This Week: The Decision Is Entirely Yours
reading time: two minutes and forty-five seconds

I have talked about lessons from conflict resolution and mediation training in terms of learning to listen, to have empathy, to understand and respect others no matter how strongly you disagree, to say things in the most supportive way.
Recently, I realized there is an equally important lesson that I had not noticed before in it’s broadest terms: the ability to know when to stop persuading, to put resolution before winning or being right.
Mediators are trained in the principle that the resolution belongs to the parties. The mediator is disinterested in the terms of the resolution, and interested primarily in ensuring that the process is fair.

Sometimes it is not easy for mediators to let go of the results and trust the parties to work out, with our help, an agreement that makes the resolution sustainable and satisfactory, especially if we have strong opinions or tend to be control freaks. Often we want to tell people they shouldn’t let go of this or that expectation, that we think it is too important to disregard. When they let it go, we have to recognize that “it” was probably not as important to them as it was to us. But our perspective is not theirs. The parties have to get the resolution they want, not the one we want for them.

By learning to let go of the resolution, mediators learn important lessons for situations outside the mediation, in fact, for all other situations, especially those where we have strong opinions and a need to insist on them. We learn to recognize appropriate boundaries, to say, “That’s not part of what I should do or what I should influence.” Very often, we learn to say, “The decision is entirely yours,” to know that we have done our best to argue our positions, and to let go – of the argument, of the outcome, of the insistence that others agree with us no matter what.

We learn to recognize when it is time to stop trying to win.
Think of all the situations where recognizing this boundary would have supported the outcome, where an acceptable compromise maintained an important relationship when winning would have damaged it, where allowing others to make decisions for themselves was an important step in learning to evaluate options.

In these cases, the process and relationships are much more important than the outcome. Winning is not always all it’s cracked up to be. Sometimes it costs more in emotional terms than not winning.

And letting go can be very freeing. Remember how strongly we felt about people who imposed decisions on us that we thought were unfair or just wrong? Allowing others to make their own decisions relieves us of dealing with the negative and unanticipated consequences of an outcome others didn’t want. And for those who are in positions with the power to impose decisions, remember the toll it took when that decision was not welcomed by others? Things work better when you give away appropriate responsibility.

We might even learn a new approach to forging an agreement. The parties really do know what is best for them in that situation. Their resolution can provide a new idea we can take into the future for our own conflicts or as suggestions for others and their conflicts.

I am not suggesting that you “wash your hands” of something for which you are responsible and walk away. If you have some responsibility for the outcome, then you must participate, collaborate, and contribute toward an acceptable agreement.

Mediation training taught me when to recognize that others have interests and reasons I will never understand or even know and to stop insisting on my own point of view. Allowing others to act on their interests and reasons without my interference is the best way I can be supportive. That decision indicates respect and a knowledge of appropriate boundaries. And for all of us control freaks, it helps us understand how our behavior gets in the way of both process and relationship.

So, try finding times when you can say, “The decision is entirely yours” and mean it. People need their autonomy, and there are other rewards besides winning.
Have a great week.
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