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Bones of Conversation: Developing a Conflict Resolution Strategy 

 For this study, we will wind back the clock to 1996, to the discovery of a set of ancient 

remains in Washington state, in order to offer strategic solutions for conflict resolution and 

successful collaboration with mutual benefit between the stakeholders. The context and 

stakeholders, including cause and effect, are presented, followed by a strategy for resolution, a 

discussion of outcome, and a conclusion, including how the strategy might benefit future similar 

collaborative efforts. 

Context of the Conflict 

 In the summer of 1996 a set of ancient human remains were accidently found in the 

Columbia River by two college students, in Kennewick, Washington, in an area under the 

jurisdiction of the Army Corps of Engineers.  Named the Kennewick Man, or The Ancient One 

by local Native American tribes, the almost complete skeleton was dated at more than 9,000 

years old. A DNA extraction attempt failed, leaving the best guess of the Kennewick Man/The 

Ancient One’s relatives to be the Moriori people of the Chatham Islands, and the Ainu people of 

Japan.  The question of who owned the bones, and what actions would be correct and honorable 

to take, immediately caused tense debate and conflict among the scientists, Native Americans 

and the corps. 

Stakeholders 

 Scientists, led by physical anthropologist Dr. Douglas Owsley, curator of the National 

Museum of Natural History, wished to study the “extremely rare and important” (Preston, 2014, 

p. 4)  remains. Owsley has been involved in the return of thousands of remains from institutions 

including the Smithsonian back to Native Americans (Preston, 2014, p. 3). 
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 The Native American Colville Confederated Tribes, who long inhabited the area where 

The Ancient One was found, believed that, despite a lack of DNA evidence, The Ancient One 

was their relative, and wished to rebury him as an ancestor. There were existing bad feelings 

between anthropologists and Native Americans, troubled negotiations underway with the Army 

Corps of Engineers, and old wounds from a history of misappropriation of Native remains. The 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) protection of the bones 

was not evoked because “there was no evidence of a relationship with any existing tribes. The 

skeleton lacked physical features characteristic of Native Americans” (Preston, 2014, p. 3), and 

the DNA was not yet successfully sequenced. 

 The Army Corps of Engineers had jurisdiction where the remains were discovered, and 

thus controlled the fate of the bones. After a month-long public comment period the bones would 

be returned to the local tribes. The corps were involved in heated negotiations with the Colville 

tribes, “including salmon fishing rights along the Columbia River… [and, as] a corps 

archaeologist [said] “they weren’t going to let a bag of old bones get in the way of resolving 

issues with the tribes” (Preston, 2014, p. 4). 

Strategy for Conflict Resolution 

 We recommend that stakeholder-selected representatives for the scientists, Native 

American tribes, and the Army Corps of Engineers assemble to create a tri-stakeholder alliance 

with the goal of working collaboratively toward a mutually beneficial resolution for the current 

conflict, and possibly utilizing the process and findings as applied research toward the creation 

of a model to serve as a blueprint for future similar conflicts. The creation of a tri-stakeholder 

alliance “bring[s] people from all sides of a violent conflict together to accomplish a task that 

benefits them all…  ” (Burgess, 2012). 
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     Our proposed strategy includes these steps: 

  One: Shared Space. Creating a shared space where the stakeholders can come together to 

build a framework of trust and outline safe behaviors to foster partnership. As Google’s Project 

Aristotle found, the most important factor in teams working well together is psychological 

safety, which “enables employees to be comfortable opening up to their colleagues and taking 

risks” (Duhigg, 2016). A safe space allows for mutual trust, honesty, respect, and a willingness 

to “share ...ideas and feelings” ("Teamwork skills: being an effective group member," n.d.). 

Two: Dialogue. The participants in the alliance then discuss their disparate cultures, with 

the goal of developing a common agenda. The participants must make “themselves vulnerable” 

in order to acknowledge differences, within the shared safe space, which opens the door to 

authentic conversation ("Why Does Great Collaboration Require Good Conflict?," 2013). This 

dialogue allows cultural differences to be honored, with the recognition that differences “...are 

not necessarily negative, and that these differences can create huge potential benefits...” (Buell, 

2007). One such benefit is the creation of a shared agenda around a shared set of values, which 

gives the members a feeling of ownership “of both the way the group works and the results” 

(Mattessich, Murray-Close, Monsey, & Wilder Research Center, p. 18).  

 Three: Facilitation. Rotating facilitators are selected from members of each of the three 

stakeholder groups. The facilitators foster dialogue, drive conversation, and prevent the danger 

of echo chambers of repetitive expression (Torgovnick, 2012). The facilitators also listen “to 

others and elicit[s] their ideas. They know how to balance the need for cohesion within a group 

with the need for individual expression” ("Teamwork skills: being an effective group member," 

n.d.).  
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 Another important facilitator function is to be “a devil’s advocate. Someone whose 

excellence is demonstrated by the quality of questions they ask…” (Torgovnick, 2012). Having a 

rotating facilitator position helps prevent burnout, per Torgovnick: “It’s important that different 

people play the role of devil’s advocate: if it is always the same person, they’ll get tuned out — 

and burned out” (Torgovnick, 2012). 

 Four: Assessment. The alliance then employs the Wilder Inventory to confirm the shared 

agenda, and to evaluate the alliance’s “readiness to collaborate” (Mattessich et al., p. 42).  

 The Wilder Inventory is a practical tool to help the alliance “inventory its strengths on the 

factors that research has shown are important for the success of collaborative projects” 

(Mattessich et al., p. 37). The findings of the inventory illuminate strong and weak factors, 

providing a roadmap for proceeding forward in an optimally collaborative fashion. By discussing 

and taking action on these factors early, potential conflicts can be avoided and a more productive 

working environment created.   

 Five: Action Plan. Next, an action plan is developed that is inclusive of all three 

stakeholder groups’ interests, including the chance for scientific study, the honoring of the bones, 

and the Native American desire for reburial of the remains, as well as the jurisdiction rights of 

the Army Corps of Engineers.  

 The action plan allows each stakeholder party to lobby for their priorities while offering 

respect to one another’s interests.  It is paramount the alliance “agree[s] on what needs to be 

done and by whom,” because, as the process moves forward, “trust also grows as group members 

demonstrate personal accountability for the tasks they have been assigned” ("Teamwork skills: 

being an effective group member," n.d.).  
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 Six: Follow Up. After the actions are taken, the alliance reconvenes to share the scientific 

findings (if desired by all parties), and to assess and examine their collaborative process. 

 Following this, first steps are taken to apply what worked, and lessons from weak areas, 

toward the creation of a blueprint for similar challenges in the future. The Wilder Inventory may 

be used again at this point for reassessment “of strengths and weaknesses...and how to take 

corrective action” for the future, as groups “have used [this] tool… in designing new 

collaborative projects” (Mattessich et al., p. 52). 

Discussion of Outcome 

 In following the proposed actions, the stakeholder-participants move through a process 

that emphasizes Atlee’s power with (Atlee, 2016), creating and acting within an inclusive space 

that supports “working together on a shared goal” where “people come to better understand each 

other, appreciate their similarities as well as their differences, and begin to break down the 

barriers that led to the conflict and exacerbated it before” (Burgess, 2012). 

 Working with the idea of “we” enables powerful, creative solutions to emerge from the 

collaborative efforts. Benefits of working with “we,” include: co-intelligence, strengthening of 

social capital, collective empowerment, community building across different social worlds, 

compassion, resonance and synergy within the group, an accumulation of mutual wisdom, and, 

finally, increased “interaction, conversation [leading to] coevolution” as the alliance 

metaphorically dances their “way into new understandings, relationships, possibilities, and other 

potencies” (Atlee, 2016). 

 This process may be the first time these three stakeholder groups have worked with 

“perspective taking which involves trying to see things from the other person’s point of view – 

‘walking in their shoes’,” possibly learning “new things about [the] conflict that may prove 
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helpful in resolving it” ("Why Does Great Collaboration Require Good Conflict?," 2013). This 

effort and new understanding may be helpful in other conversations between these stakeholders, 

encouraging the resolution of disagreements before they turn into full-fledged conflicts, for the 

benefit of the whole of the stakeholders’ communities. 

Conclusion 

 When ancient bones were unearthed in 1996 in the Columbia river, the remains, named 

the Kennewick Man, or The Ancient One, caused a challenging conflict regarding what to do 

with the bones, between scientists, local Native American tribes, and the Army Corps of 

Engineers. The conflict resolution strategy proposed consisted of six action steps, with the goal 

of creating a collaborative space and effective dialogue in order to find a mutually beneficial and 

respectful way to handle the remains. The successful collaborative resolution of this conflict is 

important not only for the actions taken with the Kennewick Man’s bones, but also beneficial for 

the future, because the strategies that worked in this situation can be folded into the creation of a 

blueprint for cross-cultural stakeholders to find their way through a similar collaborative process 

when the next set of ancient human bones are discovered on North American soil. 
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