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2. A Practice Case – Polarization in Society 

Case study: The Swedish hospital – a new type of conflict 

In a region of Sweden, activists occupied the foyer of a local hospital when the local government 

announced plans to close down the hospital's maternity section. The particular region has a long 

history of protest reaching back to forest barons buying up the land, causing a prevailing rich-versus-

poor resentment. When the government decided to close down the maternity section of that region, 

the outcry was immense. The consequence of the closure was disastrous for families, as pregnant 

women would have to travel a considerable distance for large parts of the year in dangerous, icy 

conditions to reach the next larger hospital. The occupation lasted two years without the government 

intervening. The government took a position of not wanting to give the activists any form of legitimacy 

by entering into discussions with the activist. Also, the government had never imagined that the 

activists would manage to organize themselves so well into an around-the-clock hospital occupation. 

The conflict resulted in the governing party losing many votes in the next regional election. The 

incoming premier had promised the people that he would resolve the conflict by entering into a 

dialogue with the activists.  

The new premier reached out to the Association for Local Authorities and Retentions, who, in turn, 

tasked a professional mediation group to arrange the promised dialogue. The mediators’ approach 

was that the activists needed to be involved directly in a face-to-face dialogue. Reaching out to local 

associations for help in this was another unprecedented major step. In Sweden, governments, once 

elected, often proceed with a clear sense that they have received a mandate to govern. At best, they 

have consultations with the citizens, but real collaboration is not the norm. The activists were skeptical 

and did not trust the promise that the government would truly listen. The activists' activities had been 

labeled as illegal and they were, by implication, considered as criminals. The activists did not trust the 

government at all.  

The mediators travelled for several weeks back and forth between the government office and the 

hospital further inland for the purpose of convincing the two parties to sit down in the same room. 

The built-up mistrust and disrespect on both sides was significant. The tone on social media was 

characterized by personal attacks, making a face-to-face meeting a near impossibility. The mediators 

set up a kind of a pre-deal prior to the first meeting. The pre-deal consisted of parties agreeing to 
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certain rules of engagement. These rules of engagement were needed, given there was a great deal 

of skepticism at first on the part of the activists. They did not trust that the conversation would be for 

real and suspected the regional government of simply suggesting dialogue for show. When asked what 

they wanted, the activists explained that the conversation had to lead to real change and that they 

wanted the government to be serious about bringing about change. The facilitators conveyed this to 

the government. The participating government members agreed that they would be open but could 

not promise specific changes in advance. The government representatives believed that they did not 

wish the tone of the meeting to be aggressive and suggested that both parties agree in advance to 

listen and allow the other side to speak. With these safety measures in place, the two parties agreed 

to meet face to face. The pre-dialogue contact also served to establish trust in the process and in the 

neutrality of the mediators. 

This case was contributed by Bernard le Roux, one of my colleagues of the Leadership for Transition 

(LiFT) project. The project studies how multistakeholder processes can effectively work across a 

variety of societal settings, now including also the political dimension.  

Case analysis  

This case is interesting, as it highlights the age-old division of a rich versus poor worldview. There are 

ageless stories of the type of Robin Hood who stands up for the poor and acts against the law in place. 

Current societal conditions are considered unfair for the minority that needs to be defended, and 

breaking the law is justified by protecting the poor. What is clear is that in such situations these 

opposing resentments are so important that it is no longer possible to sit across a table and find an 

agreement. The worldviews originate in a very different perception of reality, if not in entirely 

different realities.  

What this case demonstrates is how there is a need for a first step before the opposing parties can 

meet to explore potential solution. There is a need for a human connection, which then enables the 

re-creation of a foundation of trust on which bridges can be built. This case also shows how easily such 

trust can be lost again. Let us study at a more granular level how the mediators attempted to create 

this all-important human connection without which polarized conflict cannot be addressed.  
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The mediators had succeeded in creating a foundation of trust such that both the government and 

activist representatives could meet. They created a foundation for opposing parties could meet to 

resolve an issue both cared about and both needed to see solved (in Chapter 3.3 we refer to this as 

an issue alliance). Both parties met with a desire to communicate their convictions and to resolve the 

issue to their own satisfaction. The first meeting kicked off in a very tense atmosphere. People shifted 

around uneasily and did not know how to talk to each other. During the initial long check-in where 

each participant took a turn in expressing why they were there, the tension diminished considerably. 

The simple fact of speaking out about what was happening reduced the stress that was palpable in 

the room. Everybody appeared to be figuring out if and to what degree they could trust the process 

and those on the other side.  

At one point, there was a flare up where one side accused the other of personal attacks on social 

media, which they said was simply unacceptable. The tension immediately rose again in the room. The 

mediators opted to stay with the topic, creating a space for those involved on both sides to resolve 

the issue. The mediators realized that these social media posts were a major source of the tension 

between the two sides, and the two individuals who argued understood that they would need to work 

together to lower the tone on social media and agree to a certain conduct whereby there would be 

no further personal attacks for the duration of the negotiations. Both groups agreed to ensure that 

their side would lower the tone on social media.  

This small success of a first joint agreement in service of solving the shared issue brought about a 

turning point. It demonstrated to everybody in the room that agreements could be made and that 

decisions in the interest of both sides could be reached. Often, small steps like this create big 

transformations in the energy in a room. Suddenly, there was more informality in the room. The 

parties started joking and the atmosphere lifted considerably. First inklings of personal relationships 

started to develop among people who had previously never before spoken directly with each other. 

An early sign of success was when a member of the one party asked a member of the other party if it 

was acceptable for them to contact each other in between the dialogue sessions to try and keep the 

social media under control. These connections are important signs of early, fragile trust.  

In the third meeting, the two sides started to agree on a set number of issues and they agreed that 

they would engage in a longer process to solve a number of the underlying conflicts. While the regional 

government was reluctant to agree to the re-opening of the maternity section, they said that they 

would consider speaking about other issues that were important to the activists.  For example, the 

local government agreed to include the citizens in a process where the decision would be made to re-
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open the surgery section—a requirement for a maternity ward to exist. While activists regarded these 

as steps in the right direction, they would, however, continue their occupation until such time as their 

demands were resolved. The two sides also agreed that they would together investigate the staffing 

of the maternity and surgical sections and together find means of attracting qualified nurses and 

doctors to the rural hospital.  

Unfortunately, as the planned broader dialogue with staff, officials, politicians, and other stakeholders 

started up, the regional government decided that they wanted to assume control of the process. They 

no longer required the services of the mediators. As a result, many of the activists lost trust in the 

process and the dialogue stopped. Both parties retreated back to their defensive positions. There is 

talk about restarting the conversation with more stakeholders, new moderators, and a new trust-

building exercise.  

This case is interesting, as it shows the highs and lows—the true challenges—of attempting to bring 

together parties that are divided in a polarized conflict. There is much to learn from this case.   

Case learnings  

The case provides a rich contextual setting for our current reality of having to work across sectors to 

address the complex problems we face. Government, civil society, and business are challenged to find 

approaches to bridge the often-significant differences in perspectives and worldviews. If we want to 

find means to address the health crisis that emerges when a pandemic strikes, the crisis resulting from 

an economic slowdown, or the climate crisis, we need to learn how to deal not just with a classic 

conflict but also with a polarized conflict. The key learning from this case is that a polarized conflict 

requires an initial step that precedes the resolution of a classic conflict. The involved parties need to 

first find a common human connection that is strong enough to overcome the different realities the 

parties live in and from which they see the world. The human connection provides the basis of trust 

and respect and enables—when successful—a bridge such that the parties can see each other. This 

“seeing another” is a basis for a broader reality that allows parties with different realities to open up 

and listen to another—and from here on, we can apply classic conflict resolution methods, which we 

explore later in the book.  
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In hindsight, persuading the opposing parties to sit down together in the room at all costs was part of 

the reason why the talks ultimately failed. The gap between the experience of a government that just 

does not listen and the suggestion of a dialogue was too big and the bridge across the gap was not 

solid enough. It turned out that the government’s complex multi-party structure did not allow it to 

keep the approach of a process where parties speak with each other on equal terms. The premier did 

not have the power to make that happen, as his party did not govern alone but in a coalition with an 

opposing party. When the mediators had reached out to the various government representatives, 

they did not succeed in making them fully understand and accept that the process of reaching 

agreements and making peace would require sharing power to a certain extent with the citizens. 

Resolving complex societal conflicts requires moving away from the hierarchical control that 

governments on a local and regional level are accustomed to in Sweden. The mediators also failed to 

recognize the importance of ensuring that internal dissent is dealt with in advance and not—as was 

the case here—allowed to sabotage agreements that had been reached.  

This specific insight in the working of government was noted as a further major learning for the 

mediators; it highlights how complex the collaboration within and with government truly is. A 

government is not a business with a clear leader; it is a multi-player coalition created for a limited 

period of time that operates on untransparent rules which are fluid depending on both the persons in 

play and the issues at stake. In Chapter 3.3, we refer to this as a market partnership, highlighting that 

the solution can still be achieved within the same mindset, given that a part of the conflict is of a 

classic nature with all parties operating from the same worldview and referring to the same reality. 

The case illustrates the complexity of conflict resolution in the public sphere where engaged citizens, 

business, and politicians are forced to work together.  

Last but not least, the case study teaches just how hard it is for somebody to change her or his mind 

if she or he is afraid of losing control of the process. In the case study, there was much at stake for 

both sides. If the activists agreed to open the hospital doors, how could they be assured that they 

would retain any control over the hospital? Retaining control was vital for the activists to maintain a 

negotiation leverage. Furthermore, if the government officials chose to override the local medical 

department by bringing in external citizens in decision-making processes that had traditionally been 

entirely owned by the government, how could the government officials ensure that they would not 

lose control of their processes. The fear of losing control and of things moving beyond control turned 

out to be major stumbling blocks that could not be overcome by either side of the negotiation table.  
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Conflicts are hard, and even harder when involving multiple stakeholders. Conflicts burst into an 

entirely other type of conflict when different realities cause polarized positions. At this point, we 

pause to state that we have not yet reached the stage of studying how to resolve such conflicts; at 

this juncture, we investigate cases to understand the difference between classic and polarized conflict. 

This approach is followed to assess how to best solve both of these aspects with the appropriate 

means. In Part Two, we explore how to solve both classic and polarized conflicts.  


