on Mental Health Consultation but with greater emphasis on social
psychological approaches as they ‘match the complexity of the social systems
with which we work and promote a reflexive stance for the EP’ (Wagner 1995).
In particular, systems thinking, personal construct psychology, social construc-
tionism and symbolic interactionism are mentioned as helpful. EPs also use
solution-focused thinking/approach with their work in schools (Ajmal and Rees
2001). These approaches inform the structure and language of the
consultation.

Consultation is defined by several assumptions (Wagner 2008; Brown et al. 2010):

1. It is a voluntary indirect process to resolve issues. The EP works initially or
solely with the key adults rather than students.

2. The subject of the consultation can be an individual, group, or organisation.

3. There are two expected outcomes of the consultation: the first is about helping
the person consulted to be more skilled in their area of concern; the second out-
come is related to improving services for a third party, e.g. differentiated support
for a student.

In writing about ‘active consultation’, Kanter (1994) highlights the need for
developing ‘mechanisms - structures, processes and skills in order to achieve real
value from the partnership’.

In structure, a typical consultation might look like this:

A teacher has a concern about a student in their class. They request a consulta-
tion with the EP who works in their school. The teacher would prepare for the
consultation by thinking about or writing questions that will set the scene for the
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consultation and provide thinking time prior to meeting. Typically, this is presented
as a Consultation Request Form. The questions asked encourage an interactionist
perspective and place value on the teacher’s knowledge and skills (Wagner and
Gillies 2001).

What do you hope to get from the consultation?
What strategies have you already tried?

What effects have you noted?

When does the behaviour you want happen?

In the face-to-face meeting, the EP will give an outline about what will take place
in the consultation. A script, a dialogue using set words and phrases that emphasise
role and relationship, is used to provide a consistent approach that guides both EP
and teacher through the consultation (Kerslake and Roller 2000).

The consultation continues with reflection about what the teacher wants from the
meeting by gathering and processing the information presented by the teacher. The
underlying psychology informs the questions asked and demonstrates interest in
particular aspects, widening the view of the situation and opening up new possible
solutions.

What sense does the student make of the situation?
How might other people be influencing what is happening?
When everything is working well, what helps this happen?

Planning what needs to happen next follows with input from both professionals,
the teacher and the EP, in a way that meets the needs of the situation and ensures the
collaborative process. Sometimes it will be clear to the teacher about what they can
implement to make changes; at other times, the intervention will need more input
from the EP, further meetings, or direct contact with the student. Plans are recorded
with a follow-up meeting arranged.

Reviewing how the consultation met the needs stated at the beginning of the
consultation and confidence levels of the teacher in carrying out the intervention
close the consultation.

At the end of the school year, the EP writes a summary of the joint work in
school. This would then form a basis of reflection on the work together and planning
for the year ahead.

The outline above provides a brief overview of the structure of consultation, and
of course it is much more than this. Relationship-making skills will be covered in
the section on significant factors in a therapeutic relationship.

11.8 Outcomes from Consultation

For many EP services, consultation provided the solution to move from a crisis-
referral-based system of individual work with students to an interactive process
where psychological conversations and shared responsibility take place. For the
LEA where I worked, our impetus for change was to add greater value and
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consistency in the psychological contribution to schools and improve client satis-
faction with our professional service. Positive outcomes found were:

e Enhanced ratings by schools and parents of our service

e Increase in time allocated to schools

e Increase in joint working and in team project among EPs

» Discussion with other agencies and managers about consultation.
(From Developing Consultation. A workshop for Educational Psychologists.
Institute of Education 1998)

The outcomes included greater satisfaction and understanding about consulta-
tion from clients with increased opportunities for collaborative work among EPs.

In the UK, discussion and research continue to grow about how EPs use consul-
tation in schools (Kennedy et al. 2008; Leadbetter 2006). The research has mainly
focused on what psychologists say in the consultation though there is evidence
about the benefits for teachers and students of the joint nature of the collaboration
(Timmins et al. 2006).

Overall, consultation has offered a way of asking what help people want and
working alongside them in a professional way to achieve it. Both the specialist skills
and knowledge of the teacher and psychologist are harnessed to make a difference
for teachers and students. It is a good example of high quality connection.

11.9 Significant Factors in a Positive Therapeutic Relationship

Therapy is commonly viewed as a relational activity. ‘Relationships are the forum
for change to take place’ (Kottler and Shepard 2008). Though the relationship is
valued as a highly influencing aspect by most mental health professionals, it has
only recently been a major focus of attention. A shift has taken place from looking
at what therapies are effective to what therapists do to contribute to effect change
with their clients.

Lambert’s (1992) common factor research highlighted the importance of rela-
tional aspects in therapeutic work. From analysis of thousands of sessions between
client and practitioner, four sets of factors were seen to contribute to successful
outcome:

* 40% of successful change was attributed to the factors that clients bring with
them into therapy. These included the clients’ own strengths and skills, their
readiness for change and the other resources available.

* 30% of successful change was attributed to the positive relationship between
practitioner and client. Skills such as ‘empathy, warmth, acceptance, encourage-
ment of risk taking” were seen to be important.

* 15% was attributed to hopes, expectations and placebo factors.

* 15% was attributed to the model or technique that was used.
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Client factors and the alliance between the client and therapist were therefore
found to have greater influence over techniques and models. Though initially con-
ceptualised as separate factors, it is now recognised that there is an interplay among
all these aspects. Research and debate continue about the nature of how things work
together to create change, though the relationship between client and professional is
viewed to be key. The one constant ‘variable’ is the ‘relationship, co-created and
sustained by client and therapist’ (Orlinsky 2010).

From extensive research, Norcross (2010) highlights evidence from both sides of
the relationship that contribute to effectiveness. First are elements of effective prac-
tice of the therapist, then secondly, feedback from clients about their experience of
the work together. These do not happen in isolation but work in concert together.

Many therapeutic professionals will recognise the elements of good practice,
detailed below. It is not just therapists having and using the skill; it is the client’s
perceptions of these in the relationship that is important to outcome. This is espe-
cially important in relation to empathy and positive regard. Even though this is
known to be an important characteristic, levels of low empathy are sometimes found
in professional helpers (Reynolds 2008). Professionals are not always able to accu-
rately ascertain or predict others peoples’ experience.

The following are desired elements of a therapist in a helping relationship:

e The role of the empathetic helper, in being sensitive and open to understanding
life from the clients’ point of view, initially highlighted by Carl Rogers (Rogers
1980).

* Building an alliance by creating a positive working partnership, especially in the
early stages of work; having a clear idea about how to build relationships espe-
cially in complex circumstances; using positive communication skills, empathy
and openness.

e Collaboration in agreeing goals and a focus for work.

* Positive regard for the client through an accepting, caring and respectful attitude.

* Genuineness and openness shown by the therapist in relating to the client.

* Providing considered positive feedback to clients that adds to the partnership.

e Addressing and repairing difficulties when they arise.

* Infrequent personal disclosures that are significant in the context of the work and
that will enhance the relationship.

The following important factors are given in client feedback:

» The fit and the quality of the relationship both matter. The consistent client voice
says to ‘cultivate and customize the ... relationship’ (Duncan et al. 2004).

» Pay attention to how the clients experience the work. Good outcomes are related
to client feelings of empathy and collaboration.

* Ask for feedback on how the relationship is going while you are working together.
This demonstrates collaborative work in action and provides a voice for the
client; the feedback can inform how the work proceeds in the future and helps
know what is contributing to what is working in this particular case. ‘If evalua-
tion only happens at the end, it is too late’ (Egan 2002).
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‘How are we doing?’ is a question regularly asked by a colleague during group and
individual work. Just asking the question and using word ‘we’ both emphasize the goal of
joint work and is open to receiving a variety of feedback.

e At the end of the work, ask what has helped. Below is an example of seeking the
client’s view:

I like to follow-up with people when our work is over, to ask a few questions about what
was helpful in our time together.

This primarily helps me improve my work with others.

So, if you were to say 3 things that you thought helped, what would they be?

In my experience, clients have definite ideas about what has helped them. Often
it is about the positive thinking space that leads to different ways of viewing their
issues and subsequently new possibilities for action.

The rise of relational factors has led to closer examination of what successful
therapists or ‘Supershrinks’ do in creating positive relationships and change
(Miller et al. 2007). Literature about experts from many fields and the distinctive
behaviors of skilled professionals were translated into a ‘formula for success’ for
therapists. The elements are both process- and outcome-focused and act as a ‘cycle of
excellence’.

e Creating a baseline in order to measure effectiveness: knowing where you are
starting from in order to gauge success.

* ‘Engaging in deliberate practice’ happens when there is a focused effort to
improve performance. This involves hard work with increased attention on the
process as it is happening and on the outcome.

* Asking for feedback and acting on the information to inform/change the process.

There are a variety of tools available to provide feedback on the working rela-
tionship and outcome (Lambert 2010; Kelly et al. 2010). Two well-researched scales
have been developed by Duncan and colleagues (2003). The scales are completed at
the end of each session and are straightforward to complete, taking only a few min-
utes. There are scales for adult and child feedback, and the questions focus on
aspects of the working relationship and on progress.

The Session Rating Scale (SRS) has four scales to be completed by the client
about the current session in the following areas:

* The relationship — being heard, understood and respected.

* The goals and topics — was the work appropriately focused on what the client
wanted to talk about.

e Approach — the goodness of fit of the therapist method.

e Opverall — how the session worked.

The Outcome Rating Scale (ORS) again asks for four sets of feedback, focusing
on client movement toward their goal in the following areas:

e Personal wellbeing

» Relationships with family and friends
*  Work relationships

* General sense of wellbeing
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Benefits of asking for feedback have been found to increase positive outcomes
and client retention (Miller et al. 2005). The process covers many of the desired ele-
ments of effective therapists highlighted by Norcross (2010) earlier in the chapter
and provides a space for the client voice.

When using the SRS in a recent piece of work with a 9 year old student, his rating for the
overall way the session worked was much less than I anticipated. When asked about this, he
replied he liked to learn through games and wanted to know if I had games that might help
him learn some new ways of doing things. This proved to be very useful feedback that
helped me change my approach and helped him towards his goal.

Current therapeutic research highlights the factors that make helping more
effective: the focus is on skillfully creating a collaborative working relationship
while understanding the needs, impact and experience of the other person in the
process. Using models that include these elements as central is important. Such
frameworks inform the wider scope of professional relationships and are highly
desirable.

11.10 How Solution-Focused Thinking (SFT) Builds Positive
and Effective Relationships

Brief Therapy is an effective model that is used with a wide range of clients. It is
a collaborative, strength-based approach based in a positive psychology para-
digm. A wellness belief exists about clients who are viewed to have skills and
resources. Through examining what is already working and adopting a future
orientation, clients are helped to uncover their own solutions. Solution-focused
thinking (SFT) has developed from Brief Therapy, using the principles and tech-
niques in areas other than in therapy. A wide range of successful applications is
found, for example, in education (Durrant 1995; Parsons 2009), social work
(de Jong and Berg 2001), coaching/management (Greene and Grant 2006) and
nursing (McAllister 2010).

In adopting the assumptions below, the techniques and questions provide practi-
cal tools that are used in a deliberate way to create an expectation of change and
improve the situation:

» Every client/situation is unique.

e Strengths and resources within the client/situation exist and can be used to create
solutions.

* An emphasis on the past and details of the problem are not necessary for the
development of solutions.

* Knowing the client goal will focus where and what is wanted.

* Change is constant. There are always exceptions to problems; it is not an all-or-
nothing situation.

e In trying to bring about change, begin by starting small.

Walter and Peller (1992) suggest a three-part ‘pathway to constructing solutions’:
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11.10.1 Find Out the Client’s Goal

Constructing goals together is a respectful approach that brings clarity to what needs
to happen and acts as a guide to navigate through the work.

In presenting at a conference in the UK in 2000, John Murphy described his job as similar
to a travel agent. The client knowing or working out together the desired destination helps
them on their journey as briefly and directly as possible (Murphy 2000).

Iveson (2005) talks about the ‘Power Handover’ when writing about solution-
focused therapists who ask the not-knowing question of ‘How can I help you?” He
recognises that this is a question asked by many professionals in determining a work
contract. The focus centres on what the customer wants, and the therapist joins with
them in a ‘common project’ (Korman 2004).

11.10.2 Look for Positives in the Current Situation
and Build on These Strengths

This involves exploring details of what is already working well or is something
positive that already exists in the situation.

Scaling questions emphasise the notion of change and can act as a way to mea-
sure progress, compare situations, or gain feedback. The client is an active partici-
pant in monitoring differences and change.

In relation to your goal, where are you now on a scale of 0-10 with 10 achieving your
goal?

If you were one point higher on the scale, what would be happening?

What has been your highest point on the scale?

On the 0-10 scale, how would you rate the helpfulness of this work?

Exception questions can help unpick the dynamics of the positives and build on
what is already going well:

When things are going well, what is different?
What do you do that is different?
Who else in involved or notices?

Uncovering client skills, then enquiring how they can use them in the prob-
lem scenario, makes use of what the client resources and encourages new
thinking.

A young client who wanted to be an actor when he grew up decided he could use his talents
in acting like the student that all the teachers wanted.



11 Positive Professional Relationships 193

11.10.3 Find Out What Needs to Happen Next
and Do Something Different

Bill O’Hanlon (1999) quotes a Dakota tribal saying: “When you discover you are
riding a dead horse, the best strategy is to dismount’. This philosophy goes against
the grain of ‘try, try again’ and moves the focus to trying new different things.

Talking about positives and possibilities brings a new view to the situation and
provides hope for change. It can be a short step then to ask:

So what needs to happen next?
What will it take for that to happen?

Due to the interest in what is working, oral and written feedback is a common
feature, both during the work and at the end of a session.

How are we doing? Tell me if you feel I'm going at a snail’s pace with my questions? I can
change gear! (Rees 2001).

Commonly toward the end of the session, there is a short break in the meeting.
This time for reflection can be used by both therapist and client to actively review
and then plan what happens next (Sharry et al. 2001).

Feedback letters aim to ‘capture the essence of the conversation’ and remind the
client of their strengths and the changes they have made (Stephenson and Smith 2001).

SFT offers many different professionals hopeful assumptions and tools to use
flexibly and creatively. It places collaboration with the client at the centre. Clear
strategies attend to and use the positives that already exist in the situation. Giving
and gaining feedback is important to the process.

11.11 Implications for Developing Positive Relationships

Relationships are a core component of helping. They matter on a number of levels
and need to be cultivated and reviewed. Professional training brings a level of exper-
tise and knowledge. Clients also have expertise, and many are knowledgeable about
their situation. Adopting a collaborative solution-focused approach where the pro-
fessional is attentive to the process, asks for ongoing feedback, and is open to change
will go a long way to create a positive working relationship.

The example at the beginning illustrates many of the points made in the chapter.
The workers in this situation may not have had formal training on how to create posi-
tive working relationships, yet they were able to put many aspects into practice. It
might just be that along the way, they attended to what has worked well for them and
their clients and that they know how to continue to maintain high quality connections.



194 E. Gillies

They know the benefits of evidence gained as they are involved in their day-to-day
work. For others, we can look to the research literature and implement findings into
our practice that will promote our working relationships.
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Chapter 12
Positive Mentoring Relationships:
Nurturing Potential

Ann M. Brewer

12.1 Introduction

In today’s fast-developing world, whatever one’s age, and whether one is working or
studying, raising a family or volunteering, it is important to learn and go on learning
throughout life. All relationships involve learning, but in mentoring this is espe-
cially so and both formal and informal mentoring continues to be popular. Mentoring
has its roots in ancient times with Homer in The Odyssey telling the story of
Telemachus, the son of Odysseus, and his coming of age under the tutelage of a
mentor while his father was absent at war. It has endured throughout the ages to the
present day and is used, for example, with children in primary school who are paired
with older students, early career professionals with more-experienced counterparts,
youth workers working with young people, women seeking directorships on boards
and young people using reverse mentoring with the less technologically savvy.
Mentoring is a relationship built on trust, with two people conversing together
and one giving guidance, support and encouragement to the other (Hartley 2004).
It occurs in a range of contexts: personal, professional and organisational. A typical
mentoring relationship involves the mentor: a more experienced person, a trusted
counsellor and the mentee: the recipient of the mentoring relationship referred to
here as a protégé. Protege has been selected as ‘Mentee’ is simply a descriptor
referring to a person who has a mentor, whereas a protégé conveys potential and
untapped talent and therefore active learning. Influence in this relationship is never
unidirectional, with one party being shaped and dominated by the other. The
‘equality’ of the partnership, however, depends upon the more experienced person
doing what they can to neutralise any power imbalance. While mentorship is
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characterised as dyadic, with differential experience between the mentor and
protégé, this is not always the case. For learning to occur, the social exchange
between the mentor and protégé involves mutual influence, as will be demonstrated
throughout this chapter.

The focus here is on understanding mentoring and the reasons for its endurance.
Several questions will be addressed: What do we understand by mentoring? What is
it about the mentoring relationship that allows a person’s potential to emerge, be
shaped or flourish? What are the types of mentoring available? How is the mentor-
ing relationship qualitatively different from other types of relationships? What are
the benefits for mentors and which ways of mentoring are more effective than oth-
ers? Does it make a difference the way this relationship comes about? What about
training for mentors?

Case Study

Mitchell helped Diana rethink her start-up business, which, although making a
small margin, had an ad hoc approach. One thing Mitchell revealed was that he
does not always follow his own advice but varies it depending on business context.
Mitchell was a reluctant mentor at first but took this assignment on because he was
asked by a mutual friend. One of the first tasks he got Diana to think about was what
success would look like in, say, 2 years time and to write it down. That helped her
work with a more structured business plan than she currently had, and over the
course of the next 6 months, he assisted her:

o Improve her negotiating skills with suppliers

* Refuse potential clients seeking free advice

e Develop relationships with new networks of clients

* Develop and align her marketing plan to her newly formulated business plan
e Select an accountant to improve her budgeting and capital planning

e Price her services to improve her margin

* Better manage her time between home and work

At the end of the 6 months assignment, Mitchell reported that Diana had renewed
confidence in herself and this allowed her to make better business decisions. This
chapter attempts to show how this successful mentorship was achieved.

12.2 What Do We Understand by Mentoring?

Mentoring forms the backbone of most learning relationships including coaching,
consulting, person-centred counselling and the shadowing of more-experienced
people that occurs in professional and organisational learning contexts. The focus of
both parties together is on the potential goals, performance, relationships, leader-
ship capability and motivation of the protégé. A mentor intervenes in the learning
process through facilitation, listening, counselling, challenging and providing overall
support to assist the protégé in identifying and examining the above and to see
whether these are aligned to actions and plans. A formal mentoring conversation
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usually includes preparation, dialogue, commitment and closure to each meeting.
It also involves agreement about goals around the process, accountability of each
party to the relationship and a plan. Following up and identifying outcomes, oppor-
tunities for further development or advancement, assessing progress towards goals
and using feedback are important in producing the desired learning. Mentors need
to assess their own capability for assisting the protégé, either through self-assessment
or peer review by a colleague or friend.

Mentors do not try to persuade or coerce, but rather encourage and challenge
their protégés. Mentorship ensures accountability of both parties and abides by the
professional standards and ethics of the participants relevant to the context (school,
organisation or profession). For example, if a teacher is acting as a mentor with a
younger person, then the professional and ethical standards apply, as does the rele-
vant sphere of accountability.

A positive mentoring relationship develops gradually over time as the key ingre-
dients, mutual trust and respect, take time to develop. It allows the protégé to connect
personally at a deeper level with a significant other, usually but not always a more
experienced person. This personal connection is important for mirroring other types
of critical relationships for the protégé, such as teacher, parent, supervisor, client or
peer, depending on the type of mentorship. More importantly, such relationships
expedite learning in a way that may otherwise not occur or take longer if the mentor-
ship did not exist. For example, the mentor may offer insights or opinions that may
not have been shared except within this exclusive relationship. Trust is vital in this
situation as privileged insights, knowledge and information are often private and
both parties are relying on the other to respect confidentiality. The protégé may
describe a situation, for example, where they are feeling oppressed or bullied, and
ask the mentor whether this situation is familiar to them, and if so, how would they
deal with it. Intervention by the mentor is not requested as this can lead to a conflict
of interest or an ethical concern for the mentor. They may have the authority to act on
this but cannot do so due to the privileged nature of the communication. An example
of this is where a junior medico is being ‘bullied’ by a more senior colleague.

Underpinning mutual trust between the mentor and protégé are shared values and
perspectives, vital particularly in youth mentoring where the adult needs to work
within the ‘headspace’ of the protégé. Both parties to the mentoring relationship
need to agree to participate, with the mentor taking responsibility for supporting the
protégé. Essentially success is dependent upon the meeting of two minds to achieve
a certain shared ‘relaxed space’ that will progress reflection and learning. When
mutual trust and respect lead to positive outcomes, this helps develop a rhythm and
synchronicity to the pair’s cooperation. The notion of ‘mentis’, the Latin word for
mind, is core to mentorship. Protégés are often encouraged to build a different mind-
set, sometimes actively countermanding a prevailing one. The new mindset is a
catalyst for new learning and critical to the process of development.

Central also to mentoring is the use of narrative (Britzman and Gilbert 2004).
This is where two people come together and tell stories to each other about both big
and small things such as past achievements and failures, present and future aspirations.
Unsolicited advice does not have a place in these conversations, as this is likely to be
ignored unless something occurs to trigger it being replayed in the protégé’s mind.
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12.3 What Is It About the Mentoring Relationship That Allows
a Person’s Potential to Emerge, Be Shaped or Flourish?

Learning is frequently accidental, whether planned or not. Mentoring facilitates the
protégé in progressing from inadvertent learning towards active learning, self-knowl-
edge and building personal capability to deal with the ups and downs of life. The
unfolding narrative facilitates meaning between the participants about what is going
on in their situation and what meaning it has for them. What can they learn from
this? A lack of self-focus can be valuable in getting the protégé to see themselves
as others see them. There is a paradox here, as the protégé also becomes the centre
of attention in the relationship to assist their own internal locus of evaluation, a cata-
lyst for transformational learning.

What does a mentor offer another person and how does this influence them through-
out the relationship and beyond? In many situations, public and private, people learn
from each other informally through observation, modelling or shadowing, and also
through conversations and conflicts. How many times does one hear the expression ‘if
only I’d thought of that at the time’ indicating that people reflect on past conversations
after the event and learn from the further contemplation about the experience.
Mentoring facilitates further contemplation which is where real learning occurs.

Whilst mentoring varies from situation to situation, it requires the following
three dimensions: learning, transforming and ultimately a capacity to rebuild. Take
the example of a young person working with an adult where the mentor is attempting
to steer the protégé in a new or life-changing direction. Both have to believe in each
other and that any change of direction is based on the mentor’s belief that this is in
the protégé’s best interest. The protégé has to assume that the mentor is acting in
good faith. Trust is crucial for ‘unpicking’ the current action and formulating new
goals. Building new personal capacity requires expanding networks of relation-
ships, and this also takes time. Often in mentoring, the protégé has to step back
rather than forward, a process that is never easy for young people who are keen to
progress rapidly. Helping them to take a step back and rebuild to fortify personal
capability can be crucial for their development.

12.3.1 The Role of Influence in Mentoring

Mentoring is about influencing rather than ‘telling’ or ‘advising’, and each party to
the relationship is subjected to the other’s energy, control and resistance. Although
the mentor influences the protégé, this is never a one-way exchange. The challenge
for each is to accept or counter the other’s influence depending on the nature of the
persuasion and the purpose being addressed. The protégé should never be domi-
nated by the mentor, who may be revered for their achievement or status (senior-
ity), as this would defeat the purpose of mentoring. The protégé does, however,
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need to be accepting of the mentor’s influence and consider alternative directions
if they are to learn. This requires both belief in each other and an evaluation of the
learning that occurs. One of the outcomes of mentoring is to improve one’s capa-
bility to influence others and not be dominated by them, particularly where one’s
own ideas are being subjugated. Mentoring reveals the role that power and influ-
ence play in every relationship and how to act vigorously to participate in this
process and not stand on the sidelines. Selecting an appropriate mentor is impor-
tant in balancing the power within this relationship. Mentors need to be well con-
nected so that they can use a range of resources, although ideally these should not
include the protégés’ supervisor as the capacity to be open may be thwarted by the
possibility of gaining incentives or receiving sanctions. Having said this, supervisors
frequently use mentoring to develop skills in those reporting to them, and this can
work effectively.

An unsuccessful mentoring relationship makes people reluctant to participate in
another similar relationship. ‘A negative relationship can affect morale, stress levels
and even turnover rates. Those who have a bad experience with mentoring are often
reluctant to take part in another relationship’ (Cranwell-Ward et al. 2004: 209).
Empowering participants rather than incapacitating them is the key to exerting posi-
tive influence. The quality of the mentoring relationship is therefore critical both for
the present and the future.

12.3.2 What Makes a Successful Mentoring Relationship?

In the first instance, protégés themselves need to have a commitment to act on their
new learning. This includes making decisions about how to modify what they do,
how they think and their approach to others. Mentoring encourages self-reflections,
evaluation and a commitment to change. It facilitates change and development in
mindsets. It is a form of learning where the protégé has to be ‘present’ and cannot
be ‘absent’, unlike in other learning situations, such as the classroom or in a clinical
therapeutic situation where the ‘learner’ does not necessarily ‘buy into’ the process.
If they become preoccupied, the mentor needs to be attuned to this and bring them
back into the moment.

Secondly, mentoring takes time — although the amount of time will vary depending
on its nature and the roles and experience of the people involved. Some pairs will
meet regularly and frequently while others will agree to get together as needed. The
former is suited where young and less experienced protégés are involved, and the
latter, where it involves professional equivalents or differently experienced people
of similar status. Whatever the circumstance, successful mentorship requires frequent
meetings in the beginning of the relationship to establish a good foundation for
moving forward. Meetings do not always require personal contact and could be
achieved through Skype, email or phone. Peer mentoring can be done in a similar
way and through electronic discussion fora too.
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Thirdly, sponsorship may be a significant feature of the mentoring relationship
whereby the mentor can draw their influence and networks to gain some advantage
for the protégé. This advantage may be in the form of additional resources, career
opportunities and the like. For example, in Australia and other western countries,
women aspiring to become board members of listed companies are seeking out
formal mentors with the expectation that this will give them a real opportunity to
gain a seat on boards (Korporaal 2010).

12.3.3 OQOutcomes of Mentoring

A core benefit of mentoring for both parties is multidimensional learning. Feedback
on how to make decisions, how to impact on others and how to align individual
goals with actions, resources and plans may take place simultaneously. Mentors
offer valuable knowledge and skill development based on their own experiences of
finding pathways out of life’s cul-de-sacs. Protégés can offer valuable resources to
the mentor to reciprocate their support (Mezias and Scandura 2005). Mentoring
provides for both, individually and together, feedback about their assumptions and
roles (Hall 1996) and is an effective way for both to broaden their vision on career
development (Liu et al. 2009).

Other benefits from a positive mentoring relationship are within the affective
domain. This includes feeling more self-aware and self-confident, more closely
connected to the organisation and finding work more satisfying and meaningful. For
example, some of the positive outcomes of mentoring for law students, who were
paired up with lawyers acting as volunteer mentors through a university alumni
programme, include:

“I enjoy the one to one contact with my mentor; it helped reduce the gap between teacher
and student and its helped me with my career decisions too”.

“I am much more interested in law as a career now than I was before I started this
program”.

“I have an increased awareness of my professional responsibilities now”.

Mentoring increases knowledge and connections extending to others outside the
mentoring relationship, including throughout an organisation. ‘It helps people build
new relationships and strengthen existing ones; people become more collaborative
in their performance and learning, and individuals feel more prepared to offer them-
selves as mentors to others’ (Zachary 2005: 9). This is important given the labyrin-
thine career paths that people, especially women, find themselves having to navigate.
Some comments from women include:

“T’ve been inspired to push myself beyond my limits and that has resulted in my promotion
— thank you”.

“I felt so frustrated about my opportunities but my mentor helped me open the door to
new ones that I hadn’t even seen”.
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12.4 How Is the Mentoring Relationship Different?

Mentoring covers the full gamut of learning relationships and can be beneficial from
the novice to the highly experienced. It can also include elements of counselling,
coaching and team building. Although the learning outcomes are critical, the pro-
cess itself is also an important source of modelling, transforming and education.
Learning occurs at any stage of this spectrum if the mentor is someone that the pro-
tégé admires. This process entails unpacking the thinking and feelings of the pro-
tégé, reflecting on the degree of coherence between emotions and reasoning,
intentions and aspirations, implementation and follow up. The effectiveness of men-
toring is dependent on the degree of engagement and the nature of the interpersonal
communication between the mentor and protégé. This builds a store of information
including sensitivity to contextual meanings, perceptions and interpretations as well
as being able to tease out the distinctions between these. Effective mentoring is pri-
mary a conversation where protégés feel ‘protected’ by the mentors and that they are
‘there’ for them. This is particularly important for Generation Y workers who
respond well to management when they are provided prompt feedback and credit
for results achieved (Martin 2005; Southard and Lewis 2004).

This personal, intimate conversation transmits shared meaning and is responsive,
deeply satisfying, trusting and influential (Nezlek 2001). All of these characteristics
make life more fulfilling. Intimacy inherent in mentoring is impossible in situations
where there are more than two people present, such as group training sessions,
apprenticeships or on-the-job training. A one-on-one mentoring relationship can
therefore become highly significant and worthwhile. While mentoring does occur
within, overlap and parallel other forms of collaborative, learning relationships,
these rarely contain the particular ingredients and benefits that mentoring affords its
participants, both for the mentor and the protégé (Tenner, 2004).

12.5 Types of Mentoring

Mentoring relationships are established through different ways.

12.5.1 Traditional One-on-One Mentoring

Traditional one-on-on mentoring is a type of apprenticeship whereby the more
junior protégé learns from a more experienced mentor. Its aim is to prime the pro-
tégé for their next step, focusing on values, decisions and performance. This is often
formalised, although rarely compulsory, and the mentor and protégé are often
selected and matched. It is used in schools and other organisations for supporting
people to develop or learn new skills. Mentoring can, however, also be informal
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where one party seeks out the other. Whether formal or not, traditional mentoring
may vary in its philosophy in regard to whether the mentor’s viewpoint is that the
protégé’s thinking needs to be ‘aligned’ to that of, say, an organisation (dubbed
‘alignment mentoring’) or allows the protégé to come to their own position through
reflection and reflective practice, more akin to professional mentoring.

12.5.2 Professional Mentoring for Practitioners

This is similar to traditional one-on-one mentoring and primarily focuses on reflec-
tive inquiry into how the junior professional is improving the quality of their decisions
and actions as a practitioner, for example, a medical practitioner, lawyer, teacher,
social/youth worker, counsellor or nurse. Professional mentoring is often manda-
tory, such as peer supervision for psychologists, coaches and the like. It provides a
standards and ethical base that enables the practitioner to evaluate their own
approach, analyse their dilemmas and work through problems to resolution.

12.5.3 Mentoring and Sponsoring

Sponsoring is a form of mentoring with one difference: ‘Sponsors go beyond giving
feedback and advice; they advocate for their mentees and help them gain visibility
in the company’ (Ibarra et al. 2010: 83).

12.5.4 Cross-Cultural Mentoring

Cross-cultural mentoring encourages and assists the protégé to probe into their
underlying assumptions, values that impact on their perceptions and actions in the
host culture. It is mentoring between people of different cultures such as in ‘expat’
situations. It works through an approach whereby the protégé is required to walk
along two paths. A good example of this would be integrating an indigenous
approach within mainstream culture especially where the protégé has to deal with
people from the former cultural background. Napier has explored the cross-cultural
exchanges between foreign ‘experts’ who work as mentors in developing countries
and local ‘learners’ who possess a great deal of locally relevant knowledge that
the foreigner needs and lacks (Napier 2006). The dialogue, learning, teaching and
support across cultural differences are a vital component of cross-cultural mentoring
relationship. The interaction between the two parties happens within the institu-
tional context, and the decision to engage in those actions is influenced not only by
the individual but also by the institution’s culture, staff expectations, mission and
history.
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12.5.5 Peer Mentoring

Mentoring between peers of similar status such as school or university students is
beneficial in sharing information, problem solving and support for each other.
It overlaps with informal mentoring and is probably the most common and, there-
fore, invisible form of mentoring. The key factor here is that peer mentoring includes
personal approaches that are not always dealt with in formal programmes. Some
examples of feedback from two different peer mentoring experiences between
lecturers and students conducted as part of a course include:

A wonderful experience, which definitely contributed to my experience as a teacher. It
encouraged me to be more reflexive regarding my own teaching practices — something we
don’t often take the opportunity to think about. (Lecturer group)

It allowed us leadership opportunities and also encouraged us to be more innovative in
our approach to our learning. (Student group)

12.5.6 Reverse Mentoring

The protégé stereotype is usually that of a young or ‘junior’ status person paired
with a more experienced, older person (Wanberg et al. 2003). Effective mentors
could, however, just as easily have less experience and still provide a basis for new
learning for others. The notion of Generation Y approaching work with different
expectations compared to previous generations may be oversimplified. Over the
ages, humans have wanted similar things from their working life regardless of
whether it is a short or long career, continuous or temporary. They desire security,
satisfaction, a sense of belonging, acknowledgement and growth. Many motiva-
tional theorists and research attest to this (Watson et al. 2003; Montana and Lenaghan
1999; Macky et al. 2008; Cennamo and Gardner 2008). The stereotypes applied to
Gen Y could therefore just as easily be applied to the over 50s. If one thinks about
the baby boomer generation, the amount of change and innovation that has occurred
in their lifetime has far outstripped that of Gen X or Gen Y. They were the first
teenagers, the first hippies, some transmogrified into ‘yuppies’ and more recently,
‘sea-changers’ and ‘tree-changers’.

While structured mentoring schemes are well established for senior mentors and
junior protégés, reverse mentoring schemes are relatively new (Greengard 2002).
The over 50s generation are paired with a Gen Y, for example, with a specific pur-
pose in mind. There is widespread recognition, however, that reverse mentoring is
more common than is acknowledged, if only because it happens informally and
goes unnoticed. Reverse mentoring originates in the trend away from concepts of
knowledge and power that parallel traditional mentoring to a more equal relation-
ship, whereby all participants, regardless of age, have something of value to contrib-
ute (Darwin 2000; Tempest 2003).



206 A.M. Brewer

Trust is also essential in reverse mentoring especially where one member acts as
a sounding board or takes on the role of the questioning partner: ‘Why are you doing
that? What are you trying to achieve? Wouldn’t you be better doing it this way?’ and
so on. (Welch and Welch 2006). This approach benefits younger people, giving
them a leadership voice and enabling them to feel more confident and valued by
others (Cotugna and Vickery 1998; Leh 2005; Morgan and Streb 2001). This may
be of particular value to Generation Y, whom some authors claim to be more inter-
ested than earlier generations in the moral, civic and social value that their work
provides (Allen 2004; Cone 2006; Crampton and Hodge 2009; Glass 2007; Pekala
2001). The benefits of reverse mentoring also open up networking and other benefits
for young people (Leh 2005; Wong et al. 2008; Zanni 2009).

An example of how trust came about is exemplified in the following quote from
a Gen Y participant working with a much older staff member:

Bob was so gracious in letting me guide him through the process that, although I was showing
him the technical side of things, when I think back on it, I was actually learning from him
about how to let others take the lead.

Rather than relying on staff to approach their supervisors when they had a problem,
this programme reverses the accountability and puts the control back on to the
younger staff, allowing them to help older workers and, in doing so, have a conver-
sation with them where they discover other ‘pearls of wisdom’ in the process.
Learning occurs both ways and helps to break down the generation gap.

12.5.7 Group or Situational Mentoring

Although it is often thought that learning is best served through a traditional one-on-
one mentoring experience, sometimes it works better when people interact with
multiple learners (group mentoring) or with multiple experts (situational mentoring).
Different learning situations are important (Emelo 2010), and various approaches
may need to be trialled and used. Some employers have experimented with forms of
peer coaching for cultural change and personal transformation. Others have estab-
lished mentoring circles for the purpose of facilitating development. An example of
this is where a senior leader, trained in managing group dynamics, meets with a
small circle of people regularly to discuss particular issues that may be shared
among them and uses the group’s skills and knowledge to learn.

12.6 Gender Differences in Mentoring

Mentoring plays different roles in men’s and women’s professional development.
Professional women might experience more mentoring than professional men. In a
2008 Catalyst survey of more than 4,000 full-time professional men and women,
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83% of women and 76% of men say that they had one or even more mentors at
certain time in their career. However, more mentoring does not necessarily lead to
career advancement. A 2010 follow-up survey showed that men received 15%
more promotions than women. One of the main reasons that mentoring failed
women in terms of promotion is the difference between having a mentor and a
sponsor. Women tend to have mentors and men have sponsors (Ibarra et al. 2010).
Compared with men who are more ready and willing to both offer and seek a mentor,
women mentors need to be encouraged and sought out (Laff 2009). And they will
provide more psychosocial functions since they are more relationship-oriented
(Okurame 2007).

Women’s mentors usually possess less organisational power due to their posi-
tion in the hierarchy. In the 2008 survey, 78% of men versus only 69% of women
were actively mentored by a CEO or other senior executive. This is a real disad-
vantage, as a mentor’s position in organisations is closely related to their proté-
gé’s career advancement. Both men and women find mentors themselves instead
of relying on formal programmes. However, the different mentoring (formal or
informal) does make a difference to promotional prospects. In the 2010 follow-up
survey, women with mentors through formal programmes received more promo-
tions than women who found mentors by themselves (by a ratio of nearly 3 to 2)
(Ibarra et al. 2010).

12.7 The Benefits for Mentors

Sometimes a mentor is viewed as the one giving all or even making sacrifices for the
other; however, this is rarely the case. The benefits to each participant will vary
according to the quality of the relationship that is generated between them. Mentors
can learn from their protégés how to become more constructive and/or appreciate
the need to extend their own professional or social networks. The interaction can
heighten mentors’ performance and acknowledgement for this work especially
where outcomes are substantiated (Ragins and Scandura 1994; Russell and Adams
1997). This in turn can afford them enhanced career satisfaction, renewed effort and
interest from collaborating with others (Johnson 2002: 87).

Being a mentor inevitably fosters one’s understanding about how other people
think, feel and act including in relation to others. The mentoring relationship is a
microcosm of the protégé’s behaviour. As a result, mentors not only assist protégés
and provide them with feedback on their interpersonal dynamics but also find that
they learn to communicate more effectively themselves regardless of whether it is a
traditional or reverse mentoring relationship. Seeing life through the eyes of others
is an important learning source for mentors (Eby and Lockwood 2005; Wanberg
et al. 2006) and one that is often overlooked. Different perspectives such as these
broaden the mentors’ understanding and allow them to address some of the chal-
lenges they face in their own lives. Through self-reflection activated during the men-
toring process, mentors learn by appreciating how they themselves (or their roles)
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impact others and how this leads them to modify their approach as well as enhance
their communication with people who have different values and backgrounds.

12.8 Different Ways of Mentoring Are More Effective
Than Others

Mentoring, formal or informal, is more effective when it is voluntary by both par-
ties, and both respect each other and believe that they are achieving some value from
it. Voluntary mentoring relationships have better chance to succeed because of the
self-motivation inherent in the voluntariness. Take the Lawyers Encouraging and
Assisting Promising Students (LEAPS) project for example; this is ‘a workplace
learning program in which young people are each provided with a mentor from a
law firm. The mentors work through lessons on study skills, ethics and career plan-
ning with the students’ (Australian Youth Mentoring Network 2010).

12.9 Does It Make a Difference the Way the Mentoring
Relationship Comes About?

The manner in which mentoring programmes are established leads to different
outcomes. Formal and informal mentorships vary in the ways they are established
and acknowledged. One should not replace the other. Often informal mentorships
are established by selection of participants based on mutual appeal and convenience,
which may not be officially endorsed by management.

On the other hand, the institutional orchestration of formal mentorship means that
formal mentors may not view the protégé as worthy of special attention and support;
protégés may be seen as undeserving of the benefits of mentorship or the special
attention it affords them. Such ‘assigned’ relationships may lack compatibility, inter-
personal ease, as well as the longevity required to develop trust and the provision of
psychosocial dynamics so critical to achieve the best outcomes (Chao et al. 1992).
Mentors in formal programmes may be more visible and therefore less able to spon-
sor and promote their protégés because these actions may be construed as favourit-
ism by co-workers (Ragins and Cotton 1999). DeLong et al. (2008) see a disadvantage.
They claim that mentoring often relies on the selection of ‘A-grade performers’, that
is, the top 10% of the internal workforce, and does not include the ‘B- or C-grade
performers’, that is, the bulk of the internal workforce who are good, albeit invisible,
workers who get more than the lion’s share of the work done, especially the burden-
some work, and often remain loyal to the organisation for longer periods. However,
much of the value of those exclusive, one-on-one, power-dependent mentoring rela-
tionships depends on context-specific knowledge, which is less and less relevant to
sustaining career learning especially as career mobility increases (Darwin 2000).
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12.10 Training for Mentors

Potential mentors and protégés need to be identified in all institutions, whether staff,
students or leaders. A path can be planned for each depending on how their knowl-
edge and experience is to be developed and utilised. The new recruit, student or
staff, in the organisation can be assigned a mentor, and their progress tracked.
Similarly, a training pathway for the mentor can be designed and planned. This
approach can suit one-on-one mentoring or a circle of peer mentors. Performance
feedback training for mentors will be of value in terms of their effectiveness as a
mentor as well as their retention in the organisation.

Leaders need to be responsible for seeking out ‘ways to help people foster their
own developmental networks that include relationships providing various types and
amounts of support’ (Chandler et al. 2010: 49). They could then ascertain informa-
tion about, for example:

What is it like to join this organisation as a newcomer?

What does it feel like to be promoted or not promoted here?

How are people treated when faced with leaving?

What do we learn when we take on a new management or leadership role?
What is it like to change career focus?

Answers to these questions are vital for designing mentoring programmes.

12.11 Handling Conflict in the Mentoring Relationship

Good mentors understand that conflict is all-pervading. No matter how productive
conflict can be between two people, it is challenging. Influence, conflict and negotia-
tion are important parts of mentoring especially for the protégé to learn and test their
skills and reactions to conflict. Mentorships will sometimes produce disagreement,
strain relationships and even be distressful for individuals (Johnson et al. 2000;
Johnson and Nelson 1999; Levinson et al. 1978; O’Neil and Wrightsman 2001).
Learning to cope with conflict and examining both sides of an argument, while sus-
pending judgment, are critical for everyone to learn. As conflict and change are
inevitable in relationships, conflict handling is a vital skill for effective mentoring.

12.11.1 Communication

Communication training boosts confidence and credibility with the protégé and
strengthens the mentor relationship. Mentors need to listen well so as to give those
frequently not heard a voice in what sometimes can be described as ‘silent culture’
in organisation, where difficult issues are not voiced and avoided. In learning how
to voice issues, protégés gain a sense of being a more powerful unique self.
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12.11.2 Team Building

Training in team development is critical to mentoring. It permits diverse perspectives
to be shared so as to facilitate a common outlook on issues, which in turn is more
likely to engender trust and transparency amongst team members and leaders (Jones
et al. 2007; Reilly and Lojeski 2009). In spite of best efforts and attention, some
people will be poorly suited to mentoring.

12.11.3 Boundary Setting

All human relationships have boundaries or ‘rules’ about what is or isn’t allowed
in the relationship. Boundaries are expectations of what can be achieved and are
essential for framing a mentoring relationship and distinguishing it from other rela-
tionships. Mentors need to think in advance about setting appropriate boundaries,
expectations and accountability with their protégés, and discuss these to reach an
agreement about them from the outset.

For example, respect is an important boundary in any relationship. Respect is
relevant in informal mentoring and peer mentoring, where personal issues are more
likely to be dealt with. Personal issues are explored in other mentoring situations
when they might interfere with the protégé’s positive feeling about themselves in
the school, workplace or organisations. Confidentiality is an essential element here
too. Mentors need to establish rules of confidentiality in the relationship and discuss
it with the protégé at the outset.

12.12 Choosing Mentors

In formal mentoring programmes, individuals who are deemed desirable (a teacher,
a good student, a good citizen, a good manager) are usually invited to become men-
tors. However what is more important in selecting mentors is ensuring they can
form positive relationships and have the resources and capability to contribute posi-
tively to the growth of the protégé. As one protege told me: ‘He helped me define
what I thought were impossible goals, and then I went on to achieve them’. As a
consequence of this, the protégé felt ‘freer’, which gave her permission to test out
other ideas that she had.

Mentors do not always require the technical expertise to be successful. In many
circumstances, the personal qualities of a mentor make a big difference: a good
listener, capable of encouraging and creating opportunities to realise hidden talents
and wanting to help people develop and succeed.

Allowing potential protégés to have a say in the choice and selection is impor-
tant. Using social media is one way of achieving this. Establishing mentoring
groups, according to special interests, is one way. Facilitating people to link with a
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group with common needs through a website is a good way to achieve this. Support
for informal group creation, either by the mentoring programme administrator or
the participants themselves, including searches of mentor and protégé profiles to
facilitate group formation, is advisable. A SharePoint with designated areas for
group discussions, question and answer sessions, group event notices, project post-
ings and document uploads encourages interaction and collaboration among group
participants. Group administration and moderation is essential to assure programme
monitoring, evaluation and safety.

12.13 More than a Fleeting Connection

Mentorship, if effective, can become the mainstay of a significant learning relation-
ship for both mentors and protégés and may even develop into a friendship that extends
beyond the initial need. Durable mentoring is valuable for young people in particular.
In order to maximise mentoring, it is recommended that mentoring programmes are
planned and designed according to the principles outlined in this chapter, assuring
quality and consistency. This prepares potential mentors and protégés from the time
they enter their organisation whether this be as a student, employee, client or citizen.
Mentoring requires strong support from within institutions and the community to
encourage as many people as possible to volunteer and participate. Mentors are never
paid extra for this work as this would impinge on the relationship.

This chapter has shown how mentoring can occur and how it contributes to life
learning, enhanced perspectives of thinking and values as well as outcomes.
Economic and social changes have somewhat transformed us and the communities
in which we reside and the institutions in which we study and work, and mentoring
connects both mentor and protégé to these changes. Increasingly, people are engaged
in small- to medium-sized organisations with flatter hierarchies, with people working
alongside their ‘bosses’ or collaborating with their teachers or lecturers. Although
there is increasing ageism, it is not the inter-generational issues that are the points
of difference between different experience levels in mentoring. What distinguishes
people today are their views about the environment, education, the economy, refu-
gees and our national resources. People, young and old, expect social justice and
“fair play’ in all aspects of their lives, and they believe that our leaders have an obli-
gation to deliver this through procedural fairness. People want better lives, and
given that work and study is a fair chunk of this, they want leaders and followers to
work together on common challenges and endeavours. Mentorship is an important
micro-relationship to assure that this happens at the macro-level.

The challenges for us are to integrate the view of all layers of society into a defining
vision and reflect this in laws, regulations, opportunities and educational pro-
grammes. By reconciling the financial imperative with social justice and innovation,
mentoring harnesses the power of relationships to develop resolution to numerous
social and economic issues. Through mentoring, we have the opportunity to ‘invent’
the culture in which we want to work and thrive.
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Chapter 13
Spirited Leadership: Growing Leaders
for the Future

Hilary B. Armstrong

13.1 Spirited Leadership

There are, and always have been “little sacraments of daily existence”, those subtle weavings
of the heart that move us on a minute to minute basis — the fabric of our existence, which
we ignore but which are the DNA that binds us together.

(David Malouf, The Great World, 1990)

Currently when organisations and communities seek to develop leadership, there are
a number of key activities they use, mainly based on taken-for-granted leadership
theories and practices. One of these is a common practice of positive psychology,
organisational coaching. What is not clear, though, is why certain interventions are
chosen over others and what learning outcomes leadership programmes hope to
produce. One consequence of the lack of clarity about leadership is that organisations
still promote and reward people based on technical expertise (easier to quantify) and
then wonder why their newly appointed CEO fails. In many cases the failure of a new
senior recruit is because of his/her lack of ‘soft skills” or ability to build positive
relationships based on emotional intelligence — and rarely is this considered seriously
enough for it to become the driver for successful recruitment. The significance of
emotional intelligence is well known but more difficult to quantify. At all levels
of leadership, there is a knowing/doing gap partly at least because there is more talk
than action and soft skills are (unfortunately) rarely rewarded or valued.

Recently writers drawing on the emerging neuroscience research have added
weight to the arguments for ‘soft skills’, particularly in the area of what is being
termed social intelligence. What this is telling us is that leadership at all levels must
include social as well as emotional intelligence (Boyatzis and McKee 2005; Sinclair
2007; Hughes et al. 2009). The aim of this chapter is to unpack what is meant by
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positive relationships in the context of leadership by reporting on the experience of
people who are identified as ‘leaders of the future’ in a number of organisations. We
employ the results of a piece of research done with aspiring leaders to understand
more about the connection between positive workplace relationships and leadership.
In particular we propose the notion of a ‘spirited’ leadership that has as its heart a form
of relationality that enables the leader to inspire and innovate (transform). This spe-
cific aspect of social intelligence named by respondents is, with the exception of
Sinclair, not usually taken into account. Spirited leadership requires a particular form
of sensibility — the ability to ‘read’ others and the social/cultural dynamics present. A
spirited leader does this to be constructively subversive — to challenge taken-for-
granted practices. A spirited leader needs this to conform, but just enough and not
without the critical thinking. But to be spirited — to challenge, stretch and grow people
and organisations beyond their perceived limitations — requires positive relationships.
This is the new face of leadership, and in the tradition of strength-based or positive
psychology approaches, we will explore and elucidate this more in order to grow it.

Initially we critically reflect on the received wisdom about leadership to reposi-
tion it as a set of reflective and relational practices that are socially located within an
organisational/cultural structure. The evidence we use comes from a piece of
research designed to explore the benefits of organisational coaching in leadership
development. Our aim here is not to prove or disprove the effectiveness of coaching
but to reposition leadership based on what the respondents reported. The 280 people
identified as ‘leadership talent’ who completed the survey work in a broad range of
organisations, public and private, not-for-profit and government, and at all levels.
There are CEOs, people in high office, leaders in schools and universities, mid
range leaders, team leaders and leaders of small not-for-profits. One thing they
agreed on, wherever they are positioned, was the vital importance of positive and
constructive workplace relationships, a view that is contrary to much of the received
wisdom about leadership.

13.2 The ‘Heroic’ Leader

Stories of heroic leadership are firmly embedded in the cultural psyche, and although
books on leadership multiply yearly, they mostly, implicitly or explicitly, just add to
the ‘already said’ about leadership. Leadership is seen as an individual endeavour
attached to material success, involving extraordinary willpower and even redemp-
tion. It is portrayed largely in heroic terms — tales of an individual’s transformation
of (and in) crisis and difficulty. This ability to transform (hopefully for good) is
depicted as being due to intrinsic (hence psychological) heroic attributes that are
mostly innate, even if enhanced through discipline, ambition and focused learning.
The ideology of the leader as hero, like any dogma, is interesting not only for what
it inspires in us but also for what it ignores or represses. When we hear of acts of
heroism, we feel excitement, enjoyment and perhaps some relief at being (simply)
voyeurs; we are moved and frightened and simultaneously given hope that our ‘ordi-
nary’ struggles will finally be transcended. But there is another side, an implicit and
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competing aspect of this dogma. Leadership is something a person can get right, or
horribly wrong. It is paradoxical. We see this most in political and historical arenas.
Leadership is both our possible salvation (Ghandi or Obama) and our shadow (Hitler,
or Stalin). It is regarded as the answer to the current woes of the world as well as
something that has the power to enslave and ultimately destroy us. The possibility of
finding the ‘right’ leader/hero fills us with hope and routinely lets us down.
Individualistic assumptions about leadership mislead us in several ways. Firstly,
they remove leadership from the essentially social relationship that defines it; a
leader does not exist without a follower. Secondly, they propagate a specific struc-
ture of social relationship: Heroic acts are performed by mainly men conquering
mainly thorny problems. In our prevailing mythology, effective leaders only work
for ‘good’ (although it is their right to make the call about what is ‘good’). Thirdly,
individualistic assumptions perpetuate the myth that leadership is practised only by
‘chosen’ people who are born to it (‘it’s innate’) or through ambition, have gained
the skills. Finally, these assumptions trap us either into competitive striving for
exceptionalness through subliminal messages of deficit (‘you haven’t got what it
takes’, ‘you’re not good enough’) or into passive acquiescence and learned helpless-
ness. Of course, there are some people who are wise to this, but unfortunately in
organisations, most of us find ourselves pulled around by these assumptions. Gender
equality inleadershipis still minimal, and immoral leadership still exists. Hierarchical
structures still silence people, and many young people in organisations feel under
pressure to strive and deliver at the expense of their own and their families’ health.

13.3 Leadership Learning Goals

The proposition that I am making is that leadership practices, whether at macro or
micro levels, depend on the implicit ethos of positive relationships (the quote at the
beginning of the chapter) to be truly transformative. An aspect of this is the health
of our inner worlds. But this is not enough. Sensibility to the other, including the
outer world and its culture and social dynamics, its power and politics, is also
required. And from the research, high potential individuals are increasingly aware
that individualistic assumptions about leadership, though still influential, are no lon-
ger sufficient. In a pre-work survey undertaken before their leadership development
(including coaching), respondents were asked to clarify their learning goals.
Table 13.1 shows the goals, including a summary of the meanings attached to them
(n=280). They fall into five categories.

The first two categories reflect the role of emotional and social intelligence
in leadership and the need to understand its social location. What is important
here is that participants are asking to be able to develop and learn about these
things. The goals they identify reflect qualitative aspects of leadership, includ-
ing managing relationships with others and the bigger picture as well as self-
awareness and self-management. Less important are the more instrumental
aspects of leadership: performance, goal setting, results, planning. Although
this may not be surprising, it was the degree of importance placed on the top
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Table 13.1 Leadership learning goals

Goal %  Summary

Managing everyday relationships 99  Speak openly; give feedback; conduct robust
at work conversations; manage up, down, sideways; manage
conflict; empathy; respect for difference; power and
politics; political savvy

Team building 95  Delegate, model roles, understand relational dynamics,
mentor/support, understand ‘bigger picture’
Learning about self in relation- 81  Awareness of personal values, self talk, strengths/
ship to others and work challenges, personal history and psychology
Reduction of stress 65  Improve work-life balance, wellbeing; learn to manage

stress at work
Improve workplace organisation 62  Improved task performance, setting goals, planning of
and planning work, prioritising, achieving results

three categories that interested us, and because we regard them as aspects of a
spirited leadership, we will address in more detail.

The first aspect is an obvious one. In the first three categories, respondents are
asking to learn about managing relationships and self-in-relationship at work. This
indicates that they consider leadership to be relational rather than individualistic.
This is confirmed by the world stage. Leaders at any level are deemed successful
(or not) because of their ability to mobilise and inspire others. And the opposite is
also true: without a network of relationships, leadership cannot emerge. Our atten-
tion might be diverted to the wonder of a heroic act attributed to a single human
being at a particular time. But where leadership really waits is not in the spotlight
but in the shadows, emerging out of the nexus of events that materialise in com-
munities of people weaving their lives together in invisible and unspoken ways.
What happens is that thousands of acts of relationality come together and are
expressed as ongoing guidance, support, sharing of experience and inspiration of
one another. These are the everyday interactions and humane acts that build com-
munal relationality and connectedness, producing new possibilities for the ways
we live our lives — and a leader emerges. This is again most visible on the world
stage, when a leader like Barack Obama appears ‘out of nowhere’ at a particular
point of history in a particular location.

Leading at its best then is a relationship of mutual influence that dwells in our
connection with others as we mobilise them through our responsiveness, mindful-
ness and curiosity, political savvy, group dynamics, modelling robust conversations,
respecting difference and influencing. When one reads these characteristics of leading,
it becomes obvious it is not a one-way street, i.e. it involves both parties, and the
quality of relationality happens through mutual influence (for example, being
mindful of our intentions as well as monitoring how they are landing on another).
As Goleman and Boyatzis (2008) report, from neuroscience research: ‘... the leader-
follower dynamic is not a case of two (or more) independent brains reacting
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consciously or unconsciously to each other. Rather, the individual minds become, in
a sense, fused into a single system... great leaders are those whose behaviour pow-
erfully leverages this system of brain interconnectedness’.

13.4 ‘Outsight’, Voice and Mindfulness

At the basis of political savvy, group dynamics and managing diversity is ‘outsight’ —
as opposed to insight (Armstrong 2009). Many leadership learning interventions
(including coaching) are directed at interior/individual change alone — something
unexpected when the majority of theories that are drawn upon emerge from indi-
vidualistic theories and pedagogies drawn from mainstream psychology and devel-
opmental theories, new age concepts, positive psychology, the human potential
movement and motivation and goal-setting processes (Grant and Cavanagh 2004).
From these perspectives, ‘outsight’ is regarded as a product of increased self-
awareness rather than also a likely producer of it and the goal becomes one of
changing/eliminating ‘distortions of perception’ that get in the way of the ‘natural’
potential of individuals. However, in our study the goals that respondents identify
indicate that leading also includes awareness of social dynamics. Distortions of
perception are not necessarily only subjective and individual. In fact people in
organisations will usually acknowledge that judgements about validity (‘true’ or
‘just a perception’) are more likely to be based on where the speaker (as well as the
listener) is located in the social dynamics (including organisational hierarchy).

Another aspect is the issue of voice: speaking openly, robust conversations, feed-
back conversations, managing conflict, indicating the correlation between positive
relationships and conversation. To achieve results, a leader is engaged in countless
conversations in a day or a week. How these conversations are conducted will shape
the relationship. As Buber (1923) said: ‘“The inmost growth of the self does not take
place through our relationship to ourselves but through being made present by the
other and knowing that we are made present by him’. Or, more simply put, the con-
versation is the relationship (Scott 2004). Spirited leadership recognises that quality
conversations are the basis of success. If a conversation is shallow or leads to mis-
understandings, the relationship becomes shallow and full of misunderstandings. If
a conversation is lively, respectful and productive, then the relationship is positive
and leads to mutually productive outcomes.

And, conversations are complex. They can never be separated from the milieu in
which they occur, making them both personal and social. For example, a senior
leader when asking for input or feedback should take into account that his/her posi-
tion and/or perceived power may affect peoples’ decisions on how/whether to speak.
In these situations, a leader requires ‘outsight’. One respondent managing in a cross-
cultural context reported: “Through the conversations [in coaching] I realised that I
was expecting too much of my leadership team. It’s a cultural thing as well as a
positional thing. In their culture they would not speak up in the group. But after the
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meeting [ would spend all morning with them, one at a time, in my office, telling me
what they really thought. It was me who had to change’. In this case, awareness of
the social and cultural dynamics produced the learning and the leader introduced
changes that reflected this and shifted the group towards more positive and therefore
productive relationships (Armstrong 2009).

At the heart of leadership in all its relational complexity is mindfulness, the
reflective capacity to self-regulate and adapt in the moment in ways that build and
maintain relationship. Being mindful means reflecting and accepting the stories that
have shaped one’s life, as well as awareness of others and their stories and using this
awareness to self-monitor and adapt in order to build rapport. Awareness of the con-
nection between inner and outer, subjective and objective, echoes what Buber is
really saying in the statement quoted above — that the gap between inner and outer
collapses as both parties mutually shape the relational space. Therefore, self-awareness
practices to enhance mindfulness are central to spirited leadership. Heifetz (1999)
called this the ability to be ‘on the balcony and in the dance’ simultaneously. As he
suggested, this ability, which we all can learn, enables us to notice, to be with
another, to recognise the effect of the environment and to adapt and change in order
to maintain a strong relationship.

Finally, spirited leadership, or leadership grounded in positive relationships, nec-
essarily incorporates a positive psychology, or more precisely in the present context,
a strength-based approach to learning and leadership. One participant gave an exam-
ple: ‘It was not until I was asked about how I had got where I was that I realised I had
faced my problem before in another context. It was then I realised I could get through
this time and I had all the skills to do it’. The assumption underlying this approach is
that a problem focus tends to grow the problem, while a focus on resourcefulness
grows peoples’ strengths. There are several strength-based approaches that build
positive relationships — some grouped around a psychological framework (Seligman
1990; Greene and Grant 2003) which regards strengths as based on inner resources
and psychological processes. Others are grouped around a social epistemology
(de Shazer 1993; White and Epston 1990; Armstrong 1999), and they emphasise the
weaving of outer as well as inner resources and strengths through language and
meaning. The latter places the focus on the nexus of the relationship between people
rather than the individual. How this looks in practice is that achievements, strengths
and personal resources are identified and ‘talked up’ in the conversation, including
where they are employed and the effects this deployment has on others. The focus
and ‘talking up’ of personal strengths validates them, and this reflective and iterative
process of recognition, acknowledgement and confidence generates application of
existing resources and strengths in new areas of major challenge. This practice is not
new. It expands the foundations of the experiential and ‘whole person’ learning tradi-
tions (Kolb 1985; Boud et al. 1993) which are grounded in the idea that learning is a
social process based in, and building upon, peoples’, existing resources. Recently,
with the popularity of positive psychology, this idea, which can be seen as counter-
cultural, has gained popularity, and there is excellent evidence that a ‘gold-miner’s’
mentality (that the other has the gold within) will grow and enhance positive relation-
ships (Seligman 1990) and transform leadership.
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13.5 Benefits from Leadership Coaching

I have described these aspects of spirited leadership in detail because they are the
aspects of leadership described by participants in the study when asked to identify
benefits gained from leadership coaching. The survey' lists 32 benefit items which
participants are asked to rate in two different ways; the extent of benefit (learning)
and the significance of that benefit to their work and leadership goals. The benefits,
grouped under thematic headings, are listed below in the rank order of importance
assigned to them (Table 13.2).

Table 13.2 Benefit groups listed in order of importance

Benefit groups Summary of items in group

Mindfulness Awareness of personal values, self talk, strengths/
challenges, personal history and psychology

Voice: communicating of self to other Speak openly, give feedback, robust conversations,
managing up, managing conflict

Listening: responsiveness to others Understand relational dynamics, empathy, respect
for difference, relational power and politics

Leadership and teambuilding Delegate, role model, group dynamics, mentor/
support, ‘bigger picture’

Professional aspirations Clearer personal vision, deeper appreciation of
collective, meaning, confidence

Work organisation and performance Improved task performance, planning of work,
prioritising, solving problems

Wellbeing in work Job satisfaction, stress level, work/life balance

Although the most important benefit named is mindfulness, taken together, the
top four areas of greatest impact are those to do with learning about self in relation
to others. This confirms leadership as personal and social, a shift away from abstract
and rational to individualistic notions about leadership to the myriad practices and
ways of relating that is leadership — a view given its first major attention through a
notion of ‘servant leadership’ (Greenleaf 1977). However, the transition from an
individual focus in leadership to a relational focus was initially not apparent in the
results. The benefit groups below are ranked by the average proportion of coachees
rating benefits in relation to items in the group from ‘considerable’ or ‘very consid-
erable’ with the latter average shown in parentheses (Table 13.3).

'In 2004 research was initiated to assess the effectiveness of a socially located coaching practice in
growing talent and leadership in organisations. Our interest was twofold. One was to ascertain both
the benefits that coachees were gaining from coaching and the significance of these benefits on
their leadership journey. The second was to ascertain how coaching was working to create these
benefits. The research employed several approaches: a before and after online survey with a space
for open-ended comments, both qualitative and quantitative methods with responses from coachees
and from people (third parties) who worked with them. The coachee respondents all completed six
to ten sessions of hourly coaching with a coach accredited in the approach described above. For
yearly reports of the results, please refer to www.iecoaching.com
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Table 13.3 Average scores of Extent of benefit
items in each benefit group Benefit group Top 2 (Top 1)%
Self-awareness 67 (36)
Communicating with others 64 (26)
Responsiveness to others 57 (24)
Leadership and teambuilding 56 (30)
Professional and career aspirations 55 (22)
Work organisation and performance 49 (20)
Personal wellbeing in work 43 (18)

The percentage of people who ranked the benefit of individual awareness as
considerable or very considerable is greater than for other benefits. This seems to
show that it is increased self-awareness that was the clear area of change that respon-
dents experience and value most. However in the survey, respondents were also
asked to rate not only the benefits they received from coaching but also the signifi-
cance that they placed on these benefits when they thought about them in the context
of the workplace.

What is interesting in the following table is that although increased self-awareness
is the highest ranked in terms of benefit gained, it is not regarded as the most signifi-
cant (Table 13.4).

Table 13.4 Average scores of items in each benefit group

Extent of benefit ~ Significance of benefit

Benefit group Top 2 (Top 1)% Top2 (Top 1)%
Self-awareness 67 (36) 69 (38)
Communicating with others 64 (26) 75 (39)
Responsiveness to others 57 (24) 69 (31)
Professional and career aspirations 56 (30) 59 (33)
Leadership and teambuilding 55 (22) 63 (32)
Work organisation and performance 49 (20) 55 (28)
Personal wellbeing in work 43 (18) 50 (25)

The variation or ‘gap’ between rating of the significance and the rating of
extent of benefit is interesting. While gains in self-awareness and professional and
career aspirations are rated as very significant, the gap between their significance
and the extent of benefit experienced is slight, indicating that participants are
achieving the level of gain that they consider desirable. For other dimensions, the
significance is rated generally 10% higher than the benefit that is experienced.
This gap is most marked in benefit areas concerning positive relationships (com-
municating self to other and responsiveness), leadership and team building. This
suggests that what is most important to this group of respondents is learning to
build positive workplace relationships, suggesting that the complexity of everyday
relationships in the workplace and their management is the most pressing issue.



13 Spirited Leadership: Growing Leaders for the Future 223

When we asked respondents to be more specific, they identified conflictual rela-
tionships with especially others who did not report to them (colleagues and those
who are more senior) and the difficulty of presenting their ideas, trying out new
things, fielding questions, encouraging innovation and creativity and assisting
people to feel engaged and part of the workplace.

Finally, a key question this paper asked was: How do leadership interventions
produce the benefits? We were particularly interested in organisational coaching,
but the coaching approach is basically an extension of best-practice adult learning
principles. How learning interventions such as coaching produce learning outcomes
is therefore translatable to any adult learning context. More interesting perhaps is
that they also translate into spirited leadership, in that the conversational practices
that respondents identified as assisting them in their leadership learning are the
same practices that help build positive workplace relationships. Table 13.5 reports
on these (see also Armstrong 2007).

Table 13.5 Practices and qualities that contribute to achieving benefit

Mean Top 2 4 3 2 1 n/a
Yo %o Yo Do %D % %

A person who asked reflective questions 91 60 31 5 1 0 2
that got me thinking about things
differently

A person who challenged the assumptions 86 51 35 8 2 1 3
I am making in constructive ways

A safe place to talk about problems and 85 56 29 8 3 2 2
issues that I can’t discuss with anyone
else (the politics)

A ‘sounding board’ where it was safe to 84 51 33 11 2 0 3
express and test ideas

A person who was interested and able to 80 45 35 21 6 2 1
monitor my learning and development

Someone who could join with me in 73 35 38 16 8§ 1 3
brainstorming ideas for my work or
professional future

Someone who really understands my 70 31 39 17 8 3 3
situation and the issues I face

Someone I could depend upon to give me 68 33 35 21 6 3 3
support while I made significant
changes

A structured learning framework forme to 56 24 32 27 10 4 3
develop new behaviours and work
processes

These rankings show the extraordinary value of asking reflective questions that
stretch and challenge people to think differently and outside the assumptions of
their everyday organisational culture and social milieu. When people are given a
‘safe’ space away from the politics and the confining routines of their everyday
work life, they can reflect and be challenged to see themselves and others in new



224 H.B. Armstrong

and transformative ways. More ‘instrumental’ aspects of learning — a structure,
monitoring and having subject matter expertise — are less important, again suggesting
the significance of building positive relationships in leadership. It is not heroic acts
but courageous conversations, small and seemingly insignificant conversational
practices, the sacraments of everyday life, that matter.

People seem to also indicate the enjoyment of being challenged and stretched,
suggesting another very important aspect of learning and leadership. There is a
middle ground between overchallenging someone to the point of distrust and disre-
spect and underchallenging them through the tyranny of wanting to be liked. This is
where courage and everyday heroics enter. The practice of relational risk taking, the
dance between sustaining trust and challenging people to go beyond their comfort
zone and draw new, previously ‘unspeakable’ topics into the conversation, is central
to both learning and leadership.

Providing a safe place is implicitly gesturing to the politics of organisations and
the ethical dilemmas people find themselves in when they work inside organisa-
tions. Organisation systems and cultures shape peoples’ thoughts and behaviours
more strongly than people are able to shape their organisation culture. There are
always complex social dynamics; there is always a complex three-way relationship
between self/other and the organisation. A ‘safe’ place meant to respondents aware-
ness of these things — of ethical quandaries that exist with all employees, of trans-
parency, confidentiality and responsibility.

Finally, what we consider to be the most important aspect of any leadership
intervention is the modelling of the learning objectives during the learning.
Relational risk-taking (Mason 2005) is a delicate dance that cannot be learned from
a book, only through modelling and experience. Modelling reflective questioning
(the understanding of safety in political environments, the challenging of assumptions,
focused listening skills, strength-based practices) is arguably the most powerful
form of learning and leadership.

And, if knowledge and new learning is generated in the space, both parties benefit
and learn — another reinforcement of the importance of relationality. Spirited leading
involves active processes of ongoing attention, action and engagement in order to
appropriately introduce reflective questions that challenge and ‘disturb’ (bring into
question) routine assumptions and ‘ways of being/acting’ in the workplace without
doing it in a way that is alienating or judgemental.

These findings confirm that leadership learning should focus on relationality
rather just on removing individual distortions of perception. In other words, it is the
quality of the conversational practices that enables positive relationships and there-
fore spirited leadership.

In conclusion, spirited leadership is a form of leadership aimed at creating and
sustaining positive relationships in the workplace. This expresses a different view of
leadership from the received wisdom that paints leadership as an independent, indi-
vidualistic role usually held by a male who overcomes adversity on his own. I propose
a different expression of leadership; one that is embedded in social and emotional
intelligence to weave inner and outer worlds through language and meaning to
acknowledge and build peoples’ strengths and resources. The practice of spirited
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leadership requires qualities and skills that are not exceptional (except for their
rarity). They require a finely tuned sensibility to ‘other’ and to the context and to the
courage to respond to them.

13.6 Conclusion

Through the study into organisational coaching and its success as a leadership inter-
vention, we were able to provide evidence of spirited leadership as well as unpack
what it looks like in practice. What we found was a shift of focus from the individual
and their internal processes to the ways people relate in their everyday worlds. The
ways people relate are the taken-for-granted relational practices — the ‘little sacra-
ments of daily life’, including the everyday conversation through which people in
organisations achieve their results and goals.

When people can dance between insight (knowing our own story and role) and
outsight (how we and the environment are mutually influencing each other), they
are more likely to be demonstrating spirited leadership. As the adage goes, it is not
who we are, but what we do with who we are. Leaders always depend on others for
their success. A significant part of this is emotional intelligence. But we also swim
in a sea of language and/or social practices that shape who and what we are. Through
social intelligence — the recognition of our interconnectedness — we can change our
relationships and influence others, building together new and alternative ways of
being and doing that that fosters leadership at all levels of an organisation.
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Chapter 14
Positive Community Relations: Border
Crossings and Repositioning the ‘Other’

Florence E. McCarthy and Margaret H. Vickers®

14.1 Introduction

The word ‘community’ has a range of connotations. It can refer to those who share
a geographical location, who belong to a school or a neighbourhood or who share
common knowledge, understandings and values. This chapter shows how active
respect among communities that differ but live in the same locality, can break down
barriers and construct more positive community relationships. This chapter pro-
vides an example of how this might be put into practice and the factors and pro-
cesses that can contribute to positive outcomes.

Positive psychology has an extensive literature focusing on promoting the
strengths of people, groups and institutions (Aspinwall and Staudinger 2002;
Seligman 2002). Ingram and Snyder (2006) note the extensive forays of the posi-
tive psychology approach in areas of life, including schools (Baker et al. 2003),
sports (Curry and Snyder 2000), multicultural relations (Sandage et al. 2003) and
other disciplines (Held 2004). Rather than focusing on the negative aspects of
individual mental health or group or institutional dysfunction, the aim is to establish
knowledge about what people do well, the knowledge they have and the resilience
and strength they exhibit (Seligman and Csekszentmihalyi 2000; Held 2004;
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Murray 2004. See also chapters in this volume). These benchmarks are then used
to establish concrete ways of responding to individual needs. This approach has
led to studies of wellbeing (Noble et al. 2008), resilience (Frederickson and
Tugade 2004; Masten 2001) and persistence. By shifting the focus on the ‘subject’
from a concern with negative aspects to more positive ones, different approaches
are being constructed to work with people so as to position them as participants
rather than as marginal others (Dooley 2009; Pate 2008; Bond 2009). As Gable
and Haidt (2005) argue, much of conventional social psychology has focused on
prejudice and conflict and on deficit models of others. However, following their
lead, this chapter explores the conditions that lead to trust, acceptance and com-
promise rather than conflict and division among disparate inhabitants within one
local community.

14.2 Power Relations Within Communities

Most communities embody well-established patterns of exclusion and segmenta-
tion, where the dynamics of power and factors of race, gender, socio-economic
status, poverty and ethnic and cultural differences tend to set people apart. These
factors are often well entrenched and function to sustain institutional and indi-
vidual borders that can be difficult to cross. Typically these divisions involve
dominant and subordinate groups, with the dominant positioning the subordinate
as the ‘other’. These ‘others’ are characterised as deficient, inferior and in need of
direction, but rarely consulted or heard (Armstrong 2000). Situations such as
these raise a significant challenge for positive psychology, namely, to address the
age-old question of how innovative programmes can destabilise both the dis-
courses and patterns of community divisiveness. To the extent that positive psy-
chology includes an emphasis on general wellbeing, strength and resilience and
recognition that people and their experiences are embedded in social contexts
(Seligman and Csekszentmihalyi 2000), it is well positioned to respond to this
challenge. However, as Held (2004) reminds us, positive psychology is not with-
out its negative aspects, particularly the negativity that arises from its dominant
separatist message (Held 2004:10).

It is recognised that of the ‘three pillars’ of positive psychology identified by
Seligman (2002), that of positive institutions and communities is the least well
developed (Gable and Haidt 2005). Beginning with this recognition, our goal in this
chapter is to explore ways in which community relations can be improved through
‘border crossing’ strategies that are created and sustained by both resident/local and
visiting/outsider participants supporting some common goals. These strategies will
be illustrated though the development of a case study based on Tennant Creek, a
remote rural community in the Northern Territory of Australia.
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14.3 Indigenous Australians: History, Politics
and the Tennant Creek Context

Indigenous history in Australia provides a bleak record of maltreatment, injustice
and destruction through the interaction of White settlers with the original inhabitants.
Nothing exemplifies this history more than the construction of the new continent as
a ‘terra nullius’ (empty land) upon the arrival of the British who disregarded the
presence of roughly 500,000 Indigenous people and over 300 different languages
and cultures. As Reynolds (1992) argued, ‘discovery’ was deemed to give Europeans
automatic sovereignty over the land, eliminating recognition of native title.
Government policies that dominated the twentieth century were based on the premise
that Indigenous Australians would become extinct and their children should be
assimilated into White society. An example of these policies was the forcible
removal of Indigenous children from their families, placing them in government
homes and mission schools (Hollinsworth 2003). From 1900 to 1970, between
one tenth and one third of all Indigenous children were removed from their parents.
Despite such policies, Indigenous Australians have survived and wherever possible
focus on sustaining and reviving their languages and traditions that uphold the
distinctive features of their own countries and communities.

This case study illustrates the possibilities that can be created when historical
antagonists are involved in new undertakings that reposition them in relation to each
other and provide spaces for alternative relationships to develop. Prilleltensky and
Prilleltensky (2006) write about the distinguishing characteristics of transformative
interventions in community change. They argue that when values of self-determination,
participation, social justice and respect are valued and people work together in
partnership — doing things ‘with’ rather than ‘to’ or ‘for’ each other — transformative
and sustainable change can take place.

The partners in this project include Indigenous Elders (‘the Ladies’), Indigenous
high-school and primary school students, teachers of the Tennant Creek primary
and high schools, pre-service University Secondary Masters of Teaching students
from the University of Western Sydney and staff of the Australian Literacy and
Numeracy Foundation (ALNF). The role of this outside agency was to act as a catalyst
in stimulating new possibilities for all community stakeholders.

14.3.1 The Recent and Relevant History of the Community

It is important to contextualise the relational nexus existing in Tennant Creek.
A central feature of this case study revolves around the struggle to sustain first-
language learning in the context of schooling and the relations between Whites and
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Indigenous people in a small isolated town in the Northern Territory of Australia.
The main focus is the development of a language preservation and acquisition pro-
gramme (Community Action Support programme) for young Indigenous primary
school students, together with the transformations that occurred in the relational
nexus bringing major stakeholders of the community and outside institutions
together as participants in this programme. By creating new spaces for cooperation,
participants were able to envision possible new roles for themselves and alter pre-
existing notions of ‘others’ (Armstrong 2000).

Tennant Creek is the fifth largest town in the Northern Territory (NT), founded in
1934 in response to the discovery of gold in the area. The town is located in country
traditionally held by the Warumungu people, but even from the 1880s, large por-
tions of this land were designated as pastoral leases, forcing Warumungu and other
Indigenous people off their own land to work as stockmen or domestic servants on
the cattle stations or move to reserves established for them. Tennant Creek was
officially off limits to Indigenous people until the 1960s, and their attempts to move
into the township in the 1970s met with opposition from officials and Anglo-
European town people. In response to this opposition, Indigenous people began to
form their own organisations focused on gaining representation, infrastructure and
services for their community (Aboriginal Child Language Acquisition project
(ACLA) 2008). Along with a health service, an office of the Central Land Council
(the regional representative body for Indigenous people) and the Barkly Regional
Language Centre (Papulu Apparr-kari Aboriginal Corporation), the Julali-kari
Aboriginal Council Corporation was formed. It originally concerned itself with
Indigenous housing but has expanded its focus over time. Within the town,
Indigenous people live either in one of the eight residential town camps or at ‘street
addresses’ on residential streets. These ‘place of residence’ divisions signify borders
of segregation and exclusion.

After a 10-year legal battle, Indigenous people of the region now have rights
to the country surrounding the town. This means the return of the traditional
Warumungu lands to their control and jurisdiction. While some mining and
mineral exploration still continue in the area, the main gold mines have largely
closed down, reducing the town from a population of roughly 9,000 people in
2001 to a current estimate of 3,185, of which 1,176 are Indigenous (ABS
Census 2001). The town is located about 1,000 km south of Darwin and about
500 km north of Alice Springs and is situated at the crossroads of the two
major roads in the Territory, the Stuart and Barkly highways. Being extremely
isolated, it is difficult to obtain permanent teachers for its one primary and one
secondary school or doctors or nurses for the small, local hospital. The mine
closures saw the exodus of permanent mine managers and employees, leaving
the reduced non-Indigenous population in control of the local council and other
positions of consequence in the town. Because Tennant Creek is a regional
centre of the Barkly Division, it has Commonwealth government offices, various
civic and non-profit organisations, as well as branches of the Charles Darwin
University and Bachelor University, which is an Indigenous higher education
institution.
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14.3.2 Bilingual Education

It is widely accepted that children whose mother tongue is not English learn more
easily if they first achieve literacy in their mother tongue (Collins 1999). Indigenous
children who speak one or more languages other than English will require explicit
instruction in English as a second language (ESL) in order to adequately learn
English (Simpson et al. 2009). These issues are critically important for many
Indigenous children in the Northern Territory as they may come from families where
Aboriginal English or Indigenous languages are spoken as first languages. Aboriginal
English is a non-standard form of English that has its own grammatical rules and
follows many constructions found in Indigenous languages (Turpin 2008). It is a
form of Creole that arises when adults speak many different languages. Many
Indigenous children speak more than one Indigenous language, and the formal
Standard Australian English taught in public schools is not necessarily familiar to
them. In Central Australia, where Tennant Creek is located, the main language
families are Arandic, Ngarrkicc and Western Desert, in addition to Warumungu.
Each language family has numerous dialects, but ‘overlapping dialects/languages
share common vocabulary and grammatical features’ and are mutually intelligible
(Turpin 2008:1). An example of the complexity of languages is found around
Tennant Creek where groups speak Wakaya, Alyawarre, Warlpiri or Warlmanpa,
Julalikari or Kaytetye, in addition to Warumungu (ACLA 2008).

Bilingual education began in the Northern Territory in the 1970s; though strongly
supported then, it has since become a major area of political disagreement. During
the time that bilingual education was supported by the Commonwealth government,
22 two-way schools were created in remote rural settlements where both first-
language and ESL instruction were provided to children (Turpin 2008). These
schools were staffed with a teacher-linguist and were supported by a Literacy
Production Centre that created bilingual texts and useful instructional materials.

With the attainment of self-government in 1978, the new Northern Territory gov-
ernment withdrew support from bilingual education, closed 11 of the 22 two-way
schools and by 2008, virtually closed all bilingual education by instituting a policy
under which the first 4 years of schooling for all children must be only in English.
This decision bode ill for many of the endangered Indigenous languages in the
Territory; it ignored the language rights of Indigenous people and also ignored the
considerable research which indicates that learning outcomes for children for whom
English is not their first language are significantly enhanced when bilingual and
ESL instruction is employed (Simpson et al. 2009).

14.3.3 The Main Players in Education in Tennant Creek

In communities such as Tennant Creek, where social disadvantage is well estab-
lished and seemingly intractable, schools are the main institutions that bring different,
disparate groups together. All children are required to attend school, and while
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attendance and interest in schooling may vary greatly within different groups, the
required presence of children in schools offers an opportunity to reach out to parents
and their communities. Most parents would like their children to receive a useful
education and be treated fairly and with respect in the classroom. They desire
schools that are welcoming and inclusive of their concerns (Pate 2008). When this
does not happen, disparities continue to exist among and within schools and their
communities. The disadvantage in communities finds its way into schools and class-
rooms and is often mirrored in playground interactions together with the treatment
of students by teachers.

Given that schools do not operate in a vacuum, any reform activities need to include
a range of groups that represent the diverse communities served by the school. The
involvement of groups who are marginalised is especially important. Each group will
have specific definitions of its traditionally defined functions and purposes. The mean-
ings attached to these roles will often incorporate well-established constructions about
others in the community. The combination of traditional roles and ascribed construc-
tions of others creates symbolic and behavioural boundaries that reinforce the segre-
gation existing in the town. Below is a brief description of the main players in education
in Tennant Creek that have contributed to creating and running the Community Action
Support programme (CAS).

14.3.4 Tennant Creek High School (TCHS)

In 2008, there were 265 students enrolled in the Tennant Creek High School (TCHS)
in Years 7 to 12 (NT Govt 2008a). Currently, approximately 80% of all students are
from Indigenous families; some are from settlements and small communities even
more remote than Tennant Creek. Twenty years ago, there were almost no Indigenous
students, the majority being Anglo-Australians. Estimates of student attendance
vary from 74% to 79%. The teaching staff is composed almost entirely of Anglo-
Australian teachers, several of whom have been at the school for a long time. There
is only one Indigenous teacher born in Tennant Creek. She has returned to teach
English in high school. There is also an Indigenous student liaison officer who pro-
vides support services, such as driving a school bus to transport Indigenous students
to and from school.

In 2008, there were no bilingual classes in high school as the school administra-
tion felt that there were ‘too many Indigenous languages and a lack of qualified
language teachers’. In addition, there was no English as a Second Language (ESL)
teacher. Attempts to acquaint Anglo-Australian students with aspects of Indigenous
culture are found in a ‘culture and language’ programme being run by an Indigenous
woman appointed as an assistant teacher. Students in each Year group do different
field trips involving camping and hunting, with the ‘Ladies’ from the Language
Centre providing information about local plants and flowers and telling stories from
their culture. This programme was called a ‘two-way’ programme, providing Anglo-
Australian students with some idea about Indigenous life.
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14.3.5 Tennant Creek Primary School (TCPS)

The primary school, including a preschool in the same grounds, has a current
enrolment of 378 students (NT Govt. 2008b). The primary school engages in various
programmes, such as a government-sponsored healthy eating programme where
Indigenous women are contracted to provide breakfast, recess snacks and lunch to
primary school students. Other programmes feature environmental concerns,
including having students design, plant and care for school gardens, featuring
desert plants, or develop signboards highlighting the history of the region, featur-
ing the cattle stations, mining and Indigenous culture. Although exact figures
are unavailable, it is safe to assume that the majority of students in the primary
school are of Indigenous origin. In 2008, there were no bilingual education classes
in the school.

14.3.6 Segmentation and Community Relations

This brief description of Tennant Creek and its schools highlights the segmentation
of different groups within the boundaries of the town. Anglo-Australians carry the
memories of a more affluent time when they constituted the majority living in the
town. Those who continue to reside there now assume and exercise the power atten-
dant in dominant social relations and organisations, holding powerful positions in
local government and maintaining separate social clubs. However, maintaining
these advantages sometimes assumes a defensive posture as many Anglo-Australians
are aware of the significant number of Indigenous people in the town. Many busi-
nesses rely on Indigenous people as part-time workers or customers. Relationships
across the Anglo-Indigenous divide tend to be remote and uneasy, and each segment
of the community has largely stereotypic views of the other. There are few venues
or cultural events where Anglos and Indigenous people mingle.

The two schools reflect this separation, as the curriculum of the school features
basically Anglo-Australian history, values and subjects deemed important by the
Department of Education. Efforts to promote Indigenous culture or provide mean-
ingful language instruction as a key to improving Indigenous student achievement
are tokenistic or largely missing. Changing the overall relational nexus of the town
is unlikely to occur naturally. Although small beginnings can be created in the one
place where Anglos and Indigenous people meet, altering the well-established
patterns of behaviour and structure of the schools is also difficult. Often, what is
needed to destabilise the existing situation is the intervention of an outside agency
willing to work collaboratively in creating new possibilities beyond what might
naturally occur, given the existing circumstances and players. Creating positive
community relations is like looking at a puzzle and putting it together in new ways.
This is the role that the ALNF assumed by working with members and staff of the
Language Centre at the Papulu Apparr-kari Aboriginal Corporation.
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14.3.7 Papulu Apparr-kari Aboriginal Corporation

One of the most important activities of the Papulu Apparr-kari (PAK) Aboriginal
Corporation is the management of the Regional Indigenous Language Centre for the
Barkly Division. It was founded to preserve, maintain and revive the 16 Indigenous
languages of the region (www.papak.com.au, accessed 28/04/2010). The Language
Centre runs a variety of programmes. Among them are cultural awareness/cross-
cultural courses for businesses and corporations, interpreter services for legal matters,
liaison/mediation services between Indigenous peoples and government and
corporate entities, and translation services to help promote communication between
Indigenous groups and businesses or government offices. Papulu Apparr-kari has
also created business ventures to make it independent of outside funding, foster
technical skills among Indigenous workers to improve their employment opportunities
and serve as role models for other Indigenous people. The media centre, originally
designed to support the main work of the Language Centre has expanded to include
a range of commercial services.

Many of these activities were funded through the Commonwealth’s Community
Development Employment Program (CDEP). With this funding, a group of
Indigenous Elders, ‘the Ladies’, has developed considerable skills related to local
languages. They have provided a reliable source of information, knowledge and
translation of Indigenous languages for linguists, businesses and government organ-
isations for many years. These Ladies are also essential to the new CAS programme
with the schools. With the Commonwealth Intervention in 2007 in the Northern
Territory, the CDEP was closed, greatly influencing the work of the Centre. Many
of the programmes, such as the Media Centre and welding were phased out, and
only the translation work of the Ladies was continued.

There was a perception among Indigenous people that their initiatives to exercise
independence were not always appreciated by the White community. For example,
feelings among some of the PAK administrative staff indicated that: ‘Anglos in the
town think Indigenous people can’t do food’ (referring to the efforts of PAK to make
groceries available at affordable prices to Indigenous people). Another comment was
that: ‘Opposition is from Whites who resent Aboriginals doing for themselves and
cutting down on Anglo profits’. In regard to earlier attempts by the Ladies to work
in the schools, one teacher associated with PAK said that: ‘the program stopped
because the ladies wouldn’t go any more because of behaviour problems from
students’. We later learned that these problems arose because the classroom teacher
left the room when the Ladies came to present their lessons.

14.3.8 Training Centre, Charles Darwin University (CDU)

The CDU training centre coordinates Vocational Education and Training (VET) and
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) equivalent certificate courses. There are
three full-time staff: two teach in the adult Language, Literacy and Numeracy
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Programme (LLNP). The third person also functions as the coordinator. When other
lecturers are needed, instructors are brought from the main campus of Charles Darwin
University in Alice Springs. The training centre works closely with Bachelor
University, the Language Centre and, in some cases, the high school to provide certifi-
cate classes when there is adequate demand. An opinion expressed here by one staff
member mirrored that of some school administrators: ‘there is only a minimal work
ethic among Indigenous people; they didn’t need to work because they are on CDEP
or get support from dividends from the mines’. As can be seen from these comments,
the positioning of the other from both sides of the community was entrenched within
a long history of mistrust and stereotyping. Movements across these boundaries
required changes within both individuals and organisations. The CAS programme
with its inherent values of learning and respect, along with the contributions of new
participants, provided the catalyst for initiating this repositioning.

14.3.9 Australian Literacy and Numeracy Foundation (ALNF)

The Australian Literacy and Numeracy Foundation (ALNF), founded in 1999, is
dedicated to raising language, literacy and numeracy standards for disadvantaged
people. As part of its work, it raises funds to develop, implement and sustain innova-
tive projects for individuals, families and communities (www.alnf.org). The project in
Tennant Creek began in 2004 when Mary Ruth Mendel, a co-founder of ALNF,
began working with Indigenous women elders in the Language Centre to transcribe
and analyse the Warumungu language and transform it into forms that could be used
for first-language teaching to Warumungu children. In seeking to develop this pro-
gramme, the authors of this chapter were invited to Tennant Creek to explore what
kind of school-based programme could be developed. Drawing in part on existing
partnership programmes between the ALNF and the University of Western Sydney,
a cross-generational mentoring programme was created. An important element in
the beginning success of the Community Action Support programme was the trust
and respect that had developed between the Ladies and the ALNF. These are essen-
tial elements in the creation of any new community initiative and will be discussed
below. Such an endeavour requires time. It cannot be hurried to meet a budget
requirement or an agency deadline.

14.3.10 The Unipversity of Western Sydney, School of Education

The Master of Teaching Secondary programme in the School of Education requires
all pre-service teachers to enrol in a non-traditional, service-learning-based practicum
(known as PE3) where they engage with school-age children but in non-classroom
settings. PE3 is meant to foster an understanding about students, their lives and
cultures that are often not possible to learn in the regular routine of the classroom
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(Power 2010; Vickers 2007; Harris et al. 2004). The service-learning approach
involves engaging students in new situations where they are invited to participate in
the ongoing activities of a community agency or not-for-profit organisation. Students
are required to reflect on their experiences through a range of activities in order to
generate new understandings of the people, children and circumstances in which
they have been participating (Harris et al. 2004). The key to the success of these
arrangements is the reciprocal relationships that are fostered and nurtured between
all participants in the undertaking (McCarthy et al. 2005).

14.4 The Community Action Support Programme (CAS)

The Community Action Support programme (CAS) is a cross-generational literacy-
support programme in which different groups collaborate together to train and
prepare Yr 10 Indigenous high-school students to provide reading and writing
support for young primary school children. While the immediate objective is to
enhance the learning of primary school students in both English and first language,
the long-term objective is to involve Yr 10 Indigenous students in meaningful
engagement with learning and teaching in anticipation that this may encourage
retention and lead to pathways to further education for them. The role of the pre-
service UWS university students was to provide curriculum suggestions and assist
in the development of lesson plans with the Ladies and high-school student teachers
and also mentor the high-school students in their own academic work. The Ladies
provided an orientation to the UWS students regarding Indigenous culture(s) and
language(s). Programme design and all curriculum support materials were the result
of collaboration among the ALNF, the high school, the Ladies and the UWS students.
While the main teaching staff of the primary and high schools were not directly
involved in the delivery of CAS, their approval and support were essential. Over
time, their support became more vocal as in both schools, they began to see different
forms of interest and engagement in learning among their Indigenous students. This
collaboration provides an innovation in community dynamics through which central
players are encouraged to re-evaluate their constructions of each other in the process
of engaging in fruitful new joint activities.

It was anticipated that as an outcome of CAS, aspects of the Indigenous com-
munity would be strengthened. For example, the Ladies would have renewed status
within the PAK Language Centre and the wider Indigenous community for their
work in promoting first-language instruction in the primary school. The communities
would benefit from the active language learning their children were receiving, and
this was likely to change their attitudes toward the primary school. The successful
teaching by the Indigenous high-school students of the younger children would
contribute to the completion of their own community studies class. Their presence
and that of the Ladies in the classroom altered the view of the younger children to
these adults in positive ways.
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The creation of situations that build on the strengths of individuals established
new pathways to learning, to changed perceptions about themselves and others and
views of education and the schools. The increased engagement and interest of
Indigenous students in learning were apparent to the mainstream teachers in both
schools. This challenged many of the negative views held by teachers about
Indigenous students and about their learning capacities (Armstrong 2000).

14.5 Reactions to CAS

The response to CAS has been overwhelmingly positive. Among the Yr 10 students,
at least two of the five students have made plans for further education: one to become
a teacher, the other to join the army (Jepson 2009). Two other students in the class
also successfully passed the Community Studies subject. The new high-school prin-
cipal termed the project ‘highly successful’: ‘It keeps the doors open between older
and younger generation and in all cultures that are slipping’. The vice principal and
Community Studies teacher thought that through CAS, Indigenous students could
begin to envision a more ambitious future for themselves, not just as teaching aides
or teaching assistants but as classroom teachers. UWS pre-service teachers working
with high-school classroom teachers brought the latest methods and ideas with
them, and this stimulated the high-school teachers to reflect on their own teaching
methods. The head of the CDU training centre suggested that the CAS experience
expanded the restricted view Indigenous students had about what was possible for
them to achieve (ALNF 2009a).

UWS pre-service teachers saw the power of Indigenous teachers teaching
Indigenous students, and this experience at Tennant Creek transformed their
ideas about Indigenous people and about the nature of teaching (Brace 2009).
One or two stated that they would consider accepting an assignment to teach in
Tennant Creek. The Ladies and Papulu Apparr-kari were thrilled with the enthu-
siastic response of the younger children to first-language teaching and with the
presence of young Indigenous high-school students playing an active role in
teaching and assisting in the children’s acquisition of first language. Mrs.
Nakkamarra Nixon, the leader of the Ladies, says she is ‘relieved when others
learn from her because the language needs to be spoken to live. But Indigenous
children need good English, too. It is half this and half that, it is difficult. They
should learn both ways so it can balance the things in their lives’ (Jepson 2009).
It was rewarding for the Ladies to interact with these young people and to expe-
rience the enthusiasm and respect of the children and high-school students to
them as Elders. For the high-school students, the impact they had on the younger
students became clear as the children greeted them on the streets outside of
school or at the football matches (ALNF 2009b). Clearly, being a role model
was new to them, and while they may not admit this, they were pleased about
this (ALNF 2010).



238 F.E. McCarthy and M.H. Vickers
14.6 The Construction of More Positive Community Relations

To make this project successful requires the unique contributions of all the players.
The withdrawal of any one of them would inhibit programme outcomes. All are
equally important but each in a different way. The ALNF was the catalyst that pro-
vided the stimulus and the means for local people to try something new. The primary
school undertook to select groups of students who would be taught by the high-
school students and provided the space and time for this to occur. The high school
enrolled students in the Community Studies class and contributed a supervising
teacher who teaches the class and works with the other partners to prepare the teaching
materials and resources needed. This teacher also is responsible for teaching and
demonstrating to the Yr 10 students what and how to teach the lessons to the younger
students. The Ladies and PAK bring their considerable knowledge and experience
of working with Indigenous languages and the preparation of first-language teaching
materials; they also provide cultural orientation to the UWS students, who may
have never been in the ‘outback’ before or interacted with Indigenous students. The
Yr 10 students contribute their willingness to teach younger students, and they
become role models for the younger students.

Having all the players in place is still not enough. An analysis of the nature of the
exchanges that occurred is crucial to the understanding the outcomes. Fundamental
to the exchange among the Ladies and ALNF is the issue of respect and giving. The
ALNF came to work with the Ladies on something that was important to them: to
develop the means so that young Indigenous children could learn to read and write
in their first languages. This involved 4 or 5 years of collaboration in relation to
Warumungu as a written language. The ALNF supported the Ladies to develop the
means to teach Warumungu to young children. This was a way to keep the language
alive and, at the same time, to realise that these children also needed to learn Standard
English. This contributed to an improved sense of empowerment and control by
Indigenous people of this important aspect of their lives. The fact that the interven-
tion is occurring in the mainstream primary school with the support of the high
school is immensely important in shaping new possible forms of community rela-
tions between Anglo-Australians and the Indigenous communities.

Reciprocally, after CAS was established, the Ladies were willing to consider
going back into the primary school to try teaching again. They willingly mentored
the Yr 10 teachers and helped them develop teaching materials. The Ladies gave
their time and energies to orient the six UWS pre-service teachers, which increased
the likelihood that these outsiders would have more success in their interactions
with Indigenous children and adults. Relationships built on reciprocity were
established with frust and respect inherent in the interaction between the Ladies
and the ALNF. As the Director of PAK said: ‘That ALNF is a good mob to work
with. We particularly like their enthusiasm and interest in our languages’. Another
important feature of CAS is the continuity it is establishing. Most visitors to
Tennant Creek make one visit and are referred to by Indigenous people as ‘fly-in-
fly-out’ types. The continuity of the connection between ALNF and PAK and the
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Ladies is in sharp contrast with this. Ongoing and continuous communication
among all the players is an important characteristic of the dynamics of CAS. All
participants agreed to attend meetings when the ALNF staff were in town; none of
the major players were left out. All relevant players participated in the development
of the lessons for the primary school children and for the high-school students
doing the teaching. Rather than having projects done ‘to’ or done ‘for’ Indigenous
people or for the local Anglo-Australians by outsiders, CAS was done ‘with’
everyone. Different contributions were noted and appreciated, and there was no
questioning anyone’s commitment to making the programme work. This initiative
was supported by the newly appointed principals in both public schools as a means
of improving Indigenous student retention and improving the literacy develop-
ment of Indigenous primary school students. The CDU training centre added its
support by crediting the teaching experiences of Indigenous students in Community
Studies as prior experience in qualifying for relevant TAFE (Technical and Further
Education) certificates.

The elements identified here as essential in overcoming conflict and creating
more positive connections among diverse groups are widely supported in the field
of community development. For example, in the protocol for health professionals to
work with Indigenous communities in the northern reaches of Australia, these same
values are listed as essential for professional outsiders who are seeking to engage
with Indigenous people: respect, reciprocity, trust, communication, time and so on
(NHMRC 2003). Other efforts to improve the power and capacity of people to rep-
resent themselves are also found in community mapping initiatives (Amsden and
Van Wynberghe 2005) or in the ‘theories of change’ approach which focuses on
creating forms of evaluation that capture the complexity, diversity and variability of
communities (Sullivan et al. 2002). The elements posited by advocates of positive
psychology as crucial are essentially similar to approaches drawn from diverse dis-
ciplines and world views. Universally, it appears that efforts to improve community
relations are essential ingredients in promoting peace and stability.

14.7 Into the Future

While CAS has only been operating for 1 year, indications of improved community
relations are already apparent. Partially, this is found in the new ways that local
townspeople and Indigenous people are relating to each other, both as groups and as
individuals. These changes potentially break down long-held constructions of ‘others’
and open spaces for new ways of relating. The Ladies’ interaction with the Anglo-
Australian teachers in the schools is an example. Stemming also from these interactions
are transformative experiences for many players who have been involved. Young
Indigenous children have enthusiastically responded to learning first languages
and English and have flourished by having Indigenous teachers in the classroom.
The high-school students have become role models not only in the classroom
but also in other arenas; two of them want to continue with advanced education.
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Respect for Elders by younger Indigenous generations has been enhanced and is
important, as traditional relationships, as well as language, need to survive.

The Papulu Apparr-kari Centre has potentially gained stature in the town as the
Ladies have utilised their own work and relationship with the ALNF to make a dif-
ference in the operation of the schools, proving the value of an increased presence
of Indigenous people in educational practices. This relationship is built on the rec-
ognition that Indigenous children benefit from learning both English and their first
languages simultaneously; this is why bilingual education is needed. The contribu-
tions of UWS pre-service teachers made a difference to many in the community, but
equally important, they experienced a transformation in their own constructions of
‘others’, which will inform their own practice as teachers in classrooms with
Indigenous students. Other research (McCarthy and Murakami 2010; Sato et al.
2009; Ferfolja et al. 2009; King 2004) also supports the transformative effect that
participating in unfamiliar situations can have on the views people have of others.

14.8 What Have We Learnt?

The improvements in social dynamics described in this case study illustrate key
principles of community relations in the field of positive psychology. The emphasis
is on building on the strengths and resilience of people through collaborative endea-
vours. Established traditional boundaries are breached both by new experiences and
by openness to learning — about the self and about ‘others’. Inherent in this process
is the movement of Indigenous people from the margins to the centre of the rela-
tional nexus. Within a safe setting facilitated by third parties, marginalised voices
were heard and respectful action was taken. The imbalance in power was minimised
as partners were dependent on each other to reach their mutual and separate goals.
The specific goal of CAS was the preservation and promotion of Indigenous
languages, and the key to its success was a carefully constructed programme built
as the outgrowth of a long and profitable ongoing relationship among the major
parties. The work done by Nakkula et al. (2010) in the US mirrors many of the prin-
ciples and understandings developed here, including respect for individual identi-
ties, gaining trust, building on assets or strengths and being both pro-active and
collaborative. They too used mentoring as a tool for development and gave young
people structured opportunities for leadership.

The initial success of CAS is impressive, illustrating how opportunities for posi-
tive relationships between Indigenous people and Anglo-Australians can occur.
This success is, however, only a small beginning in the long process required to
bring about further and other forms of reconciliation between Indigenous people
and Anglo-Australians across Australia.

CAS will continue in Tennant Creek. It can be anticipated that as CAS grows,
problems will arise that will again require resourcefulness and initiative on the part
of all participants. What the programme has in its favour is the firm foundations
built within the PAK Language Centre, the continuity provided by ALNF and the
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ongoing commitment of the schools. If this initiative can be sustained, there is a
good chance that real change could occur in the social context and relational nexus
of Tennant Creek. What can be learned from this for other endeavours is that com-
munity wellbeing only grows out of reconstructed relationships. The key objective
must be to disrupt the practices of discrimination and marginalisation that establish
and maintain boundaries among disparate groups.
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Chapter 15
Positive Relations Between Members of Groups
with Divergent Beliefs and Cultures

Zalman Kastel

15.1 Introduction

The deputy principal of a small town school in Australia’s Northern Territory had organised
with the interfaith Together for Humanity team to run a Leadership Day as part of a two-day
seminar with 11-12 year olds. Almost all the students were Indigenous, so we thought it
important to make it culturally appropriate. Shortly before starting, the team sat down for a
snack outside, so our Indigenous team member, Auntie K., could smoke a cigarette. I asked
Auntie how we might make the Leadership Day more culturally appropriate. Her response
did not seem to answer our question. I asked the question differently and still did not get
what we were looking for. I stopped and asked myself: “Am I really listening? Am I asking
the wrong question?” Then I asked if this whole idea of 11-year-old leaders might have no
cultural resonance. Auntie confirmed this.

Ok, we said, we won’t have a Leadership Day. What we are really trying to do is encour-
age respect, initiative and contribution. What does your heritage say on that? Ah! Auntie
was in her element. She explained the kinship system and how every person has responsi-
bilities and links to a vast network of people, and custodianship of specific plants, animals
and places. The students responded enthusiastically with a range of initiatives including
plans for planting a vegetable garden to distribute to the needy, and making a welcoming
video for new students about their friendly school. A few months later, the deputy principal
reported there was still a different feeling in the school.

This chapter does not set out a path for world peace, nor does it address the broad
relationships between religions, peoples or nations. In terms of divergent beliefs,
the purpose here is not to promote respect for religions in general or any particular
religion, but rather to identify ways in which people holding different viewpoints
about religion, or politics, ranging from atheism to religious literalism, and conser-
vatism to communism can respond appropriately and ethically to tensions arising
from these differences and other cultural expressions that might make some people
feel uncomfortable.
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‘T hate the word tolerance’. That’s a refrain heard from those who find prejudice
deeply offensive and think we can celebrate diversity rather than merely tolerate it. It
is a noble sentiment, but one this author rejects on the ground that for some situations,
tolerance would be a significant improvement. The definition here of ‘positive
relationships’ includes a spectrum of stances varying according to what is realistic for
different individuals and contexts. These range along a continuum from an improved
sense of belonging for people from varied backgrounds and strong support for distinc-
tive and interconnected communities, to more modest states of responding construc-
tively to conflict, such as interacting with people from varied backgrounds in respectful
and just ways (Paradies et al. 2009), to conflict containment and reduction of hatred
and mistrust in the context of an intractable conflict (Biton and Salomon 2006).

As much as evidence gathered by academics, this chapter draws on the experi-
ence of practitioners working and grappling with divergent beliefs, narratives, norms
and perspectives in a range of settings. The author’s own experience involves work
carried out between late 2002 and 2010 with a group of people with diverse reli-
gious and political beliefs, who set out to educate Australian school children about
replacing prejudice with empathy, awareness of common values and our ability to
work together. Initially there were three: a Turkish politically active Muslim, a
Quaker suspicious of power and the author, a Hasidic Jew employed by a religiously
uncompromising, revivalist Synagogue. Over time, others got involved: a Liberian
survivor of civil war, Aboriginal people, people of Arabic backgrounds including
Palestinians and Lebanese, an Israeli, Christian believers in the literal truth of the
Bible, religious progressives and atheists. Their collaboration, now known as
Together for Humanity, engaged face-to-face with over 50,000 students in 7 years.
This rewarding journey confronted core participants with the sometimes challeng-
ing reality of divergent beliefs and cultures.

15.2 Challenges

I grew up in an ethnically mixed part of Sydney, but my son did not experience growing up here
in the country. When I went on an aeroplane with him — this was after the Bali bombing — and
a Muslim sat next to us, he was really terrified. To be honest, I wasn’t too comfortable
either. It made me think about how prejudiced I was. (School Principal in regional NSW,
Australia, 2010)

This chapter frames challenges to positive inter-group relations under three broad
categories: Beliefs, Identity and Grievance (BIG). Unhelpful beliefs include preju-
dices on the part of people who hold strong views about religion, such as the attitudes
of conservatively religious people about non-religious people and people who are dif-
ferently religious to themselves, as well as stereotypes about religious people held by
people who are hostile to or ambivalent about religion (Bouma and Halafoff 2009).
Mirroring arguments against racism which assert we are all the same, some have
tried to deal with religion-linked hostility by proclaiming all religions are ‘good’; or in
the case of Islam, calling it ‘the religion of peace’. These platitudes do not stand up to
scrutiny because far too much violence has been committed at least in part in the name
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of religion. There are legitimate concerns relating to religious difference especially as
it interacts with other factors, e.g. coercive enforcement of religious standards of mod-
esty, controversy around gay marriage and abortion and the real threat to many reli-
gious beliefs, values and practices posed by western ‘godless’ cultural influences.

Waleed Aly, an Australian Muslim academic, attributes much misunderstanding
between Muslims and the so-called West to arrogance, which he sees in the ten-
dency of some to ignore the basic principle that we cannot assume our own solu-
tions will work for other people’s problems. Yet many in the West insist on a
reformation of Islam simply because in the history of Christian Europe this helped
solve problems (Aly 2007). A reality of Islam, not considered by those offering
such advice, is that the religious ideas often associated with terrorism are inspired
by people like Abdul Wahab (1703—-1792) who is seen by at least some of his admir-
ers as an ‘outstanding reformer’ of Islam (Baz 2010).

Aly is equally critical of Muslims who see the ‘West’ as uniform and fail to
appreciate its diversity and merits. A case in point is the way in which the range of
views and practices relating to sexuality in western countries can be interpreted as
wholesale promiscuity.

A middle-aged man is clearly annoyed with the remarks of Dr. Syafi Anwar at the 2010
Yogyakarta World Peace Forum, about his counter-radicalisation efforts. “It is not we who
are the problem. The President of France (Nicolas Sarkozy), bans women from wearing the
veil, he wants them all to be like his wife and walk around with no clothes on. In Switzerland
they ban the Minarets. It is the so-called ‘Enlightened West’ that is the problem!”

Misrepresenting the ‘other’, and seeing them in a negative light, is used by some
as a way of strengthening their own identity and collective self-esteem (Griffiths and
Pedersen 2009). Exclusive identities and the development of ‘us and them’ ways of
looking at groups are strongly present in societies in conflict and even in post-conflict
societies (Hamber 2004). Interestingly, it also can be developed between members of
the same majority groups, as a white high school girl made clear to Together for
Humanity facilitators in an Australian country town: ‘People in Mudgee say that
people in (neighbouring) Gulgong are born with two heads, and if you look closely
at their necks you’ll see a red scar at the spot where the other head was cut off”. More
broadly, identity plays a role in what has been termed the ‘new racism’ and the nega-
tive attitudes to people whose differences are seen to be irreconcilable and a threat to
the social values of the majority (Paradies et al. 2009).

The perceived threat need not be violent. To established groups such as ‘white
Australians’, the behaviour of new arrivals with unfamiliar norms and customs such as
playing football at the beach can be confronting (Wise 2010). Muslim migration along
with other movements of people from diverse cultures and beliefs was supposed to be
accommodated by the policy of multiculturalism. For some people it works well; how-
ever, as Australian social researcher Hugh Mackay explains, ‘Multiculturalism as a
word carries some negative baggage for others. It suggests to some people that subcul-
tures will be preserved in a way that slows the process of establishing social harmony’
(Mackay 2007:145). Some assessments of the situation in the UK and the Netherlands
areblunt: ‘Multiculturalism has runits course anditis timetomove on’; ‘Multiculturalism
has led not to integration but to segregation’ and ‘The outcome has been to encourage
exclusion rather than inclusion’ (Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007).
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One of the greatest challenges stems from grievances relating to actual, per-
ceived or feared harm by people of other groups. This could be a direct experience
with minority group members who exhibit anti-social behaviour when this behav-
iour is ‘essentialised’ and understood to be related to the offenders and their group’s
basic culture or nature, rather than being explained as a response to a situation
(Batterham 2001). Similarly, there are attitudes stemming from what has been called
‘indirect-experiential function’, where information received from the media or
friends about objectionable behaviour such as terrorism shapes the perception of the
whole group that is seen to be linked to this behaviour (Griffiths and Pedersen 2009).
These factors also contribute to the ‘new racism’, where people justify their atti-
tudes because they are based on ‘empirical facts’ (McConahay 1986).

In the cases of post-conflict societies, or societies currently engaged with con-
flict, this challenge seems insurmountable. The experiences of war, systemic dis-
crimination, dispossession and extreme poverty are unimaginable to those who have
not endured them. Victims of political violence might have their sense of belonging
undermined, be dehumanised and internalise a perspective that legitimises violence,
although the impact varies between individuals and contexts (Hamber 2004). Even
with people not directly involved in conflict, the vicarious effect can be substantial
both in terms of the experiences and feelings of those swept up in conflict and their
perception of the quantity and degree of evil of the ‘others’.

15.3 Justice

Clearly inter-cultural and international justice is the most significant factor in
positive relations between groups. Ongoing unresolved issues of justice, equity,
prejudice and contested uses of force or power will contribute to animosity
between groups and must be resolved at a political and practical level. In appar-
ently successful peace-building initiated by the Center of Research and
Development of the Indonesian Religion, Ministry of Religious Affairs, youth
leaders, trained as ‘action researchers’, worked together with community leaders
to resolve local conflicts. One important element was ensuring that commitments
to correct grievances were honoured (Mudzhar 2010). Sometimes the substantial
issues are beyond the control of those involved; however, just as the macro level
influences the local level, the reverse is also true. Starting with ourselves would
seem the most logical place to start.

Liberian Australian Mohamed Dukuly relates: “That morning, in mid-1990 during the civil
war in Liberia, we were sitting in the hut, it was the triangle hut, we build it with thatch. We
all slept hungry, and planned to eat in the morning. I saw a young man I knew, Mamade,
coming toward us, when he got to us he fell to the ground. He was covered with blood and
he had been in water, which made it look worse. We asked him, what happened? He told us
that he escaped from captivity”.

“Then I sat there looking at him and I was thinking, why? Why? I thought this (Mamade)
could be me and it became real. Now I wanted to know: why do they hate us? Why do they
want to kill us?! This was the beginning of my journey, to start thinking about why people
hate us. Now I can begin to give it meaning.”
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Self-reflection is essential for learning to relate positively to people who seem
different to ourselves, and to imagine ‘alternative possibilities’ to our entrenched
way of seeing reality (Hoffman 1996). It is worth reflecting on our responses to
injustice and violence against our group. How do we think, feel and talk about the
group against whom our group has a grievance? Do we tend to think of ‘them’ as
essentially evil? Or can we see them as human beings who are responding in a way
that for us is terrible, but which might make some sense to them, based on their
story? This is not to say we cannot stand up for justice as we understand it: It is
rather an argument for refusing to dehumanise the other side.

An employer and his Jewish employee are doing their annual wage negotiation “dance”. The
employee wants more money to meet his family’s needs. The employer is trying to get the best
“bang for his buck”. They settle on a fraction of the requested raise. The employee feels cor-
nered into accepting, but fails to tell the employer this. After a number of times the employer
turns to the employee and says: “You know you are just like the Palestinians. The Israelis
reach an agreement with them, but they always want more.” “Hmmm,” thought the employee,
“so that is what it feels like to be Palestinian.”

Some negotiations between people or groups are predominantly positional bar-
gaining, where each side moves from their original position to ‘meet each other
halfway’. However, the agreements produced can fail to meet key interests of one
party or both (Fisher et al. 1999). Particularly in Islamic tradition, there is a view
that there can be no real peace without justice. This, of course, is about a perception
of justice or injustice. Problems are exacerbated when people on both sides of a
conflict are convinced that a perception of truth is the objective truth.

15.4 Religious Truth Claims

The issue of truth, as related to religion, might seem bizarre to those for whom reli-
gious beliefs are essentially a matter of personal preference. To them, feeling
uncomfortable about someone’s religion might make as much sense as becoming
angry about a preference for one ice-cream flavour over another. It might be useful
to think of religion in the way some of us feel about the environment, free speech,
trade unions, abortion or respect between the sexes. People who believe in the abso-
lute truth of their religious beliefs could be afraid that standing side by side with
people of other faiths implies an endorsement of beliefs contrary to their own
(Feinstein 1959).

Some religious authorities advise that, if the focus is on social action, then the
meaning of being together is not an endorsement of each other’s faiths but a practi-
cal collaboration. In addition, it is worth recognising the range of views about reli-
gious ‘truth’, including Exclusivist, Relativist Agnostic/Indifferent, Pluralist and
Inclusivist. An inclusivist stance is essentially that objective truth exists, and adher-
ents believe their understanding of this objective truth is essentially correct. However,
there is an allowance for people who do not share one’s belief as still sharing in the
one ‘truth’, albeit getting at it in their own way (Engebretson 2009). A variation of
this is to assert that, “While I believe strongly that my belief is true, I must be
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humble enough to recognise the inadequacy of the human mind to grasp the mystery
of the divine with certainty, and respect others’ sincere attempts to find the truth’.
This might not satisfy those who believe the concept of ‘truth’ itself is the source of
conflict, but recognising the options between absolutism and relativism is a prag-
matic and effective way to work with some devout believers.

15.5 Realism

We must work with people and groups as they are, rather than how we wish them to
be. This principle might seem obvious, but it is not always recognised in practice.
An example of this was the desire of some Jews and Muslims to engage only with
those members of the other group who were close to their own view on the Arab—Israeli
conflict. A Muslim study centre in Sydney engaged a Jewish speaker who was harshly
critical of the State of Israel and Jewish community support for it. Some members of
the Jewish community wanted to limit their engagement to Muslims who were not
‘anti-Israel’. As the slain Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin retorted to those who
criticised him for shaking the hand of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat: ‘One does
not make peace with one’s friends; you can only make peace with your enemies’.

15.6 Honesty

There is an either/or way of thinking about other groups that is unhelpful: namely,
either political correctness and denial of problems, or ‘saying it like it is’ and hyper-
focusing on problems.

30 men and women were sitting in a circle in a community centre in Western Sydney a short
time after the infamous ‘Cronulla riots” of 2005. The conflict could be summed up as hav-
ing three waves: reports of anti-social behaviour by Lebanese on the beaches; people who
looked ‘Middle Eastern’ being attacked by mostly drunken whites, some waving Australian
flags; revenge attacks by gangs of mostly Lebanese who smashed cars and went on a ram-
page. In our circle, half the group were white residents from the Cronulla area and the other
half were mostly Muslim of Lebanese heritage. A woman in her 50s asserted that the allega-
tion of violent behaviour by young Lebanese males was baseless and untrue. A tall blond
suntanned white man in his 20s interjected with his personal experience of being attacked
by 20 young Lebanese on a train on his way home.

Resistance to recognising the faults of members of minority groups might have
various motives, some well intentioned. However, pretending everything is ok will
not work in certain situations, especially instances of prejudice or animosity relating
to negative experiences, either first hand or vicarious. Participants must feel ‘safe’
to speak honestly and frankly, including talking about negative experiences. If peo-
ple feel under attack and think they will be labelled as racist, they are less likely to
listen or engage (Pedersen et al. 2005). This was powerfully brought home to us in
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a Together for Humanity seminar with student leaders at a rural retreat at Lake
Burendong, Australia.

Students were asked to build something using plastic connector pieces. A group of Indigenous
students made a colourful circle. In the middle they placed a box filled with small black rect-
angles. They said, “The colours represent the rest of Australia, filled with colour; but in the
middle are us blackfellas isolated from everyone else. But we don’t want to talk about it.”

We moved on, respecting their choice not to discuss their disclosure. However, when we
returned to the issue of relations between black and white Australians, it was as if the flood-
gates had opened. There was impassioned discussion for almost an hour. As one student put
it with deep feeling and frustration, “We care about Indigenous issues; but whenever we
open our mouth, we are told we are racist so we just shut up.”

The difficulty people have with differences can take the form of ‘positive ste-
reotypes’ where the generalisations about a particular minority group are meant to
be complimentary, e.g. ‘Blacks are good at sports’. These generalisations are
likely to be seen quite differently by those on the receiving end of the ‘compli-
ment’. People are not given the chance to be seen accurately as themselves but are
assumed to possess certain qualities based on their colour or group. This can result
in increased inter-group mistrust (Czopp 2008).

Reflection: One of the traps I fell into was that in rejecting my old prejudices and building
empathy with new communities I put the ‘other’ on a pedestal. I thought if all the false
beliefs I had about Muslims were proven wrong, then any concerns I had in working with
any Muslim must also be wrong. Of course, every group has its share of saints and sinners,
every person has their virtues and vices, and every relationship will have its joys and chal-
lenges. I had to deny any problems.

Years later I read “Three Cups of Tea”, about an American mountain climber who like
me is swept off his feet by the beauty and wholesomeness of an Islamic culture (Mortenson
and Relin 2006). When I read how he is stunned by a betrayal by a member of this com-
munity he has come to love, I found tears running down my face. Years later, I would say in
relation to our Indigenous Australians, “Why is it that people see them either as Savages or
Noble Savages? Why can’t we see every community for what it is, just people?!”

Of course we can and must recognise each community as a collection of unique
individuals, capable of both good and evil. Still, in some cases, the prevalence of anti-
social behaviour or other problems, often related to extreme social disadvantage,
looms so large that if we are brutally honest then, we would actually be quite brutal.
In these cases, it is sometimes necessary to see the other not as they appear to us based
on a collection of obvious facts but as they can be based on their human potential, and
broader positive aspects of their heritage and community. ‘Honesty and realism” must
be tempered with imagination, compassion, a broader perspective and openness.

15.7 Openness

A religious leader from the subcontinent related how his wife opened his mail when they
first married. He was shocked, and explained these were letters addressed to him! She
respected his wishes and privacy and never opened his mail again. She later told the author
how she grew up in a large family where everyone rushed to the door when the postman
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arrived and whoever got there first opened the mail for the whole family. When her husband
was asked if he reciprocated his wife’s flexibility and willingness to adapt to his norms, he
said, “Yes, I don’t open her mail either.” He was serious.

To learn to appreciate each other, especially in cases of mistrust and conflict, we
need to listen to the ‘other’s’ narratives with real curiosity, which entails willing-
ness to abandon preconceived assumptions. This is harder than it seems. Genuine
openness requires adopting a stance of ‘not knowing’, that resists the temptation to
fill in the blanks in the other’s story with our own experiences, and drills down
further to understand the other’s experience through their eyes rather than ours
(Livyatan et al. 2005).

We also need some openness to values that are different to our own, but this must
be negotiated with respect for our need to be true to our own principles and morals.
It is highly problematic for positive relationships if, to maintain them, people need
to compromise their religious or moral beliefs and important cultural practices.

In 2006, the author and a male Muslim member of Together for Humanity flew across
Australia. The Muslim suggested this would be an opportunity to talk about a sensitive issue.
During the trip, he complained about the inclusion of a female Muslim participant who did
not conform to certain religious norms, yet was representing the faith. One of the Christian
members objected strongly to this “fundamentalist male chauvinism” and threatened to quit
if she was forced out. We had to accept that the decision for how their religion would be
represented was properly that of the Muslim community, yet we were reluctant to ask her to
leave. In the end she chose to bow out to avoid associating controversy with the project.

Other conflicts of values were resolved in favour of secular principles, e.g. a Jewish
male member’s religious laws against hearing women and girls singing conflicted
with a group of high school girls invited to sing at a public event. In this case, the girls
sang, and the Jewish member slipped out for that time. A Quaker member of the group
objected to use of power structures such as senior bureaucrats in the Department of
Education who might coerce teachers to invite us. The decision was taken to prioritise
opportunities of working with more students by engaging these powerful people.

Often the clash is less about a real conflict of values and more about a need for
openness to other ways, creativity and flexibility.

15.8 Credibility and Guilt by Association

While we must be realistic about how much or how little agreement we can expect
from ‘the other side’, there can be limits with whom one can work. There are issues
of being co-opted to legitimise or whitewash evil in its various forms. There are also
practical considerations of maintaining integrity and legitimacy so that one’s efforts
to establish contact with the other are seen as legitimate and sanctioned by one’s
own group (Alport 1954). The tendency to assign generalised guilt in times of con-
flict can mean massive social pressure on those engaging with ‘the enemy’.
Running too far ahead of one’s own group in inter-group conflict situations can
create significant tensions for bridge builders which, if left unresolved, could
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delegitimatise them to members of their own side to the point where all progress
made in influencing members could be reversed or at least discontinued. Yet there
is external pressure to stand up for justice as understood by bridge builders from the
‘opposing side’. We must ensure that we operate in a way that leaders of the ‘other
group’ can feel able to participate without compromising themselves or being seen
to be selling out their community.

One of the issues I am finding hard to accept is that I have never ever heard, even from the
most liberal of Jews, anyone ever come out and unequivocally state that Israel stands con-
demned for her actions without qualification.

Why is this so? This seems to be a line that the vast overwhelming majority of Jews will
not cross. Is there a religious teaching that prohibits any criticism of what Israel does as a
nation? If this is so, this is something that I as a Muslim would find very difficult to come
to terms with. (Arabic Australian Muslim bridge builder)

The ‘Gaza war’ or Operation Cast Lead (late 2008—early 2009), following rock-
ets fired at Southern Israel, really shook the foundations under the fragile bridges
being built between Australian Jews and Muslims, and presented a serious chal-
lenge to bridge builders themselves. There was a view among some Muslims that
the test of sincerity for Jews involved in this work would be their willingness to
condemn Israel. These people criticised Muslim bridge builders for engaging with
Jewish people who seemed not to care about justice.

We worked through it by expressing genuine concern about deaths of civilians,
affirming universal principles and insisting there is a difference between being
active in killing and being silent about a particular campaign of violence carried out
by people with whom one has strong ties of nationality or faith.

Reflection: It would be far easier for people in either Jewish or Arabic Muslim communi-
ties to insist on only working with people who agree with their perspective of the conflict.
In fact since September 11, if not earlier, Muslims faced the ‘condemnation test’, which
measured the worthiness of a Muslim by their willingness to condemn violence committed
by other Muslims. With the ‘shoe on the other foot’, I began to question the value of using
condemnation as such an important criterion for engagement. In a sense, condemnation on
the basis of a lack of condemnation would be an endorsement of the idea of collective cul-
pability practised by Bin-Laden and others that is so offensive in the first place.

15.9 Respect

In 1999, the Nuer and Dinka tribes of Southern Sudan had been waging war, killing each
other and destroying each others’ cattle. An American Christian, Bill Lowery, and others
from the New Sudan Council of Churches brought chiefs from the two sides together, at
great risk to the chiefs themselves. One of the rituals involved participants spitting into a
gourd filled with water. When it came to Bill, he spat into it too. When everyone had spat,
they splashed the water on each other. The spittle on the tongue is meant to be the coldest
part of a person, and splashing it symbolised cooling off the hot bodies, charged with the
‘heat of conflict’. Bill asked the chiefs to tell stories they heard from their fathers’ mothers
about how conflicts were resolved in the past. They sat opposite each other, divided by a
rope representing the Nile, and discovered the wisdom of their respective ancestors was
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very similar. They told stories about what was done to them, and finally were asked what
they ‘remembered’ for the future of their daughters’ sons.

After three days of story telling, they reached the point of decision. Bill warned his
team that this was not a time to give advice. In the end the decision was a ‘no-brainer’. The
logical conclusion was ending the fighting. One of the oldest chiefs told Bill, “I have been
to many meetings with the United Nations. Never before has anyone asked me what I think.”
(Lowery 2010)

It makes sense to value the traditional wisdom of diverse communities that are adap-
tive and have withstood the tests of time, including the varying positive roles reli-
gion plays in the lives of some groups. It is useful to challenge ourselves about
whether we are asking the right questions, e.g. instead of asking how pessimistic
Asian Americans are, which assumes pessimism is the same for them as it is for the
researcher’s group, we might want to ask whether pessimism is harmful or useful
for this group. We could then discover that while Asian Americans were generally
more pessimistic than other groups, their pessimism correlated with better function-
ing, perhaps better preparing them for difficulties, and helping them cope (Lopez
et al. 2005). Putting into practice the respect for diverse ways of knowing and being
requires flexibility and preparedness to change the question or approach, if it is to
be more than tokenism.

15.10 Strategies for Change

Three significant factors that improve inter-group relations are empathy, inter-group
contact and cognitive approaches that appeal to reasonableness (Trang and
Wittenberg 2004), dispel false beliefs (Batterham 2001) or provide information
(Pedersen et al. 2005).

15.10.1 Empathy

A strong inverse relationship exists between levels of prejudice and empathy that
influences people to behave in a more positive way toward others (Batterham 2001).
In our experience, working together as people of different faiths and vastly different
backgrounds, we saw this dynamic at work both in our changing feelings about each
other and in responses from students. An effective method for invoking empathy is
hearing the stories of others. This was found to be effective in addressing percep-
tions of Indigenous people in Bunbury, Western Australia, as being lazy and not
wanting to work. A television campaign, featuring 12 interviews with employed
Indigenous people, saw a 15.8% improvement in the way Indigenous people were
perceived after these stories were told (Donovan and Leivers 1993).

Invoking empathy can take a variety of forms with a range of results. Some
attempts at manipulating empathy have shown no result in reducing prejudice
(Batterham 2001). Particular caution must be taken with building empathy with
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the suffering of ‘out-groups’. Asking people to imagine how they would feel
personally in that situation could evoke distress as well as empathy (Batson et al.
1997). In research undertaken in Germany, descriptions of ongoing suffering of
Holocaust survivors and secondary trauma in their descendants resulted in
increased anti-Semitism on the part of German participants. They were assumed
to be giving their real views because they were led to believe a lie detector would
show any dishonesty. Their motivation might have been to protect a positive image
of their ‘in-group’. An explanation for these findings is that when confronted with
the guilt of their own group, people might turn on the ‘out-group’ even if in other
situations it would elicit sympathy (Imhoff and Banse 2009).

While positive themes evoke empathy and reduce prejudice, and negativity might
increase it, we must also consider the desire of people who have suffered to have
their experience acknowledged and validated. The 2008 apology that Australian
Prime Minister Rudd offered to Indigenous people and the Stolen Generations was
profoundly meaningful to many Indigenous Australians. It acknowledged the trauma
and injustice of taking children away from their families. Yet if the aim is to invoke
empathy in the listener rather than catharsis for the speaker, there is a trade-off that
needs to be considered. In our experience, this has not meant avoiding any discus-
sion of discrimination, but rather to talk about it in the context of a challenge on
which we can work on together. Of course, the development of empathy is more
likely to occur as the result of an experience with the ‘other’ than simply receiving
information.

15.10.2 Inter-group Contact

When I walked out the gates of [my school], I felt a sense of unity. I felt closer and more in
touch with other students the same age as myself. I was able to step outside of my bubble
and be exposed to one of the many other cultures that contribute to our society. I felt so
privileged to be able to take part in such an eye-opening event. It just goes to show how one
day can change a person’s life forever. It can give one more respect for others. That one day
was the first layer of bricks used to build a world of peace and understanding.

Things worked out better than we had expected. Everyone mixed in with each other,
making the day informative while enjoyable at the same time. It was such an honour to be
able to take part in such an event. If everyone in our world participated in this programme,
imagine the effects on society? (Sydney High School students, quoted in Nayler 2009)

This reflection was written by students who had participated in a two-day Together
for Humanity program in 2008, involving seven public and private schools. It brought
together students from Christian, Jewish, Muslim and other backgrounds. The stu-
dent feedback indicates the program’s major impact on them. This is consistent with
research in various contexts which found inter-group contact to have significant ben-
efits in reducing prejudice (Pedersen et al. 2005).

Shifts in attitudes in some cases were also generalised from specific inter-group
contact to other contexts. This was seen in the results of contact between Chinese
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and Australian students over 6 months in a university residence, indicating increased
acceptance and knowledge of each other (Nesdale and Todd 1998). For this to hap-
pen, it is useful that, in addition to changing the way we see the other, we revise our
own ‘group identity’, so that the way we think about the idea or word ‘us’ is
expanded to include a wider range.

It is important to note that while inter-group contact can result in positive attitude
shifts, this is not always the case: It can at times exacerbate tensions. For positive
outcome, certain facilitating conditions identified by Alport (1954) must be met.
These include equality between participants, avoiding competition, common goals
and sanction for the contact from relevant authority figures.

It is important to ensure that inter-group activity is structured in such a way that
participants become interdependent in carrying out the tasks set for them. Walker
and Crogan (1998) found that if a group was asked to learn material by cooperation
with each other, but there was nothing in the structure of the activity that made
cooperation necessary, there was exacerbation of pre-existing tension. If the activity
was, however, structured using a procedure such as the ‘jigsaw’ approach in which
the material is divided between small groups of students who will then be required
to teach what they learned to other small groups, this resulted in improved feelings
toward ‘out-group’ peers.

An example of both the failure to implement this principle and learning from it
is the case of Muslim and Jewish schools in Australia which began a four part inter-
group contact-based activity which could not be completed. Teachers in both schools
blamed the other school for the breakdown. Teachers of the better resourced, middle
class school A saw the problem as being due to lack of commitment on the part of
teachers in school B, which served a poorer community. School B teachers had
another interpretation:

When the students met and the teachers went into the staff room for some tea, the teachers

of their school all congregated together and the teachers from our school were on the other
side. No effort was made to bring us together.

As is often the case, the teachers were expected to develop rapport without a
directed effort to do so. In 2010, school A again embarked on an inter-school proj-
ect, but this time, teachers’ interaction at their first meeting was structured by being
given a task to do with one of their peers from the other school. At the time of writ-
ing, the activity is on track.

15.10.3 Cognitive Approaches

While experiential approaches are known to be very potent and there is a need to
provide information that refutes false beliefs, there is also a role for cognitive
approaches as the idea of ‘reasonableness’ is a significant factor in why people reject
prejudice (Trang and Wittenberg 2004). The educational programs of Together for
Humanity in Australia are one example that combines elements of both cognitive and
experiential approaches. Nayler (2009) carried out an independent evaluation of this
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work. She noted the need for longitudinal research but still found evidence of
educational effectiveness: “These comments by students suggest that the (Together
for Humanity) Workshop Program was very powerful in achieving its objectives to
develop student appreciation for and empathy with people from diverse groups/
beliefs’.

15.11 Conclusion

The social, historical, philosophical and psychological forces that challenge posi-
tive inter-group relations are formidable. To maintain positive relations or at least
minimise division requires some seemingly contradictory responses. The recogni-
tion that one’s own way is not ‘normal’ but is just one way amongst many needs to
be combined with tolerance of people who believe that their ways are the one Truth.
Humility to counter our assumptions about others must not lessen our courage to
challenge our own groups’ self-serving narratives or offences. At the same time, this
invaluable challenging of our own must not be a pre-condition for outsiders being
offered a seat at our dialogue table. Honesty about the problems and fears between
groups is to be restrained by compassion and tact. Realism combined with hope.

Not all of it is complicated though. A lot of it comes down to empathy, fostered
by interaction, listening and respect.

Auntie B, an Indigenous woman, attended a Together for Humanity orientation session in
Darwin. We sat in a circle, including the author, a Christian facilitator, an African Imam, Auntie
K and others. The facilitator began with an exercise where each of us told our names and some-
thing we liked about our names relating to our heritage. Auntie told us later that week that she
dreamed about the session that night. She described it in a way I could only understand as a
profound religious experience. She said, “It was healing.” Often, she said, she was invited to
meetings and always walked away feeling like no-one was interested in her views.

Interaction, in a spirit of empathy, respect and equality, is a powerful factor in
fostering positive relations between members of groups with divergent beliefs and
cultures.
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Chapter 16
Conflict and Confrontation

Lois Edmund

16.1 Introduction

Conflict Resolution Studies, also called Peace Studies or Conflict Transformation
Studies, is a nascent interdisciplinary field, differentiating since the early 1990s
from a felicitous coalition of law, history, psychology, sociology and the human sci-
ences. This field of scholarship claims goals of understanding the deep roots of
human conflict and illuminating the dynamics of healthy and destructive conflictual
relationships. It aims to extend both personal and professional methods for resolv-
ing conflict that lead to individual needs fulfilment and sustainable relationships.
Although there is no definitive ‘positive psychology of conflict’, the developing
branches of positive psychology can point toward insights that support our work in
this field. In this chapter, we explore the intersection between positive psychology
and conflict resolution studies.
A useful positive psychology of conflict would incorporate the following:

e Acknowledgment that no amount of positive thinking will completely eliminate
conflict; rather, we need to accept and respect the endemic nature of conflict and
expect that insight can assist in shaping conflict into a potentially positive force
in relationships.

e Affirmation that people do use the techniques arising out of positive psycho-
logy, as well as broader spiritual-religious practices, to enhance their skills and
modify their relationships to decrease the frequency, intensity and destructive-
ness of conflict.

* Recognition that conflict and healthy relationships can and do co-exist; conflict is
normal and does not necessarily lead to dysfunctional patterns or personal harm.

* A search for positive feelings and behaviours which can mitigate the unpleasant
and undesirable aspects of conflict.
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* The cultivation of positive character traits that reinforce healthy, effective
human relationships in which we tolerate or even grow and thrive under condi-
tions of conflict.

e A distinction between healthy conflict where differences are expressed and com-
mon understanding discovered, and destructive conflict which is overly critical
or hurtful, undermining power or self-esteem.

* An explanation of how healthy conflict can make a positive contribution to
healthy human relationships through providing means for negotiating and bal-
ancing power and influence.

e The integration of multidisciplinary theory and research evidence which will
develop effective personal and professional practices.

16.2 Exploring Conflict

A commonly used, somewhat consensual definition of conflict is proposed by
William Wilmot and Joyce Hocker: ‘Conflict is an expressed struggle between at
least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce resources,
and/or interference from others in achieving personal goals’. (Wilmot and Hocker
2011:11). This definition is pragmatic because it normalizes conflict as ‘struggle’
which does not inevitably deteriorate into ‘fight’, emphasizes the interdependent
relationships at the heart of conflict (Lewin 1948) and also summarizes three con-
spicuous causes of conflict. Relational abuse, power abuse and violence are not
themselves conflict — these are ineffective ways of reacting to conflict, which per-
petuate the very problems they are intended to address.

Although conflict is inherently risky, it can have strong and constructive pur-
poses. In the best of circumstances conflict, even though intense or unpleasant, helps
parties to mature, to create new perspectives. Conflict extends and expands skill
capacities and, thus, transforms behaviours and relationships. The relationship that
has no conflict at all is either idealistic or carelessly indifferent. The daunting tasks
for all disputants are to sustain positive tactics and goals, avoiding destructive
behaviour even while perturbed.

We can think about the complex roots of conflict as a simplified ‘Triple P’:
People, Problems and Process.

16.3 People Issues

‘People issues’ arise from the parties themselves. People matter to each other so the
relationship is worth fighting over. Issues arise out of differing needs, goals, inten-
tions or expectations, apparent incompatibility or interference, erupting into strug-
gles that matter. Most people find conflict deeply stressful and react with typical
stress responses: fight, flight, tending others or befriending allies (Taylor 2006).
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‘People issues’ are multifarious, rooted in intrapersonal dynamics and catalysed by
interpersonal interactions. If issues are processed in the context of well meaning
intention, friendly communication and reliable trust, conflict is likely to be con-
structive and the difficult dimensions can be tolerated.

16.3.1 Intent Is Not Effect

One core factor in ‘people issues’ focuses on the intentions that motivate actions.
There is often a stark contrast between the intention behind an action and its results.
Even in conflict, intentions can be pro-relationship: the wish to communicate about
an issue or solve a problem, the hope to clarify or strengthen a bond, the desire to
heal a past hurt, for instance. Intentions usually express the core values that a person
has for the relationship, and these organize and motivate behavioural choices.

Positive intentions can go awry, however, and may be badly expressed, misinter-
preted or poorly received. Sometimes the consequences of actions are not at all what
was desired. Rather, the harmful effects of conflict are unintended: ‘That’s not what
I meant!’; ‘I was not aware that I was doing that’. Often the actor and the recipient
of the actions have very different interpretations. This is complicated in that both
intent and effect are intrapersonal and not usually shared or spoken, whereas actions
are overt. The actor is more aware of the intent and goal than of the consequences;
the recipient is aware of the sometimes hurtful results of the actions and may be
completely unaware of actual positive intentions. In interpreting events and respon-
sibility for them, we are often caught by the fundamental attributional bias (Ross
1977): actors tend to interpret their own actions to be positive and supportive of
relationship; recipients, especially when hurt, are likely to interpret the actor’s
behaviour as intentionally malicious.

In conflict resolution, useful distinctions are between friendly and hostile intent,
and between intended and unintended consequences. If actions are amicably and
positively motivated, even negative or hurtful effects can be overlooked or forgiven;
if actions have a hostile tone, they will escalate conflict, or the relationship may dete-
riorate. Conflict resolution begins with a willingness to understand actual intentions
and often requires acknowledging unintended, but nonetheless hurtful, consequences
of actions, even if they were positively motivated.

16.3.2 Positive Communication

Another core issue in both the development and resolution of conflict is communi-
cation. Conflicts frequently develop because people miscommunicate, misunder-
stand each other, communicate ineffectively or with hostility. Conflicts cannot be
sustainably resolved without open communication and accurate listening to
authentic concerns. On the other hand, in the context of effective speaking and
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listening, even hostile communication can be tolerated and need not erupt into
serious conflict.

Sherod Miller and his colleagues’ (1992) analysis of communication styles cata-
logues this core ‘people’ issue. Miller notes that communication is layered with shal-
low Shop Talk and Small Talk on the surface. Conflict is rarely part of this layer
because the topic and interchange are dispassionate and usually factual, but imper-
sonal. This surface level is enriched by nonverbal communication and also touches
on playful communication, which is helpful in conflict resolution (Gottman 1999;
Segal 2008). At the deepest level of intimacy is Straight Talk, a style of communication
which is authentic, mutual and, when it occurs, implicitly communicates trust, care
and respect. Conflict is rarely a part of this type of deeply personal interaction because
of its elemental honesty and interpersonal welcome. The positive psychology virtues
of courage, humanity and temperance are foundational to Straight Talk.

In conflict terms, the middle level of communication is most sensitive to misun-
derstanding. At this level, Control Talk and Search Talk occur. Control Talk is
action oriented and its purpose is to lead or direct the recipient. If used with mutual
consent, Control Talk can be benign and helpful. If used supportively, with kind-
ness and respect, it does not cause problems or conflict. For example, employers,
teachers and parents appropriately use Control Talk to teach skills; consenting
employees, students and offspring benefit from the control. However, Control Talk
can be potentially provocative if it is used with criticism or without consent. Then
it is highly likely to cause conflict, which then spills over into Fight Talk or even
Spite Talk. Fight Talk contains harsh, negative or judgmental words. Its purpose is
to dominate or control others through anger or animosity, and it, therefore, often
provokes conflict. Although unpleasant or intimidating, Fight Talk does accom-
plish communication. It can possibly lead to conflict resolution if parties are will-
ing to hear each other’s concerns and move toward solving problems identified. If
the communicative element of Fight Talk is frustrated by an unwillingness to listen
or solve problems, it is likely to escalate to Spite Talk, which is all-out interper-
sonal war. The only goal of Spite Talk is harm and humiliation, to hurt or defeat the
opponent. Problems are not solved because parties have lost the point of the con-
flict and their interactions have deteriorated into wholly negative tactics, interac-
tions and outcomes.

A complementary middle level communication style is Search Talk, characterized
by careful exploration of personal perceptions, problems, feelings and memories.
This supports knowing and understanding both self and other. It is crucial to healthy
relationship and also to effective conflict processing. Its purposes are to clarify what
is uncertain or ambiguous, to improve understanding and to reduce the anxieties of
all parties. Using searching questions, the parties can identify and clarify issues so
that resolution can move forward. When Control Talk deteriorates into Fight Talk,
when Fight Talk or Spite Talk has taken over, this searching inquiry can effectively
transform the negative dynamic into something that could be creative and construc-
tive. Search Talk supports trust, which improves disclosure, defusing the controlling
dynamic and opening the possibility of effective communication. Parties can then
move toward deeper mutual understanding by using Straight Talk.
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16.3.3 Trust and Trust-Building

A third core issue in interpersonal conflict and its resolution is trust. Trust is founded
in confidence in a partner’s good will or ‘friendliness’, shown in mutually positive
actions, reliability when it counts, and predictable care and responsiveness. Although
to some extent inscrutable, trust building can be a deliberated strategy. When relat-
ing with others, trustworthy people accept open disclosure without judgment, listen
with warmth and reliable and accurate empathy, communicate support and uncondi-
tional acceptance that transcends disagreement or disapproval (Zimbardo et al.
2009). Trust is nourished by transparent disclosure and reciprocated openness,
upholding consistent but not rigid standards, values and behaviour, and not making
bad faith promises (Lewicki and Tomlinson 2003).

Interpersonal trust is fragile. When trust is slow to develop, or is betrayed, or when
expectations are disappointed, conflict is one logical result. The intensity of erupting
conflict is directly proportional to the initial trust and closeness (Tavris and Aronson
2007). Conflict may then fuel defensiveness, further reducing the likelihood of effec-
tive resolution (Gibb 1961). Distrust presumes hostility or malicious intent and may
then be used to justify destructive behaviour (Eidelson and Eidelson 2003).

Repairing broken trust requires bilateral commitment and effort. Considerations of
whether to work toward reconciliation depend on such factors as the nature of the
original relationship (for example, a working versus a personal relationship), the char-
acter resources of the parties (wisdom, strength, courage) or the severity of the conflict
events and history. The first step toward repair is the de-escalation of conflict. The
complex and perilous process of trust repair then requires the restoration of trustwor-
thiness on the part of a wrongdoer, and a victim’s willingness to reframe and reinter-
pret offensive events or the character of the offender. A constructive base for effective
conflict processing then produces a positive, relationship enhancing attitude, effective
and friendly communication and a base of trust.

16.3.4 The Dimensions of Conflict and a Rationale
Jfor Resolution

Paul Wehr (1979) notes the necessity for effectively resolving issues while, at the
same time, preserving a workable, healthy relationship. He points our discussion
toward practical questions that privately determine whether people choose to engage
with each other to process conflict, to overlook issues or even to end a relationship
because of a conflict:

 Is the relationship important to at least one party?
 Is the issue important enough to argue over?
 Is there time pressure or stress?

If these questions are answered ‘no’, it is likely that the parties will at least post-
pone or possibly decline the difficult process of working through the conflict — they
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will give up. If any of the answers are ‘yes’ — the relationship matters, the issue is
important, and/or there is a sense of urgency to resolve the conflict — the parties are
more willing to engage in the struggle openly and with positive goals.

16.4 Problem Issues

‘Problem issues’ have to do with the focal point of a conflict. A conflict revolves
around surface problems that can be easily identified as the topic of the argument,
often expressed in differing opinions, viewpoints and needs. However, most con-
flicts are also attempts to renegotiate or resolve deeper problems of relationship
history and pattern, or underlying attitudes. An argument might be about money, for
example, but simultaneously address unresolved inequities in previous money deci-
sions and also express the parties’ foundational values about money.

Problem issues are enlightened by Johan Galtung’s (1990) important analysis of
three simultaneous and embedded conflict roots (and solutions): behaviour, struc-
tures and culture. Conflict behaviours describe the obvious, identifiably problematic
issues that are conscious during a struggle: ‘He said... she said...’; ‘She did... he
did...”. When in conflict, we tend to mirror the behaviours of the opponent. Other
influences that shape conflict behaviour include high or hot emotions (especially
fear and anger), frustration in goal achievement, a need for power or status, or
revenge for previously unfinished conflict episodes.

Galtung’s two additional layers of conflict are substratal. Structural conflict
results from the ways relationships are organized, particularly when order and
existing power are preserved to the detriment of those ‘at the bottom’. For example,
structural conflict may result from parents’ over-control of money in a family,
excluding teenage children from decision-making and leading to parent—teen
arguments. Structural conflict is perpetuated by power and polarization — the par-
ents ‘against’ the kids. Conflict then disintegrates to a simple goal of victory/power
over the opponent. Sometimes, structural conflict results in certain people experi-
encing freedom and power, while others experience repression and powerlessness,
and this inevitably results in ongoing conflict, even if it is latent and suppressed.

Conflict culture expresses attitudes, beliefs and consequent behaviour patterns
that pervade a group, becoming the norm and perceived as normal. These are the
values that characterize some people or groups as more or less amiable, and the
attitudes actuate both conflict behaviours and structures. For example, members of
some groups will react with anxiety when experiencing conflict and address conflict
only indirectly or not at all; members of other groups value straightforward interac-
tion and will address conflict with a hopeful, positive attitude. This was also referred
to by Kurt Lewin (1948) as the discernible ‘conflict climate’ of a group, and it
strongly influences the behaviour of individuals within a group.

Another important influence on group climate is the broader culture in which a
group functions. Deborah Tannen’s (1999) contribution was to identify Western
culture as an ‘argument culture’. By overemphasizing mutually exclusive concepts
and positions, people tend to artificially structure conversations as contests. This
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tendency creates false dichotomies and polarities that can hinder thorough explora-
tion of an issue and heighten the probability of overt conflict.

16.5 Process Issues

Process issues are determined by the ways in which the parties engage with each
other when in conflict. People often believe that conflict events unfold inexorably.
This is one of the ‘common sense’ fallacies of conflict process. There are many pos-
sible choices along the way, and successive choices during conflict can influence
both process and outcome.

16.5.1 Conflict Style

It is useful to identify patterns of conflict response or style and to deliberately culti-
vate healthy and positive process. Individuals tend to respond with one primary
style in approximately 50% of conflicts, selecting and utilizing alternative styles
according to such factors as situation, the prior relationship, or the needs contribut-
ing to the conflict (Adler et al. 2006). Healthy, mature individuals are able to flexibly
use all styles to improve the resolution of the issues. Prevailing Western and Eastern
cultures are shaped by core values which differently emphasize the styles described
below. Western individuals are more likely to rely on conflict behaviours which
assert individual rights, whereas Eastern individuals are more likely to value accom-
modating behaviour which emphasizes group needs and harmony.

Scholarly consensus has coalesced around the articulation of five styles of behav-
iour that persistently affect the struggle. Although all styles are motivated to ‘keep
the peace’ and are appropriate under specific circumstances, some are more likely to
result in constructive conflict resolution. Kilmann and Thomas (1975) were the first
researchers to crystallize these styles, but their work has been expanded and refined
by others (e.g. Robert 1982; Gilmore and Fraleigh 1985; Rahim and Magner 1995).

Avoidance is arguably the most reactive response to conflict. Most people have
experienced conflict that ended badly with unfinished problems, wounded people
and damaged relationships. Therefore, many people do whatever they can to simply
avoid an argument through silence or flight, often at the expense of their own
wellbeing. Avoidance frustrates any possibility of a solution.

People who use accommodation relate by adapting their agenda to that of oth-
ers. When in conflict, accommodators tend to use appeasement, processing conflict
by creating harmony through self-suppression or even self-sacrifice. Such behav-
iours are in themselves positive and supportive of relationships and often depict
maturity (Cassady and Eissa 2008). When contentious issues are hidden and never
addressed, however, accommodation can block productive issue resolution.

A third style of responding to conflict is to coerce resolution; to force the other
party or the conflict process or to use power to silence the opponent. People who use
this style attend to the topic of contention at the expense of the relationship. Dominating
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behaviour is vigorous and assertive, but may be perceived by others to be aggressively
forceful. It may provoke resistance at least and will often inflame conflict.

One party who dominates is usually a good partner to another party who
accommodates. This pair engages in a symbiotic ‘dance’ that may meet their
short-term needs for ‘peace’, but it is likely to be pseudo-peace. The dance is inef-
fective because it cannot resolve the issues, and the relationship that is preserved
is amiably unhealthy.

Avoidance, accommodation and coercion patterns do quiet or suppress conflict
but rarely in effective or constructive ways. Two other styles, compromise and col-
laboration, are much more likely to lead disputing parties toward resolution that is
long lasting and productive.

Compromise is based on dialogic communication, with reciprocal listening, and
assertive negotiation of needs and desires. It is, therefore, effective to simultane-
ously resolve an issue and maintain the relationship. Compromise is best conducted
between parties of similar power, else it devolves easily into domination. The peril
of compromise is that the needs or goals of each party are only partially satisfied,
and each party is required to relinquish something in order to gain something, so the
resolution reached may be experienced as only incompletely favourable.

In all cultures, the most effective and satisfactory conflict style uses collaborative
problem-solving. Although this can be relatively time-consuming, it attends both to
the health of the continuing relationship and also to the importance of the contentious
issue. The parties who process conflict in this way mutually disclose their needs,
opinions and desires and are committed to the wellbeing of the opponent. They com-
municate until they can identify the issue clearly and come to a common understand-
ing of the problem when they then can consider several solutions. This provides for
further processing as the solution unfolds (Walton 1987). Collaborative problem-
solving is respectful of conflict parties and of their needs. It takes seriously the issue
that kindled the conflict and works sincerely toward sustainable resolution.

16.5.2 Destructive and Constructive Conflict Process

Process issues are the primary factors that distinguish destructive, futile conflict
from effective, creative forms. These issues are therefore often central to positive or
contentious relationships. Negative, destructive conflict dynamics tend to overlook
common needs or the common good, and instead centre on self-interested process
and goals. Parties are querulous, tending to compound and polarize issues and peo-
ple. Tactics of coercion or passive-aggression ensure costly victory. The destructive
goal is to defeat the opponent rather than to settle the difficult issue. When this type
of dynamic is used, it is likely to ignite reciprocal behaviours in the opponent, and
this will often result in an Escalatory Cycle of conflict during which communication
and collaboration decrease and strife increases. In some relationships, a heated
escalation is too risky, so a commonly occurring alternative is the Chilling Cycle.
When confronted, parties protect themselves by withdrawing engagement and com-
munication. Either increased animosity or diminished engagement can be lethal to
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a relationship, however, because without reasonable avenues for process, the
possibilities for resolution plummet. Both the escalatory and the chilling cycles are
correlated with conflict futility, because at the end point neither party’s needs are
satisfied, the issue remains unsettled, and the future of the relationship is jeopar-
dized (Adler et al. 2006).

Harm and damaged relationship are by no means the inevitable outcome of
conflict. Constructive conflict dynamics can creatively and positively strengthen a
relationship through improved understanding, broadened communication skills and
greater confidence. The relationship matters and effort is invested to ensure its con-
tinuation. Conflict parties refuse to withdraw or break but do remain engaged with
each other until the conflict is satisfactorily addressed. Parties are mindful and pro-
tective of the future of the relationship beyond the current struggle. At the same
time, the contentious issue is important, and parties are committed to actively seek
productive resolution; they are unwilling to simply give in. Conflict processing is
therefore focused. Tactics and manners are cooperative; parties remain supportive
of each other while asserting their own needs. The overall outcome of these dynam-
ics is the increased possibility of finding positive, long-term resolution of the issues
that satisfies everyone’s needs. This outcome is sometimes called a Virtuous Cycle,
wherein a positive action generates positive emotions and self-esteem that, in turn,
lead to further positive actions. This cycle is correlated with effective conflict reso-
lution for three reasons: problem issues are dealt with and resolved, the relationship
is preserved, and the parties have learned and improved their skills for addressing
potential conflict in the future.

Constructive conflict ‘does not come easily or without struggle’ (Wylie 2003).
Destructive conflict is, in fact, simpler and more easily finished — but at the tragic
cost of relationship and, perhaps, of self-respect. ‘Pleasure and satisfaction do not
come without expenditures of willpower, courage, applied intelligence, and a posi-
tive attitude which signals good character’ (Wylie 2003:50).

16.5.3 The ‘Good’ and the ‘Bad’ Together

We should not assume, though, that escalation of conflict is always a negative or
dangerous phenomenon. Richard Walton’s research (1969, 1987) describes healthy
interpersonal peacemaking as a sequential process with two broad phases of mount-
ing and diminishing tension. Differentiation is the phase when parties lay their dif-
ferences ‘on the table’. This may be experienced as similar to the escalation of
conflict but occurs more naturally than does heated escalation and is probably nec-
essary for enduring resolution. During differentiation, issues and emotions prolifer-
ate and intensify. The effect of differentiation, even though it may become tense or
intense, is a first step toward problem-solving. By opening issues and spending time
and energy clarifying them, the parties come to a clearer understanding of the prob-
lems and, in the process, take each other more seriously. If the relationship is strong,
the parties can tolerate the escalatory behaviours. One risk of differentiation is the
endless drift of issues and emotions, so original problems become obscured.
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At some point, one person in the conversation will recognize the critical state of
tension or the loss of problem-solving momentum and initiate a turning point in the
argument by inserting statements that cool emotions and shepherd parties toward
negotiation.

The second conflict phase, inaugurated by the turning point, is integration. This
occurs as issues and emotions become focused so that they can be sorted into central
issues and lower priority ones. During integration, parties are able to decipher what
is ‘worth fighting for’. They find or generate common ground, explore possible
options for everyone’s satisfaction and move toward resolution.

Together, differentiation and integration prepare the parties for mutual, collab-
orative problem-solving. Conflict is dynamic and can transform in the blink of an
eye. Constructive conflict therefore contributes to positive character, motivates
participants to engage and to move hopefully toward solution and should inspire
positive, relationship building behaviour.

16.6 Positive Conflict Behaviour

Specific patterns of conflict behaviour can be identified as healthy, constructive and
likely to lead participants to a desirable resolution. All relationships must deal with
negative events, differences and tensions, and these differences or conflicts per se
are not indicators of health or relational impairment. In the relationships Gottman
studied (1999), 69% of conflicts are not, in fact, resolved. It is the manner of engag-
ing in conflict and what follows conflict that distinguishes partners who are able to
use conflict episodes to reinforce the positive.

First, proscribed negative tactics, the so-called ‘four horses of the apocalypse’
inevitably lead to damaged relationships. Partners in healthy relationships tend to
avoid these tactics even during conflict, whereas warring people use them frequently.
The horses are: (a) criticism, which judges another party’s behaviour or even character
with disrespectful animosity; (b) defensiveness, which justifies our own interpreta-
tions while preventing us from hearing the truth in another person’s argument; (c)
stonewalling, which blocks communication and frustrates the resolution of prob-
lems; and (d) contempt, the most destructive tactic that blames and shames the other
party while signalling resignation of hope for positive change.

Gottman also describes contrasting positive tactics, which move parties toward
creative solutions. Healthy, stable partners tend to couch critique within the positive —
they use a ratio of as many as 20 positive affirmations to one negative, or as few as
five positive to one negative. Unstable, jeopardized relationship partners (Gottman
calls them ‘Masters of Disaster’) favour negative feedback by a ratio of one positive
to five negative.

What follows the end of a conflict episode is crucial. Partners who are able to use
conflict constructively are those who offer and accept relational repairs after the conflict
is over. These overtures reach out to the other party with care that overrides discord,
using tactics such as apology, humour, empathy and overt expressions of affection.



16 Conflict and Confrontation 271

Other research adds to this finding, using the concept of emotional contagion.
Emotional contagion seems to parallel disease contagion: feelings spread from one
individual to another, so that the recipients begin to feel emotions that are not truly
their own. Gustave LeBon (1896) suggested that the emotions which are particu-
larly susceptible to contagion are those based in survival: fear and self-protective
anger. These emotions are pointedly generative of conflict. There is a positive
dimension of contagion, however, which can create a ‘Cooperative Cycle’, a posi-
tive counterpart to the escalatory and chilling cycles discussed above. Rooted in
interpersonal empathy or even sympathy, positive behaviours such as cooperation
and kindness also spread. ‘Cooperative behaviour is contagious and spreads from
person to person to person’ (Fowler and Christakis 2010). When a person receives
a significant kindness such as a relational repair, they are more likely to be generous
and offer others kindness. The next person then does the same thing, and the posi-
tive momentum of kindness spreads. So, because of emotional contagion, when the
parties to a conflict use negative tactics such as the ‘four horses’, this can
unnecessarily escalate a conflict. When the parties are able to offer amicable
interactions, relational repairs or kindness, this is likely to be reciprocated with
positive, constructive responses that can contribute to positive feelings toward the
opponent, even during conflict.

16.7 Complimentary Continua of Conflict and Peace

When does struggle become conflict? At what point does conflict become fight or
lead to interpersonal war? Alternatively, how can conflict or contention be trans-
formed into something positive and creative? As we explore the dynamic elements
of conflict, we are reminded that conflict actually occurs on a continuum of inten-
sity and valence. Some conflict such as that motivated by rage or hatred is extreme,
out of control and very dangerous to all participants. Some conflict is based on
differences in participants’ points of view or personal factors such as gender or
culture and, if occurring in a context of respect and appreciation, can actually
enrich the parties. This type of conflict can be intriguing and positive. In fact,
relationships that exhibit a neutralized absence of conflict are likely to be apathetic
and unmotivating.

The goal of all conflict is authentic, appreciative peace. Johan Galtung’s
(1990) discussion of ‘negative peace’ and ‘positive peace’ provides important
insight. Negative peace is the simple absence of overt conflict. Although not
undesirable, negative peace does not imply actual relationship: conflict can be
suppressed by the use of power or privilege; it can be silenced by force; conflict-
ing parties can be prohibited from contacting each other. Although these strate-
gies may well diminish the stark destruction of hostility, they do little to address
the reasons the conflict arose in the first place. For this reason, negative peace is
‘pseudo-peace’. Galtung notes that positive peace is the actual goal of all con-
flict, and especially that of conflict in a healthy relationship. Disputants do not
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overlook the causes of conflict, but come to an agreement on how to develop an
equitable relationship that satisfies all parties’ needs, thus obviating conflict.
Positive peace rests on good will, harmony, justice and order, qualities supported
by positive psychology.

16.8 Positive Conflict Transformation and Peace-Building

Relational and collective conflict transformation and positive peace-building are
undertakings with concurrent and integrative pathways. Peace-building is a long-
term, creative, growth task. Conflict resolution is always emotional, personal and
costly unless it is accomplished superficially, in which case it is not resolution at all.
Peace-building focuses on strengths and positive commitments to overcome, tran-
scend or transform negative events and feelings. Positive peace-building involves
any activity which fosters understanding among disputants and can even reconstruct
relationships broken by past conflict.

Joseph Bock (2001) outlines four types of peace-building which are used at
sequential stages in a conflict. Promotive peace-building is quiet, unobtrusive rela-
tionship promotion. This may occur, for example, between parties who might com-
monly be perceived to be enemies such as divorcing couples or gang and community
members. Relationship and joint activities are used to indirectly bridge differences
and distance. Preventive peace-building is somewhat more deliberated and occurs
specifically in situations where enmity has begun but constructive dialogue is still
feasible. The focus is issue dialogue and relationship exploration in the hope of find-
ing common ground for understanding and action, thus preventing the release of
negative feelings. Pre-emptive peace-building occurs when a conflict is ripe but has
not yet erupted to become overt. Peace and restraint are called for, along with cau-
tions that the issues require attention if conflict is to be warded off. This is immedi-
ate, short-term crisis prevention which rises out of a sense that struggle is about to
become heated. Reparative peace-building occurs at the end point of a destructive
conflict and involves rebuilding, repairing and reconciling the brokenness caused by
conflict. Reparative peace-building is not always possible if the relationship is suffi-
ciently damaged to inhibit repair.

Deeply positive conflict process is built on virtues, strengths and a commitment
to positive feelings and correlated with safety, prosperity, wellbeing and health.
Positive peace-building therefore goes much further than the simple cessation of
conflict to emphasize the creation of relationships characterized by cooperation,
friendly interactions and generosity of spirit.

If conflict can be constructive or even catalytic, then the task is not how to rid
ourselves of conflict, but ‘what personal abilities, strengths and potentials within
our nature can we draw on to create the good life’ — in other words, positive dynam-
ics (Wylie 2003:51). Here, practical work in positive psychology effectively explores
ways to reinforce the individual and collective resilience required to persist with
conflict until it reaches actual resolution.
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16.9 Positive Emotional Skills

Barbara Fredrickson (2001) observes that positive emotions serve not only to build
relationship but also to improve an individual’s social resources. Positive emotions
work as a buffer against negativity, shoring up resilience and expanding strategies
for coping with difficult challenges. As the repertoire of potential solutions increases,
so does the capacity for problem-solving. This theory would predict that as conflicts
are constructively resolved, individuals and relationships become stronger so that
future arguments are more quickly and satisfactorily resolved, and individuals are
able to meet their needs well (also Rummel 1991).

Naomi Greenspan (2004) distinguishes two elemental forms of emotion, which
she calls light emotions — pleasant, subjectively desirable feelings such as gratitude,
joy and faith — and more negative dark emotions — subjectively unpleasant, painful
feelings such as grief, fear or despair which signal vulnerability. To be healthy, we
need to experience an authentic mixture of both light and dark. Either excessive
darkness (pain) or excessive lightness (happiness) leads to perceptual distortion. If
we are unable to tolerate both light and dark emotions, we suppress or deny them,
and they are transformed into toxic emotions, expressed in reactivity, pathology and
collective destructiveness. The toxic process poisons individual and collective
wellbeing and also contributes to the likelihood of conflict. Greenspan suggests that
we must relearn to accept all feelings, in both light and dark manifestations, to
restore wholeness of being and understand ourselves and our world. Greenspan’s
approach would encourage all conflict participants to be authentic emotionally,
trusting their inherent wisdom to guide actions toward constructive patterns.
Balanced feelings can without doubt guide, heal and transform. Her practical ‘Three
Skills” — attend with mindfulness to all feelings, befriend them and surrender the dark
manifestations — are useful when learning how to process conflict constructively.
The positive, lighter feelings, but the darker ones, each have their own ‘reasoning’
and are essential to actualization of the goals of conflict.

Greenspan’s work focuses the broader foundation of ‘emotional intelligence’
(EI), the insight articulated by Daniel Goleman (1995). EI describes the ability to
identify, assess and manage one’s own emotions and those of others. These abilities
are manifest in Goleman’s four fundamental competencies: self-awareness, social
awareness, self-management and relationship management (Goleman 2000). Each
of these learned competencies supports healthy relationship functioning, particu-
larly when in conflict. Individuals with high EI show empathic understanding of the
deeper, potent content of a dialogue. Given an accurate understanding of the heart
of a conflict in the context of a valued relationship, resolution is facilitated through
skills based on EI. Individuals with high EI consistently prefer to use collaborative
means to reach solutions (Jordan and Troth 2002). In addition to positive receptive
and expressive communication skills, key EI abilities that support conflict process-
ing include effective personal stress relief and emotional awareness (Segal 2008).
This suite of skills reinforces the insight and patience needed to process conflict
carefully without resorting to the use of destructive tactics.
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16.10 An Environment Which Cultivates Positive
Conflict Resolution

Virtues and inner strengths protect against the subjective negativity of conflict,
contributing to both individual and relational resilience. ‘Our strengths are our best
protections... this buffers us against our weaknesses’ (Seligman in Wylie 2003).
Signature strengths which support constructive conflict processing are hope and
optimism, justice and temperance, wisdom, courage, humanity and transcendence.

These positive character strengths and associated behaviours can be taught and
refined through numerous methods (Decety and Meyer 2008; Keysers and Gazzola
2009). No matter where we start, someone will benefit. Martin Seligman (in Wylie
2003) describes the development and intervention challenges:

(a) To teach optimism, gratitude, forgiveness;

(b) To ‘develop character, positive emotion and strengths, completely independent
of alleviating problems’ and

(c) To ‘recraft what we are doing to better use our strengths’, and to ‘help people
identify what they are really good at...” (Wylie 2003).

Development and growth take place naturally in both informal and formal set-
tings, and character strengths correlate with age, maturity and experienced chal-
lenges. This implies that all conflict can be instructive, though not all lessons learned
will be positive. The best learning is connected with real experiences where learners
can work through conflict to recognize and appreciate the positive dimensions of a
relationship and experience hope about resolution. Positive psychology suggests
that optimal learning occurs in a context of enjoyment and success, engagement and
meaningful exploration, using varied pedagogic methods. An effective learning
environment is integrated and interwoven, offering learners repeating opportunities
to explore and experiment with their emotional and conflict experiences, reactions
and skills. Learning is enhanced with interest, respect and affection, and students
become engaged and active and belong. Facilitators have specific expectations of
learners, but also provide an accepting, supportive environment.

16.11 Conclusions

Conflict is an intrinsic part of every relationship, and many aspects have been
covered in this chapter. The following common themes have emerged.

Conflict is not necessarily unhealthy or destructive but, under optimal circum-
stances, the dynamics of conflict can be constructive and catalytic of self-knowledge
and strengthened relationship. Conflict does not need to be avoided.

Conflict is normal even in healthy relationships and does not threaten
strong relationships. When tolerated and processed openly, conflict can support
interpersonal growth.
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Specific conflict resolution behaviours occur within the context of a broader
interpersonal tone and history and are interpreted in light of that context. This cru-
cially affects the impact of specific behaviour.

Specific patterns can protect against the unpleasant and undesirable aspects of
conflict. The positive, active behaviours explored in this chapter are:

* Maintaining a positive, friendly intent.

* Acknowledging that the effects of actions may not be congruent with the intent.

e Communication is helpful when it includes surface talk, authentic mutual disclo-
sure and searching inquiry, but minimizes non-consensual dominance, critical
fighting and spiteful interpersonal war.

» Respect for the fragility of trust, along with a commitment to build, sustain and
repair trust through trustworthiness.

* A hopeful attitude toward conflict does not attempt to eliminate it through avoid-
ance, self-sacrificial accommodation, coercion or futile compromise, but does
maximize collaborative problem-solving which acknowledges the presence of a
problem and also works to preserve the relationship.

* A commitment to positive, active peace-building which generates a healthy relation-
ship, uses emotional skill and maturity and relies on personal and group resilience.

Positive virtues or character traits support effective conflict resolution and can be
cultivated through informal and formal experimentation, personal reflection and
relationship transformation.

Multidisciplinary theory and research evidence confirms that conflict can be
healthy and constructive.

Future directions for the Positive Psychology of Conflict Resolution scholarship
are merely suggested in this chapter and must be explored elsewhere. These include
broadened use of scientific assessment of conflict dynamics, sources and roots of
conflict, and also of positively influential resolution and intervention techniques,
research on organizational structures which support positive conflict resolution, and
developing and testing effective professional practices in the arena of international
conflict and diplomacy.

References

Adler, R. B., Rosenfeld, L. B., Proctor, R. F,, II, & Winder, C. (2006). Interplay: The process of
interpersonal communication. Don Mills: Oxford.

Bock, J. G. (2001). Sharpening conflict management. Westport: Praeger.

Cassady, J. C., & Eissa, M. A. (Eds.). (2008). Emotional intelligence: Perspectives on educational
and positive psychology. New York: Peter Lang.

Decety, J., & Meyer, M. (2008). From emotion resonance to empathic understanding: A social
developmental neuroscience account. Development and Psychopathology, 20, 1053—-1080.
Eidelson, R. J., & Eidelson, J. I. (2003). Dangerous ideas: Five beliefs that propel groups toward

conflict. American Psychologist, 58(3), 182-192.
Fowler, J. H., & Christakis, N. A. (2010). Cooperative behavior cascades in human social net-
works. Procedings of the National Academy of Science, 10(12), 5334-5338.



276 L. Edmund

Frederickson, B. L. (2001). The role of positive emotions in positive psychology. American
Psychologist, 56(3), 218-226.

Galtung, J. (1990). Cultural violence. Journal of Peace Research, 27(3), 291-305.

Gibb, J. R. (1961). Defensive communication. Journal of Communication, 11(3), 141-148.

Gilmore, S. K., & Fraleigh, P. W. (1985). Communication at work. Eugene: Friendly.

Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence. New York: Bantam.

Goleman, D. (2000). An El-based theory of performance. In D. Goleman & C. Cherniss (Eds.),
The emotionally intelligent workplace. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Gottman, J. (1999). The marriage clinic: A scientifically based marital therapy. New York: WW
Norton.

Greenspan, N. (2004). Healing through the dark emotions: The wisdom of grief, fear and despair.
Boston: Shambala.

Jordan, P. J., & Troth, A. C. (2002). Emotional intelligence and conflict resolution: Implications
for human resource development. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 4(1), 62-79.
Keysers, C., & Gazzola, V. (2009). Expanding the mirror: Vicarious activity for actions, emotions

and sensations. Current Opinions in Neurobiology., 19, 1-6.

Kilmann, R., & Thomas, K. W. (1975). Interpersonal conflict handling behaviour as reflections of
Jungian personality dimensions. Psychological Reports, 37, 971-980.

LeBon, G. (1896). The crowd: Study of the popular mind. Released 1996 by Project Gutenberg.

Lewicki, R. J., & Tomlinson, E. C. (2003). Trust and trust building. In G. Burgess & H. Burgess (Eds.),
Beyond intractability. Boulder: Conflict Research Consortium. http://www.beyondintractability.org/
essay/trust_building/

Lewin, K. (1948). Resolving social conflict: Selected papers on group dynamics. In G. W. Lewin
(Ed.), Resolving social conflict. New York: Harper and Row.

Miller, S., Wackman, D., Nunnally, E., & Miller, P. (1992). Connecting. Evergreen: Interpersonal
Communication Programs.

Rahim, M. A., & Magner, N. R. (1995). Confirmatory factor analysis of the styles of handling
interpersonal conflict: First order factor model and its invariance across groups. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 80, 122—132.

Robert, M. (1982). Managing conflict from the inside out. Austin: Learning Concepts.

Ross, L. (1977). The intuitive psychologist and his shortcomings: Distortions in the attribution
process. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 10, pp. 173—
220). New York: Academic.

Rummel, R. J. (1991). The conflict helix: Principles, practices of interpersonal, social and inter-
national conflict and cooperation. New Brunswick: Transaction.

Segal, J. (2008). The language of emotional intelligence: The five essential tools for building pow-
erful and effective relationships. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Tannen, D. (1999). Argument culture. New York: Random.

Tavris, C., & Aronson, E. (2007). Mistakes were made, but not by me. Orlando: Harcourt.

Taylor, S. E. (2006). Tend and befriend: Biobehavioral bases of affiliation under stress. Sage:
Association for Psychological Science, Current Directions in Psychological Science series.
Walton, R. E. (1969). Interpersonal peacemaking: Confrontation and third party consultation.

Reading: Addison Wesley.

Walton, R. E. (1987). Managing conflict: Interpersonal dialogue and peacemaking. Reading:
Addison-Wesley.

Wehr, P. (1979). Conflict regulation. Boulder: Westview.

Wilmot, W., & Hocker, J. (2011). Interpersonal conflict. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Wylie, M. S. (2003). Why is this man smiling? Psychotherapy Networker, 27(1), 46-51.

Zimbardo, P., Johnson, R. L., & McCann, V. (2009). Psychology: Core concepts. New York: Pearson.

Lois Edmund is Assistant Professor, Conflict Resolution Studies at Menno Simons
College, Winnipeg, Manitoba, and Book Reviews Editor of Peace Research Journal.
Contact: l.edmund @uwinnipeg.ca



Chapter 17
The Repair and Restoration of Relationships

Peta Blood

17.1 Introduction

Conflict is an inevitable part of life and can occur in any setting. At times conflict
can present positive opportunities for growth and learning, whilst at other times it
can have destructive outcomes. Recognising the signs of conflict and developing the
skills to repair harm in the aftermath of conflict and wrongdoing are essential for
families, schools, organisations and communities. Conflict can take an emotional
toll on those involved and needs to be managed in a way that the dignity and well-
being of those involved can be restored. It also requires that the responsible parties
take accountability for their part in the incident and ensure that they take action to
make amends. Restorative justice offers much hope in this regard.

Restorative justice and the range of restorative practices have been found to
effectively manage this process in a way that meets the needs of those involved.
Working restoratively to resolve conflict means looking at the resultant harm and
how to assist those who have been impacted to deal with this. Whilst some models
of conflict resolution might seek to put aside emotions in the conflict resolution
process, restorative justice seeks to work with the emotional impact. It does this by
starting from the premise that people are often significantly affected by what has
happened. The venting of emotion in a safe forum can assist those involved to shift
from the negative range of affect and operate more in the positive range of emotions.
Emotional wellbeing is enhanced through the appropriate expression of emotion,
building understanding of what has happened and creating closure in order to move
on. As such, restorative practices can operationalise aspects of positive psychology
by turning a traumatic event into one for growth and healing. This chapter will
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outline how restorative practices have been adopted in various settings to make a
difference when conflict, crime and wrongdoing have affected others.

17.2 The History of Restorative Justice Developments

Working restoratively is a way of approaching harm, conflict and wrongdoing in
schools, families, workplaces and communities. Restorative justice emerged in the
1970s as a response to the failings of the retributive system of justice and rehabili-
tation models of the day (Lemonne 2003). Primary to this push were the need to
prevent the re-victimisation of victims through the judicial process and to involve
community in the repair of harm. This contributed to the development of alternate
conflict resolution strategies designed to be responsive to the needs of those involved
(Lemonne 2003).

Various authors have charted the development of restorative justice and com-
mented on the diverse roots of this work. Hopkins (2009) refers to four strands of
practice development that contributed to the gradual emergence of restorative jus-
tice around the world. The first of these involved victim-offender mediation initi-
ated by the Mennonites in the mid-1970s, a practice pivotal in the development of
the restorative justice movement. Victim-offender mediation offered victims a say
in how offenders could take responsibility for their actions and to make amends for
what they had done. This gave victims a voice and held offenders to account rather
than locking them away from the very people they had harmed. Another strand
involved the First Nations people of Canada and the development of sentencing
circles. These built on traditional communitarian processes to bring members of the
community together with the judiciary to determine the most appropriate sentence
for a crime involving one of their own. Sentencing circles enabled those who had a
stake in the matter to be involved in determining what needed to happen to repair the
harm done by a member of their community.

Circles have since developed to repair harm, reintegrate wrongdoers into com-
munity and as part of the judicial process for sentencing and pre-release. In the
1980s, the Maori people of New Zealand were working through a similar process,
resulting in the development of Family Group Conferencing (FGC) as the first leg-
islated model to deal with young offending in a restorative manner. Like the First
Nations people of Canada, this built on a long tradition of indigenous collaborative
problem-solving practices (Hopkins 2009). Since this time, there has been a prolif-
eration of practice emanating from New Zealand, Australia and North America.

The term restorative justice is now used interchangeably with terms such as
restorative approaches, restorative measures and restorative practices, dependent on
the setting in which it is applied. The term ‘restorative practices’ was first adopted
by Australian practitioners working in schools. This distinguished practice from the
justice setting and acknowledged the existence of a range of informal and formal
practices. These ranged from a formal conference to deal with suspension and
expulsion through to informal restorative conversations to deal with low-level
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conflict and disruption. Rather than see a restorative approach as just an alternate
method of discipline or conflict resolution, practice was diversified to look at ways
to strengthen relationships across the school community. Likewise, Canadian prac-
titioners refer to restorative measures in schools, whilst Scottish and British practi-
tioners refer to a range of restorative approaches.

Whilst still an emerging field, there is a diverse range of practice that includes
circles, victim-offender mediation and conferencing. Practice varies in terms of
who attends, who facilitates the process and the reason that people have been
brought together. Restorative justice provides flexibility for adaptation to differ-
ent contexts and cultural settings. Common names attributed to conferencing
include: Family Group Conferencing (FGC), Family Group Decision Making
(FGDM) and Community Accountability Conferencing (CAC). Conferences vary
in terms of whether they are scripted as in the case of the Australian CAC model
and whether participants have private time for deliberation as in the case of FGC
and FGDM. Today, FGC is commonly practised in the juvenile justice sector.
FGDM is more evident in care and protection and family matters, whilst the
scripted model of conferencing is synonymous with the educational sector.
Practice has been further developed to include a range of informal to formal prac-
tices that are used in schools, workplaces and residential settings. These will be
explained in more detail later.

17.3 Definition

Restorative justice offers an alternate response to crime and wrongdoing, starting from
the premise that when crime or wrongdoing has occurred, people have been affected
and that someone will have obligations to repair that harm (Zehr 2002). Whilst a clear
definition of restorative justice is yet to be agreed on, Zehr’s (2002) pillars of restorative
justice form the elements of most working definitions. These are:

1. Establishing who has been harmed and what their needs are
2. Determining who has an obligation to repair that harm
3. Engaging key stakeholders in the matter

Restorative processes built around these pillars take into account the ripple effect
of harm by seeking to involve all who have a stake in the matter. This could be in
terms of the impact on them or their loved ones, or that they were somehow involved.
In a restorative frame, these people are critical to the process. An example in a
school situation occurs when a student is sent from the classroom for disciplinary
reasons. Often they are dealt with in isolation and then returned to the classroom.
The teacher and other students may still be annoyed with them, whilst others may
still expect the errant student to behave in a certain way. In this instance, the teacher
and the other students are key stakeholders in the process. Unless they are included
or involved in some way, they may maintain their view of the wrongdoer or carry
unresolved emotional issues triggered by the incident. For the student at the centre
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of the issue, they walk back in carrying their feelings about what happened without
the opportunity to make amends. The pattern of behaviour is likely to continue.

In a restorative frame, the student would be called to account for their behaviour
and be provided with the opportunity to acknowledge the harm, hear how it has
affected others and together look at what needs to happen to repair the harm and move
forwards. This requires a paradigm shift in the way institutions and communities
respond to crime and wrongdoing, or a shift in hearts and minds.

Restorative justice moves from the traditional punitive systems of discipline and
justice to one that is responsive to the needs of those involved and less dependent on
the state (Lemonne 2003; Zehr 1990). Pranis et al. (2003), in describing the practice
of circles, articulate this as shifting from:

. Coercion to healing

. Individual to collective

. State dependence to self-reliance within community

. Punishment to healing and a renewed sense of justice

AW N =

Braithwaite (2003) describes this as a victim-centred process focused on the
repair of harm, as opposed to the retributive or formal justice system, which is
offender oriented and focused on punishment, blame and stigmatisation. In the tra-
ditional system, crime and wrongdoing is seen more as an offence against the state
as the judicial process seeks to determine what law has been broken, who is to
blame and how they will be punished. At sentencing time, the offender is given an
opportunity to put forward a case for mitigating the circumstances of their crime
and reducing the penalty imposed on them, i.e. ‘I was intoxicated at the time and not
in control of what I did’.

Despite numerous criminal justice reforms, the victim’s voice still struggles to
get heard. Helen Garner’s (2004) portrayal of the death of Joe Cinque is a case in
point. At the centre of the court process are two offenders who were responsible for
Joe’s premeditated death. Throughout Garner’s description of the respective court
cases, the question lingers ‘But what about the victim, Joe?” Whilst the offenders
and the offenders’ families have a voice in the process, the victim and the victim’s
families are absent except on the occasion when their anger, rage and distress spills
over into the court. What they desire throughout the case is a chance to say who the
victim was to them and for the offenders and the court to hear who they took away.
Alternatively, in the documentary Facing the Demons (Ziegler 1999), which tracks
the family of 18-year-old Michael Marslew (killed in a botched armed robbery on a
takeaway food outlet) confronting two of the four offenders responsible for Michael’s
death, the family thank the offenders for the opportunity to humanise the victim and
to say what he meant to them as a coworker, as a friend and as a son. Follow-up
interviews with the family and friends show how this had let them get on with their
lives. This included the father of Michael going on to work with Karl, one of the
offenders, to help young people not get into trouble.

Despite changes and moves to offer more restorative processes, the traditional
court system is still impersonal, state oriented and overly offender focused. In many
ways, the early kings of England have much to answer for, by taking away the right
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of communities to deal with wrongdoing within their own community and making
it their business to be the punisher, often in barbaric and publicly humiliating ways.
Prior to this, if you stole a pig from your neighbour, your community would call on
you to repay the neighbour in a way that replaced the food or breeding stock that
you stole. In order to do this, you may labour for your neighbour, you may give him
an animal of yours or find a way to address that wrong. From a sociological perspec-
tive, the responsibility for crime and wrongdoing was taken out of the hands of the
very communities affected by that crime and put in the hands of some authoritarian
figure or institution. Since this time, we have continued to see the professionalisa-
tion of crime and wellbeing as we rely on others to take care of our needs and to deal
with society’s deviance — a by-product of the industrialised world.

As the Cinque and Marslew cases highlight and Zehr (2002) affirms, crime is a
personal violation of people and their rights. When someone’s home is broken into,
it is a violation of their property and their personal space. Secondary to this, it might
be seen as an offence against the good order of the state, there to protect its people.
Restorative justice is about taking care of the needs of those involved in crime, con-
flict and disruption and the roles of those responsible to repair that harm. As Moroney
(2010) states, the prison system locks offenders away from society, where they are
not forced to face the damage that they have done. Victims and their loved ones and
the families of the offenders are left to face the community, often with devastating
effects. Restorative justice is inclusive in an effort to address the ripple effect of
harm by taking into account that crime often affects many people. More often than
not, those who are important in the lives of those directly involved are also affected,
even if only out of concern for their loved ones or because they too have been
impacted by what has happened. Communities need to pay attention to the needs
and concerns of victims and the roles that offenders/wrongdoers have in meeting
the needs of those involved (Zehr 2002). To not do this leaves people in precarious
places having to deal with the impact on their lives in their own way or to seek
professional help.

17.4 How Does Restorative Justice Work?

Whilst debate exists as to what types of interventions constitute effective healing, it
is generally accepted that helping those involved to tell their story is a significant
part of the process. It allows for the integration of what happened (the version of
events) with the impact this has had at an emotive level. As Yoder (2005) indicates
‘acknowledging and telling the story counteracts the isolation, silence, fear, shame,
or “unspeakable” horror’ of the event (p. 53). Restorative practices allow those
involved to share their version of what happened and the impact this had on them.
In the aftermath of conflict and trauma, people initially go through a process of
trying to make sense of what has happened. Yoder (2005) indicates that this hap-
pens automatically as those involved try to come to terms with the preceding event
in the immediate aftermath. With time, the process unfolds for those involved
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making sense of their life or their view of the world and how that has been affected.
Conflict itself can result in major upheaval that can have destructive consequences
for those involved or constructive consequences when people are able to make
sense of what happened, to learn from it and to move on. How the traumatic event
is interpreted and integrated is crucial to a person’s accurate sense of self and their
view of the world. This is no more evident than in the 2010 BP Oil disaster in the
Gulf of Mexico where the damage to the environment and to the livelihoods of
those working on the coastline is likely to continue for many years to come. The
human victims need acknowledgement of the harm done to their livelihoods and to
their communities, and they need to see that those responsible are called to account
and make amends.

The restorative justice philosophy is about valuing relationships and understand-
ing the needs of those involved. This addresses the emotional or affective needs as
well as a primal need to belong, which works across cultural boundaries. As Zehr
and Mika (2003) state ‘restorative justice is a continuum of responses to the range
of needs and harms experienced by victims, offenders and the community’ (p. 41).
The author’s own experience of working with those harmed and those affected is
that their needs mirror the process that Yoder outlines and that their needs are ulti-
mately similar. In the face of having done harm or been harmed, people need to:

e Have their say

e Be heard

* To understand and be understood

* Make sense of what happened

* Know that what happened was not fair or was not intended

» Have time out/space to reflect (perhaps talk to a trusted other)
e Make amends

* Feel OK with self and OK with others

* Repair relationships

When these needs are met, this helps bring a sense of closure and restore a sense
of wellbeing for all involved. In the case of those responsible, this amounts to hav-
ing a chance to make amends and restore their place in community.

Take for instance a family conflict involving Kathy, who is the victim of child-
hood abuse. After being steadily groomed by her perpetrator, Kathy went on to
marry the offender, not knowing that anything was wrong with the initial covert
relationship. After the marriage dissolved a few years later, Kathy realised what had
happened to her was abuse and took steps to ensure the offender was appropriately
dealt with and punished for his wrongdoing. Whilst sexual abuse is a serious issue,
related conflict emerged in Kathy’s family as her parents and siblings struggled to
manage how they felt about what had happened. There were those that felt that jus-
tice had been served and Kathy ought to get over it and not speak about this hor-
rendous shame. Kathy’s mother refused to talk about it, whilst her father would get
angry if the topic was raised. Her siblings aligned themselves accordingly. Kathy,
whilst she felt that justice had been served through the court, needed her family to
understand the impact this had had on her and that she was still being punished by
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her family for having spoken the truth. What is clear is that conflict and trauma can
have far reaching impact on others, and they need to be involved in processes to
bring about extended healing.

17.5 Affect and Script Psychology (ASP)

The success of restorative justice processes is that they work at a deep level to repair
emotional harm. Silvan Tomkins’ (1962, 1963) Affect and Script Psychology (ASP)
has much to offer in understanding the biological roots of emotions and how restor-
ative justice helps in trauma recovery. This is something that has been understated
in the commentary about the effectiveness of restorative justice, despite victim sat-
isfaction being one of the most commonly used measures to determine a successful
restorative process. Much of the debate instead focuses on whether restorative jus-
tice reduces re-offending, which was not the original intent of the process.

Tomkins described nine core affects or patterns of response that are innate to
human beings. These fall on a continuum from positive to negative and include
the neutral affect of surprise-startle. On the positive end of the continuum is the
affect of enjoyment-joy and interest-excitement which generally feel good. On
the negative end of the continuum, we experience six uncomfortable forms of affect
on a range from anger-rage, fear-terror, distress-anguish, disgust, dismell and
shame-humiliation. Negative affect feels unbearable, and we are moved to find ways
to feel better or to neutralise the pain. The neutral affect of surprise-startle is the
affect that merely resets the system. When affect is said to be triggered, it is taken
to mean that a ‘known pattern of biological events’ has been set in train (Nathanson
1992: 49). For this to occur, there must be a stimulus that triggers the affect. For
example, the little known affect of dismell is a sensory smell response triggered by
an offensive odour, or, more commonly in the modern world, is seen as the rejection
of something without sampling, as in the case of racism. As an affect is triggered,
we take notice and start to ascribe feelings or emotions to that sense. When people
are affected by conflict and trauma, they may experience any or all negative affects.
It can be difficult to work through this. Help may be needed to return to a state of
wellbeing and positive affect.

Understanding the biological aspects of emotionality is crucial to understanding
the range of affect triggered in situations of conflict and upheaval and how to
work with it. Tomkins (1962, 1963) said that learning how to read affect in the
faces of others can assist with understanding what is happening for them. This
assists us to see a situation from a different perspective and adapt our approach to
dealing with it, thereby becoming smarter about conflict management. Roth and
Newman (1992) indicate that one of the challenges in working with those who
have been traumatised is to help them shift from preoccupation with the trauma to
finding an adaptive resolution to the negative affect of ‘helplessness, rage, fear, loss,
shame, and guilt’ (p. 221). Of these affects, shame will be explored in depth to
understand what happens for people caught in the conflict cycle and how we can
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assist those involved to deal effectively with what has happened. As Tomkins
(1962, 1963) controversially stated, shame is the negative affect that precedes all
other negative affect. In learning more about ASP, it is clear that Tomkins saw
shame as a warning sign that something is wrong and that corrective action needs
to be taken. At the same time, it is relatively easy to see how offenders carry
shame for their actions, how some victims feel shame in terms of what happened
and how their loved ones also carry shame about what happened. This is espe-
cially so for the families and friends of wrongdoers. Regardless of how people
view the significance of Tomkin’s work, it is important in understanding how
restorative practices work at a deep emotive level.

17.6 Kelly’s Blueprint for Healthy Relationships

Human beings have a primary need for healthy attachments with others they can
rely on in times of need (Kelly 2009). A sense of secure attachment allows us to
function at an optimum level, feel safe and have a positive view of self and others.
Shaver and Mikulincer (2009: 447) state: ‘“This pervasive sense of security based on
implicit beliefs that the world is generally safe, that attachment figures are helpful
when called upon, and that it is possible to explore the environment curiously and
engage effectively and enjoyably with other people. This sense of security is rooted
in positive mental representations of self and others’.

In order to maintain healthy relationships, we need to manage our emotional
wellbeing. Kelly (2009) describes a central blueprint for relationships in which the
following four rules must work in tandem: We need to maximise positive affect,
minimise negative affect, minimise the inhibition of our affect and maximise our
ability to do all three. The mental and emotional wellbeing of human beings in rela-
tionship with each other is maintained when the blueprint is maintained. Kelly
(2009) states that: “When circumstances in our lives hinder our ability to follow
these rules and we either have to ignore one of them completely or overemphasize
one at the expense of the others, there is significant reduction in the quality of our
lives and our relationships’ (p. 24).

This can be difficult to achieve when cultural norms dictate how emotion can be
expressed, with the minimisation of negative emotion encouraged in some cultures,
particularly around death and dying. To express how we feel about the loss of someone
or how an event has been triggered can be a shame-evoking experience in itself. I
recall a situation in my police forensic career of being ridiculed by another forensic
operative, when several colleagues had experienced a stress response in reaction to
a series of traumatic incidents and high workload without sufficient support or rest.
The same operative managed his own stress through drinking and being difficult to
work with. By ridiculing another, he could effectively distance how he felt about
his own workload and in some way feel better about himself by denying his own
stress levels. By not getting in touch with his own issues, he can feel temporarily
better about himself.
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17.7 Why Is Shame Important to Understand?

Kaufman (1993) states that ‘to feel shame is to feel seen in a painfully diminished
sense. Shame reveals the inner self, exposing it to view. The self feels exposed both
to itself and to anyone else present. ... it is an entirely inner experience’ (p. 17).
Shame stops someone feeling good about themselves or others. If people do not
have the capacity or processes for dealing with their shame and the punishing feel-
ings associated with this, they potentially alienate themselves from others, with-
draw, attack themselves or attack others. At its worst, people who experience shame
(which we all do) may do all four (Nathanson 1992). When we become aware that
we have done something to harm another, we are likely to experience shame and not
feel good about ourselves or our actions. Likewise, when we have been harmed by
another’s actions, we too experience shame, as our relationships with others change
and our sense of self-worth is shaken.

Shame is a normal part of the human experience and is innate to human beings
(Nathanson 1992). It is difficult to talk about and often a part of an experience that
most seek to disown. Shame feels uncomfortable and we will do anything to avoid
it. We may run away from these uncomfortable feelings and in turn withdraw from
the relationships around us, often at great cost to the self and others, or we may
adopt a confrontational style to avoid how bad we feel. Take for example finding out
that a partner is unfaithful. Not only can this event derail the relationship but also
both parties are likely to feel a sense of shame in the aftermath of this issue being
exposed. The partner who had the affair is likely to feel ashamed of what they have
done, whilst the other partner is likely to feel confused, angry and that they are
somehow to blame — which is one of the shame responses.

If we are unable to deal with the situation effectively, we are likely to try and
displace the way we feel. According to Nathanson (1992), we have several possi-
bilities; see the Compass of Shame (Fig. 17.1). The four responses include a with-
drawal from the situation and the other person, attacking ourselves through negative
self-talk or self-harming (such as self-mutilation), attacking others (physically or
verbally) or avoiding the situation and its toxic feelings by drinking or refusing to
talk about it (a form of denial). Consider potential responses to the issue of infidelity

Fig. 17.1 Compass of shame WITHDRAWAL

(Adapted from Nathanson Isolate &

1992) Blame Self
ATTACK ATTACK
OTHERS SELF
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Blame Others
& Denial of .

problem AVOIDANCE
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above. One partner may be outraged that they have been exposed and resort to
violent outbursts (attack other), whilst the other may internalise the matter feeling
that they are in some way to blame (attack self). At the same time, family members
and significant others can be outraged, insist on the relationship dissolving or be in
varying stages of disbelief. All are defensive ways of coping with the shame that has
been triggered.

When we are not managing the shame we feel, there is a tendency for certain
poles of the compass to combine. Our response is likely to relate to whether we are
more likely to internalise or externalise our reaction to what is happening.

Those that are likely to attack others and adopt a confrontational approach are
also likely to avoid the situation and deny that there is a problem or that they were
responsible. In another explanation of the power of shame to motivate behaviour,
Ahmed and Braithwaite (2004), in discussing bullying behaviour, use the notion of
shame displacement to explain how, as destructive as it is, it is a protective mecha-
nism for the wrongdoer or person responsible, as they are blaming others and push-
ing the problem away from themselves. Bullies frequently offer excuses to minimise
their role in a shameful situation, denying their responsibility. This might in part
explain why studies have found that bullies do not necessarily have the diminished
sense of self-esteem that we might imagine.

On the other side is the victim who is typically internalising the shame by with-
drawing from the situation and berating themselves for being too weak. They inter-
nalise the problem and feel they are to blame, which fits with Seligman’s (1990)
view of pessimism. No one can maintain this state of ‘attack self’ for lengthy peri-
ods of time without the risk of further self-harm or switching poles to attack other.
In the school massacres committed by school students, this switch is all too evident.
Those responsible for these devastating acts at some stage withdrew or were forced
to withdraw from their school community, only to turn and attack others, blaming
them for what had happened. What was lacking for these students was a secure
attachment or sense of belonging with their peer group, their school community
and, in some cases, their families.

17.8 What Can Be Learned from Positive Psychology

Seligman (1990) draws on extensive evidence that suggests there are two ways of
viewing life and coping with what happens: we are either optimistic or pessimistic
about our life and what happens around us. At the core of pessimism is a sense of
helplessness that can develop in the face of tragedy and loss, when nothing an
individual does makes a difference. As Roth and Newman (1992) suggest, this is
frequently experienced by survivors of sexual and other trauma and is something
that needs to be dealt with therapeutically. In Kathy’s case, she had sought much
needed psychological assistance to deal with her ongoing issues. In the end, the
opportunity to confront the person that had taken her innocence from her, to share
the impact on her and her family, enabled her to take her power back in the
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situation. It also enabled her family to deal with the extended impact on them and
to reunite the family.

A positive view would say that what hurts us can make us stronger when it is
handled effectively. These events can put us in touch with our deeper self and facili-
tate self-growth (Boniwell 2008), or they can cause us to reconsider the very nature
of our purpose on this planet (Roth and Newman 1992). Whilst it is possible that
someone may have the resilience to manage this process themselves, others will
need to engage in a therapeutic or healing approach. Sullivan and Tifft (2005) indi-
cate that restorative justice and its range of practices foster healing in others. As
people ‘we develop our potentialities as human beings and enhance our collective
wellbeing when our needs are respected, expressed, listened to, defined with care,
and ultimately met’ (p. 167).

Positive psychology explores mental health, what it is to feel good, what quali-
fies someone as a good person and what constitutes a group or community’s social
responsibility (Boniwell 2008). The range of strong negative emotions generated in
trauma and conflict get in the way of people feeling good about themselves; they
may question their very being and the virtues of the community to which they
belong. As Drozdek et al. (2006) indicate, this may result in questioning their very
existence. Questioning the self can lead to feelings of inadequacy and self-blame
for what has happened and trigger a host of negative emotions, including the
affect of shame. These negative emotions can also have a destabilising effect on
communities.

17.9 Restorative Practices

A fully restorative process seeks to bring together those responsible, those harmed
and those who are significant in the lives of those harmed and responsible, to repair
the harm. Each practice in its own right might be completely or partially restorative,
dependent on the impact on others and who is involved. For example, mediation
around the separation of a couple with children may be partially restorative if it
assists the couple to work through their differences, but it does not take into account
the impact the separation has on the children and the extended family who are often
left reeling in the aftermath of a family break-up. Involving children and others in a
family decision-making circle (FGDM) or conference may assist in absolving chil-
dren of blame for the relationship breakdown and assisting them to stay clear of the
conflict (Grych and Fincham 1993). This hopefully prevents an ugly situation devel-
oping that can perpetuate throughout the years between fractured families. By
involving those who have a stake in the matter, there is an opportunity for all
involved to have their say and together work towards the best possible solution.
Kathy’s case was an example of this. This also aligns with a growing body of
research that indicates that families who are more restorative in nature by having
firm boundaries and strong support are less likely to have delinquent children
(Braithwaite 2003; Coloroso 2009).
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Bringing restorative practices into our families, schools, workplaces and
communities is a way to transform conflict. In doing so, it is important that we
understand what people’s needs are and be comfortable in dealing with the range of
strong emotions that are triggered. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) in South Africa is an example at a community level of an attempt to deal with
the human rights violations of the apartheid era. The nation chose not to perpetuate
the process of retribution by seeking an alternate way of dealing with the harm and
taking responsibility for gross breaches of human rights, largely perpetuated by
those carrying out government policy. Whilst the process has its detractors, it is held
as an example of a nation taking responsibility for attempting to speak the truth and
to start the reconciliation process (Vora and Vora 2004).

By taking a restorative approach to our lives and our interactions with others, we
can start transforming our families, schools, workplaces, communities and nations.
By working with children to equip them with these same values and the skills to
manage repair of relationships, this will flow into families, their relationships with
others and their workplaces. Take for example a young man with anger management
issues who had been suspended from school many times throughout his schooling.
Each time he was suspended, the angrier he would get, and the angrier others would
get towards him. Everything changed when a teacher took the time to have a conver-
sation with him and inquire what needed to happen to make a difference. By asking
questions such as:

What happened?

What were you thinking at the time?
What have you thought since?

Who has been harmed? How?

What needs to happen to repair the harm?

The young man was able to get in touch with the impact of his action, find a way
to discharge his shame and move on, not getting suspended again for his entire
schooling. On asking him what had happened, he clearly articulated how someone
had shown him how to come back from when he had done the wrong thing. Until
this point he didn’t know how, which translated into heightened frustration, anger
and further incidents of harm. As Kelly (2009) indicates, he overemphasised the
negative affect of anger at the expense of feeling good about himself, reducing the
quality of his own life and those around him. Without this intervention, he was a
likely candidate for violence in community, particularly in relationship with others,
as he struggled to control this emotion.

17.10 Role of the Facilitator

The role of a skilled facilitator is central to the success of restorative justice (Latimer
et al. 2005). As in the case above, it took not only the willingness of the wrongdoer
to look at doing things differently but also the skill of the facilitator (in this case a
teacher) who guided the adolescent through the process by asking the right questions.
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This included patience and an openness to helping him find a way that worked. It
also required ongoing persistence and an intervention plan to change his behaviour
over time. In effective processes, preparation is everything, as is the facilitator’s
ability to trust and manage the group process. Facilitator skills outlined by Hopkins
(2004) include the need to:

e Be impartial and non-judgemental

* Respect the perspectives of all involved

e Listen actively and empathically

e Develop rapport amongst participants

*  Empower participants to come up with solutions rather than suggesting or impos-
ing ideas

» Use creative questioning

e Above all else, to be warm, compassionate and patient

Applying these skills enables the facilitator to prepare participants so that they
can have a challenging conversation, feel free to share their story and express their
emotions in a safe way. To facilitate a process where people are not prepared risks
further harm. When restorative processes are facilitated well, those involved return
to a state of wellbeing, as in Kathy’s case. To do this, facilitators need to take a
positive psychology approach in being optimistic about outcomes and believing
that those involved can take responsibility for their behaviour and be healed in the
process. Together they work with the capacity of those involved to find a solution for
all and hopefully prevent the reoccurrence of further harm. From a traumatic experi-
ence, growth, learning and change can occur. Restorative approaches have been inte-
grated with a range of different approaches, including solution-focused thinking,
non-violent communication (NVC) and narrative therapy. The blending of approaches
bodes well for a more responsive way of working with conflict and trauma and pre-
venting this from happening. The latter signifies a development in restorative prac-
tice, where an emphasis on prevention through the development of healthy connections
is as prominent as a behaviour response, particularly in schools and care settings.
Working restoratively is an approach to working with others both when things are
going well and when they are not going well. As Sullivan and Tifft (2005) suggest,
‘how healthy we are, how spiritually grounded we are, how moral we are, can be
measured by how much we are committed to meeting the needs of all and to living
out relationships in which seeking the equal wellbeing of all is our intention’ (p. 169).
These are perhaps hard principles to maintain but worthy ones to aspire to.

17.11 From Restorative Justice Practices to Restorative
Communities, Cities and States

At the core of this process is the need to build strong, healthy communities that see
incidents of crime and wrongdoing as a violation of people and a signal that the
community has work to do to repair the harm. Restorative justice is a communitarian
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process that implies that you are restoring good order. In many cases, the functionality
of the community involved is questionable, whether this be whole sections of com-
munities, workplaces, schools or families. Hoyle and Noguera (2008), for example,
question the ability of some parents to effectively support their children in restor-
ative approaches either because they are somehow complicit or struggle to deal with
their own shame about their parenting ability.

Increasingly, we are seeing examples of whole towns, cities, states, territories,
counties or areas moving towards a restorative approach in everything they do, in an
effort to transform their communities. This has led to a wave of practice, perhaps
better referred to as transformative justice (Hopkins 2009). The city of Hull in the
United Kingdom is an example of an economically and socially challenged city
working to ensure that all people and services that interact with children and young
people work in a restorative way (Mirsky 2009). Initiated in 2007, preliminary find-
ings are encouraging at several levels. Collingwood Primary School reported shift-
ing from a school requiring special measures to an outstanding school within 2 years
of implementing a restorative approach (Mirsky 2009). Similarly, in Australia,
Charnwood Primary School in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) went from a
school where no one wanted to send their children or to work there to a thriving
school within 2 years of implementing a range of measures that included restorative
practices. The school was anecdotally credited with contribution to the reduction of
crime within the area, because in the view of local police, the young people (many
from socially disadvantaged situations) were no longer involved in crime because of
what the school were doing. The successful implementation of restorative practice
in schools and at a justice level has led to the ACT to adopting a restorative approach
to their whole territory (ACT Government 2008).

The city of London in the United Kingdom recently called a meeting of those
interested in developing a restorative city, following initiatives supported by the
Home Office in 1997 to promote restorative justice in working with young offenders
(Hoyle and Noguera 2008). Key providers in the regional area of Wodonga in
Victoria, Australia, have united together to improve the outcomes for young people
and adolescents with engagement issues in schools. Here, police, community health
and schools have come together to use Family Group Conferencing (FGC). This
approach offers a ‘family-centred, strengths-focused, culturally sensitive and com-
munity-based approach to family decision-making and case planning’ (Parker
2009). Since its inception, the project has seen overall reductions in truancy, suspen-
sion, expulsions and criminal activity.

Combined with the growth of practice in schools across the United Kingdom,
Australia, New Zealand, North America and emerging areas in the Asia Rim, it is
hoped that the proliferation of practice in educational arenas will see a corre-
sponding reduction in youth offending. Braithwaite (2004) indicates that schools
provide an ideal place to start to develop restorative communities, not only from
the perspective shown here, but also from the notion of schools as the hub of their
communities. Whilst these initiatives take time, it is encouraging that policy mak-
ers see this as a positive way forwards, and that 36 years on, restorative practices
continue to evolve.
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17.12 Conclusion

Conflict is an inevitable part of life. From a positive psychology perspective, the
effective management of conflict and traumatic experiences allows us to develop
emotional resilience, so that we are better able to manage the ups and downs of life.
The blueprint for healthy relationships helps us to understand that any block to
feeling good about ourselves will invoke a host of negative emotions and cause
disconnect in our community. We need to know how to repair these breaches for our
own wellbeing and that of those around us. Restorative practices encourage the
appropriate expression of negative emotion by giving those involved and who are
affected the chance to have a say and to be heard. When the impact of conflict is
expressed, those responsible are more likely to have empathy for the other person,
and all parties are more able to move forwards feeling better about themselves and
others. At the same time, the communities of care around the central players are more
able to accept the decision that has been made and also to move on. This allows for
the best chance of the restoration of relationships and an effective outcome for all.
The adoption of restorative practices by institutions, families, schools and commu-
nities is providing hope that together we can make a difference and transform our
communities.
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