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The course of ‘Buddhist Mediation’ has been taught at the Centre of Buddhist Studies, University of Hong Kong since 2002 as “a model of conflict resolution which reflects the Mahayana ideal of the practice of the Way of Bodhichitta of benefiting oneself and others in being able to resolve conflicts for oneself and for others and learn about the process of change and transformation through applications of the model.”  As the teacher of the above course, the author has demonstrated by her Ph.D. thesis how the theories of the Five Aggregates and the 12 Links of the Chain of Dependent Origination form the basis of a new model of reframing as a distinctive feature of Buddhist Mediation.  The results of the research confirm the hypothesis of a universal process of change that is embedded in this new model of Buddhist Mediation.

A new model of reframing within a universal process of change
According to recent research findings on the process of change, the way to integrate research into practice is “by building comprehensive multilevel-process models of practice that provide a theoretical and conceptual foundation (through guiding principles) and that describe systematic clinical procedures that serve as the basis of practice” (Sexton, Ridley & Kleiner, 2004).  It has also been identified that the challenges for the change process research in couple and family therapy will need to develop “well-articulated theories about systemic change processes” (Heatherington, Friedlander, Greenberg, 2005, p. 19).   According to the recent development in clinical practice, the challenge to the Constructivist School (De Shazer & Berg, 1992) is to find out how exactly the narratives or stories are reconstructed between the therapist and the clients during the session and how to put into theory what happened so that the micro-steps can be tested for effectiveness.  One of the major criticisms of the Constructivist School is the way the ‘reframing’ is being co-created freely without any direction in the therapy session on the basis that there is no absolute truth or reality (Nichols, 2004).  In mediation research, reframing has been well established as a powerful therapeutic skill and it has been noted that how the issues are reframed will affect the outcome of the agreements (Faralova, 1998; Shaw, 1985; Lam, Rifkin, & Townley, 1988; Facobs, & Aakhus, 2002).  To safeguard the biases and beliefs of the therapists and mediators, the new model of reframing with the Five ARM is used as an intervention to interpret and hypothesize the conflict of the disputants.  The findings of this research will therefore have great implications in training and personal growth for the mediator and the disputants.

The theoretical framework of BUDDHIST MEDIATION

In Buddhism, existence has three major characteristics: “impermanence, selflessness and dissatisfaction “(Fadiman & Frager, 1994, p. 544).  The theory of Cause, Conditions and Effect is based on the karmic effect of our actions under the process of the 12 links of the Chain of Dependent Origination  For example, “on account of ignorance, karmic activities arise” as the normal order (anuloma).  It may be presented in the reverse order (patiloma), “from the thorough eradication of ignorance, karmic activities are eradicated” under the 12 links (Boisvert, 1995, p.6):

The 12 Links of the Chain of Dependent Origination (with three temporal divisions)


1.  Ignorance                       (avijja)


2.  Karmic activities                 (sankhara)       Past


3.  Consciousness                   (vinnana)


4.  Mind and matter                  (namarupa)


5.  Six sense-doors                   (salayatana)


6.  Contact                         (phassa)


7.  Sensation                        (vedana)


8.  Craving                         (tanha)


9.  Clinging                         (upadana)

   10.  Becoming                        (bhava)        Present

   11.  Birth                            (jati)

   12.  Old age, death,                  (jaramarana, …)  Future

According to the Four Noble Truths which the Buddha discovered after realizing the universality of suffering, its cause, its cure and the path to total liberation from suffering, the diagnosis and prescription to treat this phenomenon of suffering is set out.  The source of suffering can be traced to the ignorance of the true nature of ‘self’ and things regarding them as well as ‘suffering’ as inherently fixed.  The process of the affliction of suffering is set out in the 12 links, and the process of purification is the reverse of the 12 links which is comparable to the process of mediation and the universal process of change.
Therefore, the path to liberation from suffering or the cycle of ‘samsaric’ existence is to be able to comprehend the fact that there is no concrete ‘self’ being discovered in the continuum of the five aggregates (namely, Form, Sensation, Recognition, Karmic Formations and Consciousness) and attain ‘no self’ or selflessness.  There is ultimately ‘no self’ to bear the suffering of the afflictive emotions and even the suffering itself does not inherently exist. 
Sensation – being either pleasant, unpleasant or neutral – can occur only in a body which is conscious.  Similarly, recognition occurs solely when consciousness is aware of sensations.  The karmic activities, sometimes restricted to volition (cetana), were gradually elaborated to include about fifty principles, from “contact” (phassa, the combination of a sense organ, its object and consciousness), energy and greed to understanding, benevolence, compassion and attention. (Boisvert, 1995, Foreword, p.ix)

In mediation, the importance of reframing is to detoxify, to highlight the interests and needs, and to create doubt about the mind set of the disputants regarding their positions (Boulle, 1996).  The mediator needs to choose a hypothesis when attempting to reframe whatever the disputants are saying in the opening statements.  In the BM Model, the reframing of the disputants’ opening statements or negative remarks should be based on the five aggregates and their order:

1. Name and form – what are they seeing or hearing 

2. Sensation – what are they feeling

3. Recognition – what are they thinking

4. Karmic formation – what are their needs and concerns
5. Consciousness – where is their attention and focus at this moment

Thus the new theory of reframing used in the BM Model is designed to enhance self-awareness as well as non-attachment to this sense of self or “I-ness” (Harding, 1965) at any one moment by analysis of the continuum of the five aggregates.  By recognizing the three characteristics of existence according to the Buddhist worldview of impermanence, selflessness and dissatisfaction, the Buddhist mediator’s goal is to reframe the sanna into a recognition that is different from the original sanna ( rooted in unwholesome roots of greed, hatred and delusion), one without unwholesome roots (McConnell, 1995). This approach is certainly more transformative than the approach of the facilitative or therapeutic model of mediation because it aims to change the root cause of the conflict reflected in the personality of the disputants and not just to enhance the negotiation process.

Under the BM Model, the theory of the 12 links as a process of affliction and purification is applied to the process of mediation according to the three stages (Egan, 2002; Boulle, 1996):  
Stage 1.   By reversing the process of the 12 links, the first two links of ignorance and action become the definition of the problem from the disputants in the first phase of the mediation process.  Each party will have his story of the problem or what has happened which is governed by ignorance as discussed in the first link which leads to actions that cause the conflict. The mediator’s task is to highlight the blind spots of the parties and introduce a new perspective to their conflict by working with their obsessions or sankhara.  The eighth, ninth and tenth links, (desire, clinging and becoming) represent the karmic process of how the parties actively create more conditioned phenomena which belongs to the karmic activities under the fourth aggregate (sankhara).

Stage 2.  The second phase of the mediation is the redefining of the problem or retelling of the story from each of the disputants’ perspective by tracing through the third to the tenth links by reframing the observation, feeling, attitude, opinion, needs and concerns and changing the past observations (name and form), thinking, seeing and hearing (sense-spheres), interaction between the parties (contact) and feeling from their attachment to their own version of truth or fairness to what really is happening (attachment, grasping, existence).  
Stage 3.  The final stage of mediation is the solution stage where the parties will negotiate and get an outcome that they can live with and resolve the past conflict (death and rebirth). 
Methodology - Process Research and Discourse Analysis 
Transcripts from three case studies of family mediation cases from couples in Beijing in 2003 under a joint research project between Tsinghua University and the University of Hong Kong are used for data analysis by Process Research.  The style and process of mediation applied in those cases were similar to the universal model of process of change described by Egan (2002).  The cultural difference will most probably lie in the communication between clients and skilled helpers but the process of change will still be the universal model of how clients arrive at the solution stage : (1) Stage 1 : What’s going on? Or Story-telling, (2) Stage 2: What solution makes sense to me?  (3) Stage 3: How do I get what I need or want?”
For choosing the units of analysis for this process research, the following criteria for selection of episodes from the transcript (Pinsof, 1989) are used:

a. formal criteria - by using the three stages of the process of change as highlighted above as : Stage 1, Stage 2 and Stage 3 (Egan, 2002).  The three stages are correlated to the mediation process and the theory of the 12 links. 

b. clinical criteria - for specific task analysis of intervention-effect by selecting sections that show what the mediator did as an intervention or strategy and how the clients responded or clients’ performances (Greenberg, 1984). The analysis of these units is for the purpose of illustrating the five ARM and evaluating the effectiveness of this new reframing model in achieving a shift in a ‘new awareness’ of the couples towards their five aggregates which constituted their respective ‘self’ in any one moment. 

c. As a sub-coding system for analysis, the coding system of Cognitive Construction Coding System (“CCCS”) (Friedlander, 1995) is used specifically to permit clinically meaningful reconstruction of the therapeutic process of change that can be translated across different models universally.  By applying the CCCS to the data in this research, the transcript is checked for problem elaboration episodes (or speaking turns) indicating the intrapersonal/interpersonal dimension of the conflict from the parties.  The intrapersonal code is assigned when the party attributes the conflict or problem solely to one individual or party (e.g. “She is over reacting.”).  The interpersonal code is applied when two or more people are identified in the problem or conflict (e.g.” Maybe it’s not all his fault. Maybe I am too rough to his sister-in-law. Maybe I should treat her in another way. “).  

Discourse analysis (Silverman, 2000) is the analysis of the social text which includes any talk or writing produced by the speaker against the social context to show the social reality that is being constructed as what Stimson (1986) calls “the sociology of space and place” (Faucault, 1975).  The analysis on the essays of the students of the BM course for the year 2006- 2007 focuses on the following research questions:

1. How do the subjects ‘see’ this object of analysis (i.e. BM)? 
2. What do the subjects ‘do’ in relation to the object of analysis? 
3. Why the discourse actions have unfolded in this direction and with such consequences? 
Samples from Data Analysis of Case One – Stage 1
This was a couple who had been married for over six years with a young child.  The husband was a lawyer and the wife was a doctor specialized in psychoanalysis.  They agreed that they had marital conflict.
After each of the parties presented the individual perspective of the problem, the mediator reframed the couples’ five aggregates:

a) 1st Aggregate, rupa - The parties were exploring what they had done in the past to stop the argument on trivial matters. They talked about a situation when the husband did something that the wife did not agree with and the wife reacted by shouting at him.  The husband would stop engaging in the quarrelling in this situation.

b) 2nd Aggregate, vedana – When that situation happened in the past, the wife would get mad and the husband would become frustrated.  After the sanna was reframed by the mediator, she felt embarrassed about her demand on the husband. The husband felt relieved.

c) 3rd Aggregate, sanna – The wife blamed the husband for trying to compromise by “not quarrelling” when he did not actually agree with her.  The husband thought the wife was unreasonable in not accepting his effort to compromise.

The mediator reframed their complaints about each other into the new recognition that it was nobody’s fault since she was not aware of her own emotions and the husband did not know what to do:

[70] :“M: That’s to say you didn’t speak out your needs, and he didn’t know what to do. He had done his best.”
[72]: M: Maybe you need to know more about your own emotions and this is your own problem.

The parties were made aware that the nature of their problem was selfless (or empty) and impermanent i.e. that the conflict was not an attack on their respective self-images, had created mutual suffering and that it was changeable.
d)  4th Aggregate, sankhara – the wife initially was obsessed with her need to have the husband agree with her and the husband was obsessed with the need to be appreciated by the wife. To this end, the mediator summarized their conflict:

[78] M: This is a pattern: when you do something, she will react in a particular way. When husbands actually have made efforts and wives don’t accept such efforts, husbands will be discouraged and may have no motivation to make such efforts any more.

After the reframe of the sanna as mentioned above, both had doubts about their demands on each other.
[71]W: Actually, sometimes I didn’t know how I could be satisfied……If he actually got angry, I was uneasy as well.  

[74]M: So your situation is not that serious, for you know how to stop. Many couples don’t know this rule and negative quarrels start, which make things worse. I can sense that negative quarrels between you are not that much, and your contradictions lie in whether to solve the conflicts on trivial things in your life or not.

[75]H: Yea, trivial things.

The couple was more ready to look at other possibilities of resolution after the reframing of the sanna.
e) 5th Aggregate, vinnana –The wife and the husband were ignorant of their aggregates as they were caught up by their sankhara unconsciously.  After the mediator reframed the sanna, there was a new awareness of the parties of their aggregates.

According to the data analysis, the mediator at Stage 1 of the process of change facilitated the parties in letting go of their respective selfish demands and positions and re-defined the problem as a mutual concern.  

Stage 2 (private session with the husband):

The mediator created doubt about the husband’s perception that the wife was unreasonable by highlighting an important exception when the wife actually supported him in his decision to be a lawyer.  The husband responded by being less positional in his view of how to resolve the conflict.

[109]. H: No. The way of our discussion is to propose ideas of both sides, which are usually on the contrary. We both believe the other’s ideas are not reasonable. For example, we only consider whether to put on or take off the socks [of the baby] instead of thinking out a third way. I’ve talked to her that we may lack effective ways of communication. Maybe there is a third way.
His new 3rd Aggregate had become a wholesome sanna because he now realized that the past conflict was impermanent and had caused suffering for both of them and that both had contributed to the problem.  The husband had experienced a different picture (3rd to 6th links) of how he could relate to his wife in a constructive manner in discussing an issue that they might have different opinions and drawing on an example of a past experience as an exception to his wife being unreasonable [115-117].  
Stage 3 (joint meeting):

The parties practiced the new way of communication with the ‘I’ message model and expressed different ways of dealing with a past conflict situations to reduce future misunderstanding.  The Five ARM was applied as follows:

a)  1st Aggregate, rupa – They talked about a past conflict and expressed what had happened by practicing the ‘I’ message model: 

W: For example, last Saturday, you were not home for the whole day and told me on the telephone that you would come back early.  Actually, you didn’t come back until 11 o’clock. I was very angry.

b) 2nd Aggregate, vedana – after using the ‘I’ message model to tell each other what happened, they shared their respective emotions safely.  The wife even felt guilty for having misunderstood the husband after he used the ‘I’ message model to tell her what he felt and thought:

[159] W: He told me something about his thinking and his real state at that time. I can understand his mood. I was angry that he didn’t come back for a whole day; but his expression in such a way showed that he concerned with our family. Then I may reflect on my own thoughts: maybe I misunderstood him.

c) 3rd Aggregate, sanna – the husband expressed his expectation for “a warm atmosphere at home”
 [155]H: If I expressed thankfulness for her hardworking that day, actually she took care of the child all day; she may not turn out happy… If I said that I’ve been working a whole day and was also very tired, and I expected a warm atmosphere at home, she may change her attitude…
The wife appreciated his concern about the family. 
d) 4th Aggregate, sankhara - They needed understanding from each other which they got from their new way of communication with the ‘I’ message model. 

e) 5th Aggregate, vinanna – They shifted to a new awareness of the above aggregates as they tried the new way of communication.  The wife had new insight about what she could have done differently in similar situation in the future.

 [167] W: Now I’d like to ask why he came back so late, or if he didn’t come back, the child wouldn’t sleep. In fact, I certainly can express in this way.
The mediator facilitated the parties to let go of their opposing positions by creating doubt about what was in their best interest and led them to identify their common goals.  The parties let go of their greed (lobha) which was represented by the unreasonable demands on each other, their resentment (dosa) and delusion (moha) that they were opposing parties i.e. the ‘self’ versus the ‘enemy’.

Sample data from Discourse Analysis of Journals

Here is one example of the self-reflection by a student who had a strong background in family counseling and mediation:
“I have practiced family counseling for over ten years; I find the western theoretical framework of counseling is quite different from the Buddhist framework. Firstly, the Buddhist framework starts from the roots of conflicts and relates it to moral evils (akusala mula). In the contrary, the western theoretical frameworks seldom refer to the moral ethics. From my previous training, I have to study many family theories so as to help me to understand the dynamics of the conflicts. Anyhow, the role of the individual contributed to the conflicts is seldom the focus of study. However, from the Buddhist perspective all kinds of conflicts are analyzed from the individual’s dimension of Akusala mula. This framework provides me a new dimension to understand and analyze conflicts. 

“Secondly, the doctrine of Dependent Origination and the Five Aggregates provide me with a new perspective in understanding the dynamics of conflicts arising inside the mind of conflicting parties. It is particularly useful in the process of mediation. These frameworks can help the mediator to see clearly what is happening in the process. Furthermore, I would like to stress that the success in applying the above doctrines in the mediation process depends largely on the mindfulness of the mediator which is the prerequisite in practicing.” 

The analysis of the above discourse is directed to the research question of ‘how’ the student was influenced by the BM model:
“The writer compared the process of mediation with the process of conflict resolution under the BM Model.  The transformative values of the two processes are complementary to each other.  The former is dealing with the process of change in an observable behavioral perspective and the latter is dealing with the process of change from the internal states of consciousness of the disputants.  The writer appreciated that ‘mindfulness’ is the most important quality of a Buddhist Mediator.  Mindfulness is a quality that can be acquired by training of meditation.  Therefore, the practice of BM is comparable to the practice of other transformative practices that were ego-transcending (Murphy, 1992).”  

The focus of the BM Model is on the internal states of consciousness of the mediator and the disputants.  The BM Model is therefore capable of transforming the ‘self’ of the disputants by changing their unwholesome roots of action and becoming more aware of their five aggregates.  The Five ARM is useful for the Buddhist mediator in respect to the practice of right mindfulness which aims to observe internally what one’s five aggregates are from moment to moment. 
Results – The Chart of the BM Model 
Under Stage 1, party A’s and party B’s perceptions about their conflict are based on their views of individual suffering and obsessive demands on the other to change according to their selfish wants.  By reframing the third and fourth aggregates, their mutual suffering and concerns are acknowledged by the parties.

Under Stage 2, the recognition and resentment that it was the other party’s fault in second and third aggregates are reframed to take ‘the people’ out of ‘the problem’ so that parties A and B do not feel attacked and can express shared feelings or even grief to each other.  The fourth aggregate of obsessive demands of the parties is also challenged to give more options.

Under Stage 3, the options created under the fourth aggregate in Stage 2 are reality checked and common ground and interests are acknowledged under third aggregate.  The final action plan under the fourth aggregate becomes the future solution to the conflict.
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5 Aggregates:


a	Matter, form


b	Sensation, emotion, feeling	


c	Recognition, perception


d	Karmic activity, formation


e	Consciousness





The Budddist Mediation Model
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