This anthology contains exciting and varied contributions to the growing
literature on visual language and its power to “draw us” together. The authors
offer a wide range of experience, powerful illustrations and the core message
that visual language enables us to learn, think, and grow in new ways – especially when considering the complex relationships that words alone can’t
illuminate. Drawn Together through Visual Practice reflects the power of this
field to help transform organizations and communities in life-affirming ways.
– Juanita Brown PhD, Co-Founder, The World Cafe
After 45 years of drawing on the wall it is extraordinary to see this field
bloom in such rich and contributive ways. The authors are the cambium
layer—advancing and shaping it with practice and questions—providing inspiration for all of us who are living into this emergent, hopeful,
phenomenon.
– David Sibbet, The Grove Consultants International
The field of visual practice has long been nurtured by the quiet presence
of artists devoted to listening and serving the groups with whom they
work. It is high time that they turned and faced the room and shared
the depth of artisanal practice and craft that underscores their devotion
to the work. This collection is a stunning revelation of the heart of this
practice. Whatever your role in group work, you will be made better
by listening to these voices and stories of experience, sensitivity and
careful attention.
– Chris Corrigan, Art of Hosting and Harvest Moon Consulting
A first-rate look at the new world of visual practice. I know from personal
experience that capturing content and discussion in real time imagery
can help create communal understanding and memory. The images give
participants a shared visual vocabulary that help capture complex ideas
and enable the move to new discoveries and innovations. The book is
a delightful dive into understanding the background and development
of this new teaching/art form. Enjoy.
– Deborah Ancona, Seley Distinguished Professor of Management, Faculty
Director of the MIT Leadership Center, MIT Sloan School of Management

I’ve seen visual practice map ideas, refresh memories, and provoke
insights in many meetings involving dozens of professionals from business, government, and education. So it’s a special delight to discover this
collection representing the art, craft, and inspiration of visual practice
from multiple perspectives.
– David N. Perkins, Carl H. Pforzheimer, Jr., Research Professor of Teaching and
Learning, Harvard Graduate School of Education
Graphic facilitation is a powerful way for a group to come to know
themselves and the work they want to do together. It is no wonder
that it so quickly became a part of any good meeting, conference, or
problem solving session! Drawn Together is a valuable book, timely and
well thought through. It should be read and employed by all wanting
to improve and accelerate the rate of change and innovation within an
organization, executive team or community. The more diversity in the
room, the more powerful visual imagery becomes.
– Gail Taylor, Co-Founder of MG Taylor, Inc., Founder of Tomorrow Makers, Inc.
At last! A compendium of stories, helpful approaches and mind sets
that reflects the diversity, the richness of scope and the broad impact of
the growing field of visual practice/visual language. Our visual practice
not only encompasses ‘making the invisible visible’ and ‘making the
visible visual’ through many artistic means, but also, it incorporates all
the human elements of working together, listening, and inclusion that
our world is crying for. The potential is unlimited. This is a must read
for people who are looking for ways to make substantial change and
impact in our world as a group or as an individual and who are looking
for paths to go ‘from my way to our way’.
– Susan Kelly, Visual Practitioner
Drawn Together offers me tools to reflect and improve on developing
campaigns for Lush, and encourages personal reflection on my process.
A tremendous job bringing together a picture of the evolving work and
sharing best practices.
– Carleen Pickard, Ethical Campaigns Specialist, Lush Handmade Cosmetics,
North America
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The Use of Imagery in
Conflict Engagement
Aftab Erfan, PhD

For the past decade I have lived a double life as a conflict resolution
practitioner on the one hand, and as a visual facilitator on the other.
The invitation to contribute this chapter was a call to bring the two
sides of my work together and make an attempt at describing their
often-productive and occasionally explosive intersection. These pages
are a starting point for an exploration of the central question: how
do we imagine an expanded role for imagery in service of productively
addressing group conflicts?
What is conflict?
My work in conflict engagement has encompassed settling a fight
between three colleagues who felt they could no longer work together,
assisting a leadership team at a difficult crossroads regarding their
organization’s future, and bringing Palestinian and Israeli students
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together to dialog about their coexistence on a Canadian university
campus. Each conflict is unique and it is difficult to find a commonly
accepted definition for what conflict is. What we know from the literature
is this:
1. Conflict hinges on real or perceived incompatibility between
opinions, principles, objectives, interests, or desires of the
parties involved. In other words, there is an element of
difference at play.
2. Conflict arises when the parties are not willing or able to settle
their differences in a fully rational argumentative manner.
Most people feel angry when they are in conflict. Others feel
sad. And many feel afraid. Conflict is disagreement that has
the potential to mobilize emotional resources in a way that can
be destructive to people, relationships, properties, or systems.
As shorthand: conflict is difference that matters enough to activate our
emotions.
How do we view conflict?
There is no single view or perspective on the nature of conflict. The
traditional view has been that aggressive conflict is part of human nature
and therefore unavoidable, while the alternative view is that humans are
naturally cooperative but caught in a historical narrative of hostility (Clark
2002). The dominant view is that conflict is generally a bad thing, that a
group in conflict is a malfunctioning group; the alternative view is that
conflict is inherently good as manifestation of diversity, and that it is the
seat of a group’s creative potential (Lewis 2008). Finally, the traditional
view is that conflict should be dealt with primarily at the rational level
through discovery of mutually beneficial material solutions, while the
alternative view is that engagement with the emotional and symbolic
layers of conflict is essential (LeBaron 2003).
How one views conflict is very important because it determines how
one approaches engaging with conflict. The various methods of conflict
resolution are pinned on implicit views on the nature of conflict, which
in turn influence how imagery and visuals may or may not be helpful as
companions to these methods.
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A warning: If you are going to use visuals in conflict resolution, it
is important that you have clarity on the approach to conflict that
informs the session. The imagery used needs to be consistent with
the philosophy and aims of the approach. Visuals that are not well
aligned—for example, a visual that makes everything look pretty and
harmonious while a facilitator is trying to surface tensions, a chart that
includes too much detail while the facilitator is drawing out a dominant
dynamic or relationship, or a metaphor of building something new while
a facilitator is working to dismantle the existing situation—might add to
confusion in the room, and will likely become irrelevant to the process.
The approach to conflict engagement that I am most fluent in, called
the Lewis Method of Deep Democracy, takes the view that conflict is
unavoidable, that it is fundamentally a good thing, and that it needs to be
engaged at the emotional and symbolic levels. Within this view, conflict
is seen as a doorway to wisdom and personal growth, so we speak about
“mining the gold of conflict,” we search for it in the course of a meeting
(any meeting—not only a conflict intervention), we bring it out as early
as possible and explore it in the most personal and emotionally-engaged
way available to us. We also acknowledge that conflict is uncomfortable
for many people, and that conflict engagement processes can be unsafe
unless people go into them with awareness and readiness. The job of the
facilitator is to speed up or slow down a process at appropriate times,
to give structure and to let go of structure at appropriate times, and
to hold the group with a non-judgmental attitude that creates safety.
What I describe below are some ideas for how imagery can be used to
assist with this specific approach.
How can imagery help as we work with conflict?
I see two primary ways in which the use of imagery can be helpful in this
work, addressing two primary difficulties we tend to have with conflict:
Giving form: Most people are not big fans of conflicts and many people
experience significant anxiety in conflict situations. One reason conflict
is so difficult for most people is that it feels so disorganized: we just
don’t know how to get our head around it, let alone what to do with
it. Conflict is perhaps the most familiar form of chaos in the realm of
human relationships. We know from the new sciences that chaos and
transformation tend to be linked to each other—thus the amazing
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potential in conflict—but for most people chaos is uncomfortable
because it is disorienting and unpredictable, making us feel vulnerable
and on shaky ground. Visuals can help give us the forms, the language,
and the structures we need to make sense of conflict, making it feel less
chaotic and more approachable.
Making visible: Since we are so uncomfortable with conflict, we usually
tend not to want to look at it—or not be able to look at it—until
we absolutely have to. What we know about the process of conflict
development is that there is a typical progression (Mindell 1995).
Generally conflicts begin as a small disagreement, but since we don’t
see them and deal with them they tend to brew for a long time until they
gain momentum and become explosive. It is usually not until they blow
up that conflicts become visible to us, at which point they are already
too big and scary to deal with. Visuals have the possibility of making
conflict visible earlier in the process, making them available for working
with before they grow too large.
Another warning: Sometimes the people you are working with may
not be happy with you for making a conflict visible. Sometimes they
will accuse you of having “created” conflict when everything was fine.
The accusation may not be true—you are in fact only reflecting the
group’s existing issues to it—but if people are afraid or not ready to see
a conflict, bringing attention to it may be unwelcome. If you’re going
to make conflicts visible, you better have a way to make it safe to work
with them. Visuals will often accelerate the process. That is their gift
and their danger.
How to use imagery to give form to conflict
First things first, remember that imagery can appear in different forms:
it can be literally and explicitly put on paper as a drawing, or it can be
spoken in the form of metaphor and other verbal imagery. Imagery can
be very potent when we are in the presence of conflict because people in
conflict tend not to be fully in their rational mind and need instead to
draw on imaginative resources which give access to the irrational mind
(LeBaron 2003).
Much work has been done on the power of metaphors as organizing
structures that help create meaning and therefore help shape and
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shift our reality (Lakoff 2003). One of the advantages of metaphors
(particularly when used verbally) is that they are understood not to be
a literal representation of what you are talking about, so they tend to
be flexible and intuitively clear. If I say to a group of people in conflict
that we are going to “jump in the deep end” they will know what I mean
and may even suggest that we instead “put our toes in first”. If the
metaphor isn’t working I can change it on the spot and say “let’s start
peeling back the layers of the onion,” and again people will immediately
have a sense of what I mean.
I use metaphors to frame what I am doing, explaining to people what
is going on as I take them through a conflict resolution process. The
following are the two most powerful metaphors I use, both central to
the Lewis Method of Deep Democracy:
1. The iceberg

The metaphor of the iceberg is familiar to most people, indicating a
reality that is only partially apparent. Freud used the metaphor of
the iceberg to distinguish between an individual’s consciousness
(top of the iceberg) and subconsciousness (below the water line) and
suggested that an individual needs to “lower their waterline” (by going
to psychotherapy, for example) to resolve their psychological issues
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and achieve their potential. Jung applied the metaphor of the iceberg
to groups, suggesting that when two or more people gather there is
a conscious part of the group (e.g. the meeting agenda, the materials
and issues on the table, the relative positional power of people in the
room) and an unconscious part of the group (e.g. the hidden agendas,
the gossip before the meeting, the emotional state of people involved,
issues seen as taboos in the group). I use Jung’s articulation of the
iceberg to describe to people in a meeting that I am attempting to
“lower the waterline” as a way to get to the hidden solutions, wisdom,
and potential of the group. I may draw the iceberg on a flipchart and
ask: “What do you think is in the consciousness of this group now? And
what’s just below the waterline?” This simple imagery, which takes only
a few minutes to present, often makes it easier for people to begin to
talk about what is really going on for them. The difficult-to-talk-about
realities often very quickly pop to the surface.
2. Throwing all the arrows

Various war metaphors are often used in talking about conflict. I use
the metaphor of throwing one’s arrows: When we are in relationship
with other people, things tend to happen that annoy us, but very often
we don’t mention them because we prefer to keep the peace. However,
we take our little annoyance, turn it into an arrow, and put it in our
metaphorical quiver that we carry around until the next time we get
into a fight with the person. When we fight we take out the arrows that
we gathered over time and shoot them at the person (e.g. “You don’t
respect me: You’re always late at meetings!”) We typically just shoot
enough arrows to win a fight! That’s fine if we want to win fights, but if
we want true peace we need disarmament. We have to throw not only
our little arrows, but also our big ones. I invite participants to take turns
throwing all their arrows, holding nothing back. Once everything has
been thrown, I ask each person involved which arrows hit them and what
insight, lessons, or truths those piercing arrows hold for the individual.
The metaphor calls in bravery and invites an emotional release in a
slightly more dramatic manner than most people are used to. The highly
structured nature of the process makes it more safe and more likely
that people walk away from the conflict having learned something new.
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How to use imagery to make conflict visible
While the above examples illustrate how specific imagery can be used
to give directions and help groups make sense of what we are doing,
the following are some examples of more subtle and fluid ways that
we might use visuals to make conflicts visible. What typically happens
to me is this: The discussion is going on, I may be taking visual notes,
and suddenly I begin to pick up on a disagreement in the room, perhaps
far before people in the group are aware of it. I use my lens on group
dynamics (in my case the lens of Role Theory from Deep Democracy) to
draw out and visually highlight what is emerging, then ask the group if
they want to do anything about it.
The elephant in the room

It is often there and I very often draw it as I become aware of it. The
elephant in the room is the issue that people tend to speak around but
not go into directly because it is charged with conflict. We experience
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the presence of an elephant when it feels like we are cycling around
something, saying the same things over and over again but not getting
anywhere. We may also experience the elephant through our body
symptoms, sometimes called “edge behavior” (e.g. I get a headache
when a group is stuck around something they are not quite naming.)
When working with a group I may not know exactly what the elephant
is, but I can put a light outline of one on our chart as I am drawing, then
ask people “If there was an elephant in the room, it feels to me like it
would be right around here, around the word “finances”. Does that
sound right?” If I haven’t got it right, then people usually point me to
the actual elephant in the room instead. Either way, I now have the
elephant to work with. If I have caught it early enough, hopefully it is a
smallish elephant and easy to work with.
Polarities

Deep Democracy is one of several approaches to conflict resolution that
works with polarities. Polarities are formally defined as an interdependent
pair of notions that may be simultaneously correct and at the same
time antithetical to each other, and if managed well can support one
another in pursuit of a common goal (Johnson 1992). In Deep Democracy
we see them less formally as any two notions that are in opposition to
each other in the context of the conflict (e.g. the idealist view vs. the
pragmatic view, managers vs. workers, we should do this vs. we shouldn’t
do it). Polarities often emerge around the elephant in the room. I bring
attention to them on my charts by drawing an infinity symbol around
them, to suggest their relationship and the tension between them.
When polarities emerge on my charts, I point them out with as much
objectivity as I can muster. I check with the group to see if one of the
polarities might be interesting to explore, and if they decide to go into
one I use my conflict resolution steps (e.g. the throwing of the arrows
describe above) to work with that polarity. Sometimes, the group may
decide not to work any further with a polarity, but I find that even just
pointing it out, even just making it clear—and making it okay—that
there are paradoxes or elements in natural creative tension within the
group allows people to relax into them, making the conflict less scary
and a little more simple to wrap one’s head around.
The combination of musings and illustrations above introduce a
conversation about practically and responsibly engaging imagery in
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conflict resolution within groups. In my estimation, the potential to
harness the power of visuals in the service of addressing conflict is
great, and so is the risk. Without a robust approach to conflict and actual
skill in holding a group through a tense situation, the intentional (and
even unintentional) use of imagery to give form and visibility to conflict
can ignite emotional fires we cannot manage. However, if we know
how to manage the fires, the field of conflict resolution offers exciting
possibilities for visual practitioners wanting to make a real difference
in groups and communities in which they work.

AFTAB ERFAN teaches at the School of Community and Regional Planning at the
University of British Columbia, and consults as the principal of Whole Picture Thinking.
She specializes in helping groups work through conflict and come to decisions, whether
around the boardroom table or in large public forums. She draws on several schools of
facilitation including graphic facilitation. Her go-to approach for working with conflict
is Deep Democracy, a psycho-social method developed in post-apartheid South Africa.
Aftab’s PhD research, defended in 2013, is a pioneering scholarly effort to apply Deep
Democracy in the context of a small Indigenous community on Vancouver Island. She
is one of a small handful of master practitioners and teachers of Deep Democracy in
North America, and is the author of many articles and book chapters.
www.deepdemocracy.ca
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