Perceptions:  “I know I’m right!”
By Patti Bertschler, PCC

Have you ever been so convinced you were right about something, only to learn you were missing information that proved you to be wrong?  

People stubbornly hold positions refusing to consider any viewpoint besides their own.  There’s a certain glee that comes when someone else is found to be wrong, but it’s not so comfortable when it happens to us.  I guess that’s the stuff of which humility is born.
One of my favorite parables is from a Buddhist author, Thich Nhat Hanh, who tells of a tradesman returning home to find it has been pillaged and burned to the ground.  In front of the house, he discovers the ashes of a young boy whom he is convinced are his son’s.  Unbeknown to him, the son is taken by the bandits and is still alive.

Grief-stricken, father gathers the ashes, places them in a velvet bag and carries it everywhere with him.  He is inconsolable about his son’s death but slowly builds another house and tries to resume his life.

One night, the son who had escaped from the marauders finds his way back to his father’s new house and excitedly beats on the door.
“Who is it?” the father asks still holding the velvet bag with his son’s ashes.  “It is I, your son!” the boy answers through closed doors.

Shaken, the father believes someone is playing a cruel trick on him.  “I have my son’s ashes with me.  He died three months ago.”  
The boy continues beating on the door begging to be let in.  The father cries and holds fast to the belief that his son is dead, and that this is a heartless joke being played on him.

The parable ends with the sad boy walking away never to see his father again.  Father continues holding onto the bag of ashes which he carries with him always.

Sometimes our perceptions of reality are so strong that no matter what we are told or despite strong evidence to the contrary, we persist in our own beliefs.

Perceptions and paradigm shifts.  Stephen Covey, author of Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, describes his own “paradigm shift.” Covey liked reading the newspaper on a quiet bus.  One Sunday, a father and three young children boarded, and the children promptly began running, whooping it up and clearly disturbing Covey’s coveted peace.  He looked at the father, tried giving him a look that said “Can’t you keep your kids in tow?” but the father just stared out the bus window.
The few other people on the bus were doing nothing, so Covey decided it best for everyone if he assertively approached the dad and ask him to get his kids under control.

“Excuse me, sir,” paraphrasing Covey.  “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but your children are being a bit bothersome, and it makes it hard to concentrate on my reading.”  

The father shakes off his hundred-mile-stare saying, “Oh, I’m so sorry.  You see, we came from the hospital, and their mother just died.  My mind was elsewhere, and I didn’t even notice what the kids were doing.”  

Covey relates how ashamed he was for thinking ill of the father and asks what he can do to help.   Now that’s a paradigm shift.  A paradigm is a belief I hold to be true, e.g., kids should be seen and not heard on the bus!  The shift comes when I realize that situations I have judged based on my staunch beliefs may not always be true.  
Mediation perceptions vs. issues.  In our mediation practice, we hear arguments from both “sides” as parties hold firm to perceptions as to how disputes should be settled.  Party A and Party B each present valid cases as to why they are right and the other party wrong.  
The mediator’s job is to help parties sort through perceptions and arrive at the true issues.  For example, an 87-year old father frequently gets into fender benders, car insurance rates rise, and daughter is tired of getting calls from the police to pick up her father.  Dad refuses to give up his car keys and is tired of his daughter trying to “boss him around.”
The mediator helps the daughter see that father’s issue is independence and helps dad see that the daughter’s issue is safety.  It has nothing to do with one party trying to control the other.  Once issues are identified, brainstorming toward conflict resolution can begin as emotions are held more in check.  
Another example comes from a post-divorce mediation we did a few years ago in which the “exes” have both remarried and are trying to work out a mutual parenting arrangement for their children.  One couple wants three consecutive summer weeks with the children; the other couple will only agree to three alternating weeks.  The issue is not 21 days; the issue is revenge.  You hurt me, so I won’t give you time with the kids the way you want it.  Once that issue was put on the table, the couples were able to focus on a higher level—what was best for the children.  
Try another approach.  If you’re a caregiver of an older adult, a parent in a blended family with two sets of kids trying to get along or a spouse wanting a divorce, consider mediation. We can help your perceptions.  About that, I know I’m right!  


NCS Fall Calendar





October 4:  Divorce 101:  What you need to know and shouldn’t be afraid to ask.  


                    Mark Newton, JD.  $20. 6:30 – 8:30 PM





October 12: Elder Mediation Training.  $100. 8:30 AM – 4:00 PM.  Dr. John


	          Bertschler.  6 CEUs.





October 13, 20, 27, Nov. 3 and 10:  


         Divorce and Family Mediation Training.  





All classes are held at Northcoast Conflict Solutions, 7007 E. Sprague Road, Suite 1, Independence, OH 44131.  Call (440) 262-3700 or visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.ncsmediation.com" ��www.ncsmediation.com� to register.  





























