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Foreword: Building Bridges Between Psychology and Conflict Resolution — Implications for Mediator Learning


Over the last three decades, hundreds of thousands of people around the world have been trained in community, divorce, family, commercial, organizational, and workplace mediation, as well as in allied conflict resolution skills such as collaborative negotiation, group facilitation, public dialogue, restorative justice, victim-offender mediation, ombudsmanship, collaborative law, consensus decision making, creative problem solving, prejudice reduction and bias awareness, conflict resolution systems design, and dozens of associated practices.


Among the most important and powerful of these skills are a number of core ideas and interventions that originate in psychology, particularly in what is commonly known as “brief therapy,” where the border separating conflict resolution from psychological intervention has become indistinct, and in many places blurred beyond recognition. Examples of the positive consequences of blurring this line can be found in recent discoveries in neurophysiology, “emotional intelligence,” and solution-focused approaches to conflict resolution.


While it is, of course, both necessary and vital that we recognize the key differences between the professions of psychology and conflict resolution, it is more necessary and vital, especially in these times, that we recognize their essential similarities, collaborate in developing creative new techniques, and invite them to learn as much as they can from each other.


Beyond this, I believe it is increasingly important for us to consciously generate a fertile, collaborative space between them; discourage the tendency to jealously guard protected territory; and oppose efforts to create new forms of private property in techniques that reduce hostility and relieve suffering.


It is therefore critical that we think carefully and strategically about how best to translate a deeper understanding of the emotional and neurophysiological underpinnings of conflict and resolution processes into practical, hands-on mediation techniques; that we explore the evolving relationship between mediation and psychology, and other professions as well; and that we translate that understanding into improved ways of helping people become competent, successful mediators, as Fredrike Bannink sets out to do in the present volume.


Among the urgent reasons for doing so are the rise of increasingly destructive global conflicts that cannot be solved even by a single nation, let alone by a single style, approach, profession, or technique; the persistence of intractable conflicts that require more advanced techniques; and the recent rise of innovative, transformational techniques that form only a small part of the curriculum of most mediation trainings. The present generation is being asked a profound set of questions that require immediate action based on complex, diverse, complementary, even contradictory answers. In my judgment, these questions include:


• What is our responsibility as global citizens for solving the environmental, social, economic, and political conflicts that are taking place around us?





• Is it possible to successfully apply conflict resolution principles to the in equalities, inequities, and dysfunctions that are continuing to fuel chronic social, economic, and political conflicts?


• Can we find ways of working beyond national, religious, ethnic, and professional borders so as to strengthen our capacity for international collaboration and help save the planet?


• Can we build bridges across diverse disciplines so as to integrate the unique understandings and skills that other professions have produced regarding conflict and resolution?


• How can we use this knowledge to improve the ways we impact mediator learning so as to better achieve these goals?


Locating potential synergies between psychology and conflict resolution will allow us to take a few small steps toward answering these questions. And small steps, as we learn in mediation, are precisely what are needed to achieve meaningful results. Why should we consider the possibilities of ego defenses or solution-focused mediation? For the same reasons we consider the potential utility of a variety of interventions – because they allow us to understand conflict and enter it in unique and useful ways.


The logical chain that connects conflict resolution with psychology is simple yet inexorable and logically rigorous, which proceeds as follows:


• It is possible for people to disagree with each other without experiencing conflict.


• What distinguishes conflict from disagreement is the presence of what are commonly referred to as “negative” emotions, such as anger, fear, guilt, and shame.


• Thus, every conflict, by definition, contains an indispensible emotional element.


• Conflicts can only be reached and resolved in their emotional location by people who have acquired emotional processing skills, or what Daniel Goleman broadly describes as “emotional intelligence.”


• The discipline that is most familiar with these emotional dynamics is psychology.


• Therefore, mediation can learn from psychology how to be more effective in resolving conflicts.


It is my hope that this book by Fredrike Bannink will begin to change our ideas about the usefulness of psychological approaches in mediation. Hopefully, these ideas, exercises, and practices will encourage us to look more deeply and wisely at the world within, as well as the world without, and assist us in finding ways to translate our own suffering into methods and understandings that will lead to a better, less hostile and adversarial world.


Kenneth Cloke


Center for Dispute Resolution, Santa Monica, California, USA President, Mediators Beyond Borders





Peer Commentaries


“Nearly everyone thinks of conflict resolution as focused on solutions, but exactly how this is to be done has remained something of a mystery – until now. Fredrike Bannink offers dozens of ideas, strategies, and techniques that can be used by conflict resolution practitioners to improve their effectiveness. A very useful book.”


Kenneth Cloke, Mediator and President, Mediators Beyond Borders, USA


“As usual Fredrike Bannink writes with clarity and knowledge. This book draws together proof from many sources to support her central teachings. The results of these discoveries will help you to use her suggestions in new ways and in new settings.”


Alasdair Macdonald, Psychiatrist and Trainer for Cooperation in the Workplace, UK


“With solution-focused conflict management a unique approach to mediation is presented that in the coming years will find its place along with other already existing models. What is special about it certainly becomes clear in this book.”


Friedrich Glasl, Mediator, Austria


“I am very impressed how Fredrike Bannink develops the ideas, tools, and attitudes of solution-focused conflict management so clearly and comprehensively. Especially the step-by-step way she presents good solution-focused questions, describes their effects, and connects them with clear examples from many different areas of life makes it easy to follow. For those already acquainted with conflict resolution I see great potential for gathering new impulses and ideas that are easy to use and implement in their interventions.”


Peter Roehrig, Coach and Mediator, Germany


“This book made me realize that a conflict is only a chance to exercise our own ability to bring peace and satisfaction to our own lives and to those of others. And it beautifully illustrates how we can experience the joy of developing ourselves into wiser human beings if we can cross the borders of difference with a positive shift in focus of attention. Many Japanese people might re-learn this spirit of harmony in our tradition with renewed wisdom”.


Yasuteru Aoki, President, Solution Focus Consulting Inc., Japan


“Fredrike Bannink’s Handbook of Solution-Focused Conflict Management is a valuable addition to the growing literature for mediation professionals, providing new and useful insights into the theory and application of the solution-focus approach to conflict management. Mediators, both new and experienced, will find this handbook an important resource for developing more effective techniques for assisting parties to resolve their disputes by achieving maximum non-zero cooperative outcomes while restoring relationships or ending them in a less hostile and confrontational manner. Coming from her experience as a clinical psychologist, Bannink cogently demonstrates why mediators should encourage participants to focus their attention on finding solutions rather than dwelling on the historical facts behind the problems as the preferred path to conflict resolution.”


Myer J. Sankary, Mediator-Lawyer, ADR Services, Inc., Los Angeles; Past President of the Southern California Mediation Association, USA


“Fredrike Bannink‘s Handbook of Solution-Focused Conflict Management offers an important guide to bending conflict situations toward improved ends. Few people enjoy dealing with conflict, but the options, leaving things unattended or pursuing litigation, are almost always worse. Bannink moves us beyond traditional approaches to solution-focused models that assist participants to be at their best. Solution-focused conflict management insists that participants maintain responsibility for finding their own best solutions. Bannink’s book moves us beyond barely sufficient dialogue and barely sufficient solutions to most capable dialogue and most capable solutions.”


James C. Melamed, JD, CEO of Mediate.com, USA
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Bloodtaking and Peacemaking










Be the change you want to see in the world


Mahatma Gandhi


Conflict Management Is of All Times and All Species


More people are said to have died in wars during the twentieth century than in all earlier centuries combined. Every day the newspapers carry stories of people killing other people for money, to avenge a perceived wrong, or for no apparent reason at all. Among all the questions that can be asked about human social relations, none are more fraught with concern and uncertainty than questions about the causes of aggression and the means of controlling it.


Aggression and competition are the natural state of affairs in both human society and the animal kingdom. Our species relies heavily on cooperation for survival, as do many others, from wolves to dolphins to monkeys. Reconciliation and compromise are therefore as much a part of our heritage as is waging war. Chimpanzees kiss mouth-to-mouth and embrace after a fight. They use appeasement and reassurance gestures, like grooming, grunting, and holding hands. Spotted hyenas, thought to be a particularly aggressive species, are known to use reconciliation to restore damaged relationships. There are sound evolutionary reasons for these peacemaking tendencies. The human race would have long since been extinct if we did not reconcile. Therefore, conflict management is of all times and many, if not all, species.


One of the oldest examples of conflict management can be found in the Bible. In the passage Kings 3:16–28, two mothers approach King Solomon, bringing with them a baby boy. Each mother presents the same story. She and the other woman live together. One night, soon after the birth of their respective children, the other woman woke to find that she had smothered her own baby in her sleep. In anguish and jealousy, she took her dead son and exchanged it with the other’s child. The following morning, the woman discovered the dead baby, and soon realized that it was not her own son, but the other woman’s.


After some deliberation, Solomon calls for a sword. He declares that there is only one fair solution: The live son must be split in two, each woman receiving  half of the child. Upon hearing this terrible verdict, the boy’s true mother cries out, “Please, My Lord, give her the live child, do not kill him!” The liar, in her bitter jealousy, exclaims, “It shall be neither mine nor yours – divide it!” Solomon gives the baby to the real mother, realizing that the true mother’s instincts were to protect her child, while the liar revealed that she did not truly love the child.


In the Middle Ages there were no formal systems of justice with which to control society. Men and woman handled conflict situations though through a wide variety of social and cultural values and rules. There was bloodtaking and peacemaking; there was retaliation and reconciliation. There were wars and crusades and there were gifts and rituals to end them.


People living in Somalia (East Africa) told me a striking example of the difficult choice they face between retaliation and reconciliation, which has been going on for many centuries. When a member of their clan is killed, the clan members have two choices: They may ask for 100 (depending on the status of the person murdered) camels from the clan of the murderer and there can be peace (reconciliation), or they may kill a member of the other clan with the same status as the person who was killed (retaliation). Since one camel costs around 500 US dollars and not many clans can afford or are willing to pay 50,000 US dollars, the obvious choice is retaliation. The answer to that killing is, of course, another killing, and so on, and so on. To this day in other parts in Africa, it is the family who decides what will happen to the murderer of one of their members. The murderer is thrown into the river and then the family decides on the spot whether they will save him and let him live (reconciliation) or let him drown (retaliation).


Modern Conflict Management


The new millennium brings to light several social evolutions. These changes are visible in different fields. In mental health care, for example, there is the evolution from lengthy to shorter forms of treatment. Due to the growing emancipation of the client, the medical model in which the professional is the expert is increasingly being questioned. This cause-and-effect model in psychotherapy, where the professional first needs to explore and analyze the problem, is being replaced by a solution-focused model. The same shift from a model with its focus on problems and how to treat them to a solution-focused model is seen in education, in management and coaching, and in organizations.


An evolution is also taking place within the administration of justice: Rather than using a judge, who makes a decision for the clients, the evolutionary process leads to forms of alternative dispute resolution (ADR). Mediation, one of these forms, involves a mediator, who acts as a facilitator and neutral (or, rather, multipartial) third party to help clients solve their conflict. Using mediation instead of the courtroom, conflicts can often be resolved more rapidly (and at an earlier stage), more economically, and with a more satisfying outcome for the  clients. Mediation can take place between persons, between persons and institutions or companies, between institutions or companies, between persons and the government, and between groups of people or countries.


Psychology has until recently been concerned with identifying human weakness and correcting or amerliorating it. Now, positive psychology arises – a psychology of hope, optimism, and resilience – that perhaps someday will illuminate what human life at its best can be and show how we can help people make their lives good lives. The same applies to conflict management that, until recently, has been concerned with exploration and analysis of the conflict before correcting or ameliorating it.


Let me introduce solution-focused conflict management, a form of positive conflict management. Solution building is different from problem solving, as will be demonstrated in this book. Solution-focused conflict management no longer focuses on the conflict itself, but on what clients want to change in their lives and how to make that happen. It is about their “best case scenario,” or even their “good enough case scenario,” instead of their “worst case scenario.” Solution-focused conflict management – focusing on hope, optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, competencies, and possibilities – offers new ways to form or strengthen relationships encouraging trust and respect or, alternatively, to end relationships in as pleasant a manner as possible. Solution-focused conflict management, sometimes called solution-focused mediation, is applicable in all settings where there is a conflict and people decide to do something about it, from divorce conflicts, family and neighbor conflicts, team and labor conflicts, personal injury conflicts, to international conflicts. May this book help you to help your clients make their lives good, and even better, lives.


Story 1: Taking a Different View


A traveler was riding along on his camel when he encountered three brothers deep in argument. He stopped, dismounted and inquired why they were fighting. The eldest brother explained that, some months earlier, their father had died and bequeathed all his camels to his three sons. His will was clear and explicit. The eldest son was to receive one half of the camels. The second was to receive one third. The third was to inherit one ninth. They had no dispute about that. The problem, and reason for their conflict, arose from the fact that the father had left them seventeen camels.


Almost anyone could appreciate the brothers’ dilemma. Seventeen is not divisible by those proportions. ‘We have tried every mathematical approach we can think of’ they explained to the traveler. ‘We have even considered killing and dismembering one or more of the camels to ensure that each received his bequeathed proportion. However, our father’s will was clear on that too: the camels were to be passed on as livestock and not killed.’ Each brother agreed that there was no value in receiving the odd limb or two of a dead beast.





In their failure to find a solution, they became frustrated and fell into argument. Half of seventeen was eight and a half. They couldn’t kill a beast to divide it, so the elder suggested he take nine. The younger two objected. His greed would deprive them of their rightful inheritance. He should take eight, according to them, but he was not willing to receive less than his father had willed him. The argument raged, tempers became frayed, and the brothers fought bitterly. Each wanted what he rightfully considered his. None was willing to compromise.


‘I see your dilemma,’ said the stranger. ‘Your father has given you a difficult challenge. I also think I see a solution.’ He led his own camel across to the corral that contained the seventeen camels. He pushed the slip-rail aside, let his own enter, then closed off the corral again. Eighteen camels stood in the enclosure.


‘Now’ he said to the elder, ‘you take your portion of one half.’ The brother counted out the nine camels that he delightedly claimed for himself. He thanked the stranger for getting him his rightful share. Turning to the second brother, the traveler said ‘Now you take your portion of one third.’ This brother happily took his six camels and let them aside. To the third brother the stranger said ‘Now it is your turn. Take your one ninth.’ With relief, the last brother took his two camels and tethered them to the railing. This, of course, left behind the saddled camel on which the stranger had arrived.


‘Your father has bequeathed you more than his camels’ said the traveler. ‘He has also left you something of his wisdom. In setting you this challenge what else do you think that he has given you?’


‘I think’ said the first brother, ‘that he was trying to teach us that every problem has a solution. No matter how impossible something might seem, we may solve it by seeking a different perspective.’ The second brother added ‘I think it is more than that. As brothers we are always fighting. Father was always our arbitrator. He wanted us to realize that to survive as a family without him we needed a constructive and cooperative relationship. He set us a challenge that meant we needed to work together to find the solution. When greed and selfishness separated us, no one was happy.’


‘I believe’ said the third, ‘he was possibly teaching us even more. He was saying that no matter how much each of us thinks we are right, we may not have the answer. Sometimes we need to look outside of ourselves. Sometimes, somebody else can offer us a different perspective and thus enable us to find a solution.’


The stranger smiled as he mounted his camel and prepared to move on. ‘Perhaps one of you is right’ he said. ‘Perhaps all three are correct. Then again, maybe he was teaching you something even more……..’
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Background Issues










Failing to plan is planning to fail


Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi


Introduction


Let me introduce to you four theoretical issues that are connected with solution-focused conflict management. The first connection is with game theory, explaining how mediation can be seen as an example of a nonzero sum game, where both players may win. The connection with quantum mechanics and neuroscience shows how a positive focus can change the way we solve conflict. The connection with hope theory shows the importance of having a destination, a map, and a means of transport to reach the preferred outcome in conflict. The connection with the broaden-and-build theory, finally, shows how, in contrast to negative emotions that narrow our thought-action repertoires, positive emotions broaden our thought-action repertoires and build enduring personal resources physically, intellectually, psychologically, and socially.


Game Theory


Nobel Prize winners Von Neumann and Morgenstern invented game theory in 1944 (Von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944). They made a basic distinction between zero-sum games and nonzero-sum games. In zero-sum games, the fortunes of the players are inversely related, one contestant’s gain is the other’s loss, as in tennis or chess. In nonzero-sum games, one player’s gain need not be bad news for the other(s). In highly nonzero-sum games, the players’ interests can overlap entirely. Wright (2000) gives the example of the three Apollo 13 astronauts who were trying to figure out how their stranded spaceship could be repaired to get back to earth. The outcome was good for all (or could have been bad for all).


Bill Clinton stated in an interview:





In game theory, a zero-sum game is one where, in order for on person to win, somebody has to lose. A non-zero sum game is a game in which you can win and the person you are playing with can win as well. The more complex societies get and the more complex the networks of interdependence within and beyond community and national borders get, the more people are forced in their own interest to find non-zero sum solutions, that is, win-win solutions instead of win-lose solutions (Breslau & Heron, 2000).


Nonzero sum games are also played in biological and cultural evolution: If you are in the same boat, you will tend to perish unless you are conducive to productive cooperation.


Zero-sum games are a special case of constant-sum games in which choices by players can neither increase nor decrease the available resources. In zero-sum games, the total benefit to all players, for every combination of strategies, always adds to zero. Poker exemplifies a zero-sum game, because one wins exactly the amount one’s opponents lose.


Many games studied by game theorists are nonzero-sum games, because some outcomes have net results greater than (positive sum games) or less than zero (negative sum games). In nonzero-sum games, a gain by one player does not necessarily correspond with a loss by another. The best metaphor for a nonzero-sum game is “being in the same boat.” You sink (negative sum) or float (positive sum) together.


The classic example of a nonzero-sum game is the prisoner’s dilemma. In that scenario, two partners in crime are being interrogated separately. The state lacks the evidence to convict them of the crime they committed but does have enough evidence to convict both on a lesser charge, bringing one-year prison term for each. The prosecutor wants a conviction on the more serious charge, and pressures each man individually to confess and implicate the other, saying, “If you confess but your partner does not, I will let you off free and use your testimony to lock him up for ten years. And if you do not confess, yet your partner does, you go to prison for ten years. If you confess and your partner does too, I will put you both away, but only for three years.” The question is: will the two prisoners cooperate with each other, both refusing to confess? Or will one or both of them betray the other?


The outcome is determined by the expectations that each player forms of how the other will play, where each of them knows that their expectations are substantially reciprocal. Nonzero-sum games are not about relationships in which cooperation is necessarily taking place. They usually involve a relationship in which, if cooperation did take place, it would benefit both parties. Whether the cooperation does take place – whether the parties realize positive sums – is another matter. Sometimes in nonzero-sum situations, the object of the game is not to reap positive sums, but simply to avoid negative sums.


To realize mutual profit in a nonzero-sum situation, two problems must be solved: communication and trust. There are two pitfalls in nonzero-sum games:





There is the problem of cheating, and there is also a zero-sum dimension in almost any real-life nonzero-sum game.


When you buy a car, the transaction is nonzero sum: you and the dealer both profit, which is why you both agree to the deal. But there is more than one price at which you both profit: the whole range between the highest you would rationally pay and the lowest the dealer would rationally accept. And within that range, you and the dealer are playing a zero-sum game: your gain is the dealer’s loss. That’s the reason bargaining takes place at car dealerships. (Wright, 2000, p. 25).


Schelling (1960) states that conflicts are typically mixtures of cooperative and competitive processes. The course of the conflict is determined by the nature of this mixture. The core emphasis is on having interdependent interests: The fates of clients are woven together. Game theory recognizes that cooperative as well as competitive interest may be intertwined in conflict.


In addition to interdependence, there can be independence, such that the activities and fate of the people involved do not affect one another. If they are completely independent of one another, no conflict arises. The existence of a conflict implies some form of interdependence. In a relationship, asymmetry may exist to the degree of interdependence. One person can be more dependent on the other than the other way around. In an extreme case, one person may be completely independent of the other, whereas the other may be completely dependent on the first person. As a consequence, that person will have greater power and influence in the relationship than the other person has.


From the perspective of game theory, mediation revolves around a nonzero-sum game, where everybody gains (win-win), whereas a judicial procedure revolves around a zero-sum game (win-lose). Win-win means you swim together; win-lose means you swim and the other party sinks or the other party swims and you sink, and lose-lose means you sink together.


In mediation, the measure of success is not so much whether a client wins at the other client’s expense, but whether he gets what he wants because he enables the other(s) to achieve their dreams and to do what they want. In other words: “Winning will depend on not wanting other people(s) to lose” (Wright, 2000, p. 332).


Quantum Mechanics and Neuroscience


Quantum mechanics is the study of the relationship between quanta and elementary particles. Its effects are typically not observable on a macroscopic scale, but become evident at atomic and subatomic levels. It introduced new physical principles and new dynamical laws.


One important finding of quantum mechanics is the so-called uncertainty principle, discovered by Nobel Prize winner Heisenberg. If we want to measure the position and momentum of a particular particle, we must see the particle and focus  on it. This gives an uncertainty in the particle position. Quantum systems do seem to behave differently if we observe them. In other words, the subject who observes modifies the object that is observed. The human brain is also a quantum environment and is therefore subject to all the surprising laws of quantum mechanics. One of these laws is the quantum zeno effect (QZE). This effect is related to the observer effect of quantum physics. The behavior and position of any atom-sized entity, such as an atom, electron, or ion, appears to change when that entity is observed.


The QZE was linked with what happens when close attention is paid to a mental experience. Applied to neuroscience, the QZE states that the mental act of focusing attention stabilizes the associated brain circuits. So concentrating on any mental experience, whether a thought, a picture, or an emotion, maintains the brain state arising in association with that experience. Eventually this leads to physical changes in the brain’s structure. Attention continually reshapes the patterns of the brain and the brain changes as a function of where an individual puts his attention: The power is in the focus. New brain circuits can be stabilized and thus developed (the neuroscientist’s term for this is self-directed neuroplasticity). The neural net of the brain can activate a set of anatomically and chronologically associated firings in response to the environment. This profile is encoded, stored, and retrieved on the basis of a simple axiom defined by Hebb (1949): Neurons which fire together at one time will tend to fire together in the future. It is also possible for the brain to relocate brain activity associated with a certain function from one area to another, for instance, in a case of brain damage. And everyday thousands of new cells are created in the adult brain (neuro-genesis), which was long thought to be impossible.


Seligman (2002), founder of the positive psychology movement (www.ted.com) found in a study with severely depressed individuals that positive behavior change is primarily a function of the ability to focus attention on specific – positive – ideas closely enough, often enough, and for a long enough time.


This is to say that it is wise to leave problem – or conflict – behaviors in the past and focus on identifying and creating new behaviors by first picturing these new behaviors in your mind and developing positive new mental maps that have the potential to become hardwired circuitry. This is best achieved through a solution-focused questioning approach that facilitates self-insight rather than through advice giving.


From the perspective of quantum mechanics, an objective world independent from personal perceptions is not real. Human conflicts are, per essence, subjective because they originate in the dynamics of personal thoughts, emotions, and beliefs of the people involved. The sources of personal conflicts are the result of the perceptions of persons. Einstein (1954) stated:


• Problems cannot be solved by the level of awareness that created them.


• We cannot solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.


• Significant problems cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created them.


• No problem can be solved from the same consciousness that created it.





He postulated that information and knowledge is not sufficient for conflict resolution. Imagination is more important than knowledge, for knowledge is limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world – stimulating progress and giving birth to evolution. As this book will show, imagination is widely used in the solution-focused approach using the miracle question and other hypothetical questions described in Chapters 5 and 6.


Recent insights in the field of neurobiology and knowledge about the functioning of both cerebral hemispheres (Siegel, 1999) show that the right hemisphere deals principally with processing nonverbal aspects of communication, such as seeing images and feeling primary emotions. The right hemisphere is involved in the understanding of metaphors, paradoxes, and humor. Reading fiction and poetry activates the right hemisphere, whereas the reading of scientific texts essentially activates the left hemisphere. There, the processes relating to the verbal meaning of words, also called “digital representations,” take place. The left hemisphere is occupied with logical analyses (cause-effect relations). Linear processes occurring are reading the words in a sentence, aspects of attention, and discovering order in the events of a story. The left hemisphere thus dominates our language-based communication. Some authors are of the opinion that the right hemisphere sees the world more as it is and has a better overview of the context, whereas the left hemisphere tends to departmentalize the information received. The left hemisphere sees the trees, the right hemisphere the forest. Try listening to a favorite piece of music through headphones, first with your left ear, then with your right; what differences do you experience? Several studies have shown that most (right-handed) people prefer to listen to music with their left ear (connected to the right hemisphere), rather than with their right ear (connected to the left hemisphere). If one listens to music with the left ear, this gives a more holistic sensation, “a floating with the flow of the music,” whereas the experience is different if one listens with the right ear. This tendency is reversed in professional musicians. An explanation for this is that they listen to music in a more analytical way than the casual listener. My supposition is that working in a solution-focused manner, thus with a high utilization of the imagination, such as “mental rehearsal” and hypothetical questions, particularly stimulates the nonverbal and holistic capacities of the right hemisphere. Not only the left hemisphere is engaged, as it is in (analytical) problem-focused working. The success of solution-focused conversations might be (partly) explained in the way it addresses both hemispheres of the brain.


Hope Theory


In Greek mythology, Pandora was the first woman, comparable to Eve. Zeus ordered Hephaestus to mould her out of Earth as part of the punishment of mankind for Prometheus’ theft of the secret fire, and all the gods joined in offering Pandora seductive gifts, one being curiosity. She was also given a jar and told that as long as she did not open the jar, nothing bad was ever going to happen. According to the myth, Pandora opened the jar, referred to in modern accounts as “Pandora’s box,” out of simple curiosity thereby releasing all the evils of mankind, all the plagues, and pestilence and evil that now exists in the world. Biting, stinging creatures flew through the air and attacked mortals; but the only one remaining behind in the box was hope, in those days considered the worst of all evils.


The phenomenon of hope has attracted the attention of many writers and philosophers. The Greek philosophers and the later Greek literature tended to the view that since fate was unchangeable, hope was an illusion: “I know how men in exile feed on dreams of hope,” (Aeschylus, 525–456 BC) and “man’s curse” (Euripides, 480–406 BC), because it only prolonged suffering.


Then, something changed. The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) had a more positive outlook on hope: “Hope is a waking dream.” Aristotle mentions hope and hopefulness in several contexts, but most notably in his discussions of courage (Aristotle, 2004).


Cicero, a Roman politician (106–43 BC) stated, “While there’s life, there’s hope.” Since the earliest of the Christian writers, hope has been considered one of the three major theological virtues: Faith, Love, and Hope. St. Paul wrote to Greek friends to declare that hope should stand along with love. Luther, like St. Paul, shook his fist at Greek fatalism and declared, “Everything that is done in the world is done by hope.”


Since the 1950s, physicians and psychologists have pointed to the role of hope in health and well-being. In his 1959 address to the American Psychiatric Association, Menninger suggested that the power of hope was an untapped source of strength and healing for patients. He defined hope as “a positive expectancy of goal attainment” and “an adventure, a going forward, a confident search” (Menninger, 1959, p. 484). Menninger stated that hope was an indispensable factor in psychiatric treatment and psychiatric education.
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