
Why is it important for us to understand what level a conflict is at?  Although some responses remain consistent throughout all of the levels (i.e. using good communication techniques), some of the other steps taken for a conflict at Level 1 (really considered to be a problem or a challenge) or Level 2  may be very different than for a conflict that has reached Levels 3, 4 or 5.  As a leader within the congregation, one of the first things we need to do when confronted with disagreement is establish what level it’s at and choose our next steps accordingly.
	Level One:  A Problem to Solve

	What to look for:
	Some helpful strategies:

	*The goal of the group is to work out a solution to the problem, whatever it is.
*Anger may surface, but the focus remains on finding an amicable resolution.

*The conflict isn’t “personal” or “person-oriented” (it’s not about peoples’ personalities or behaviours but about the issue at hand).

*Communication is open; people speak directly to each other; language used is straightforward, specific and focused in the present.

*People do not withhold information and there are no hidden agendas.
	Healthy resolution at this level is likely with regular conflict resolution and decision-making techniques.
*Collaborative Problem Solving Processes:

- the group mutually defines the problem

- the group mutually gathers information to broaden understanding

- the group mutually searches for solutions

- the group mutually chooses one solution by consensus and agrees on follow-up

*Follow the already-established processes of the church (e.g. Manual; by-laws; etc.)

	Level Two:  Disagreement

	What to look for:
	Some helpful strategies:

	*The goal becomes enmeshed with a need for some self-protection (“I’m going to be cautious.”; “I’m not going to share fully what I know.”)
*Shift from openness to some guardedness.
*Not overtly hostile, but you may begin to see the emergence of sarcastic overtones in language used.

*Individuals move away from dealing with specifics toward generalizations.

*Individuals frequently turn to compromise to deal with differences.
	Healthy resolution at this level is likely with regular conflict resolution techniques.
*Collaborative Problem Solving Processes, framed as working toward a “win-win” solution

*Encourage participation in the problem-solving (many people begin to withdraw at this point)

*Empower participants to act; allow processes to help them express their feelings to others and be heard

*If one doesn’t already exist, establish a congregational covenant around communication and behaviour

*reiterate/teach good communication skills

*leadership models the types of communication and interactions that are helpful.

Follow the already-established processes of the 
church (e.g. Manual; by-laws; etc.)


*Based on the work of Kenneth C. Haugk in Antagonists in the Church and Speed Leas in Moving Your Church Through Conflict.  Please see the “Want to learn more?” resource sheet for more information.


	Level Three:  A Contest

	What to look for:
	Some helpful responses:

	*Goal becomes winning rather than solving the problem or even self-protection (“You must accept my solution.”).

*Language used reveals some perceptual distortion (vague; overstated – “Everyone feels that...” “They’re never going to change...”) and divides people into “us/them” terms.
	Healthy resolution at this level is possible with regular conflict resolution techniques.  However, assistance may be required.
*Create opportunities for training in communication skills and healthy conflict resolution

*Engage in activities to establish a greater sense of trust 

*Revisit or establish healthy conflict norms (generally outlined in a congregational covenant)

*Engage in a structured process for problem-solving/decision-making:

- groundrules

- clear decision-making processes

- collaborative problem-solving

- framed as working toward meeting everyone’s needs, if possible

*Help people identify their interests and needs

*Create opportunities for people to express their feelings.

*Attempt to find common goals within the congregation unrelated to the conflict to allow people to focus their attention on working together.

*Decision-making processes (even if non-consensual):  should be slow and intentional so that anyone affected has the opportunity to participate and effect the final outcome; should be bound by the legal norms of the congregation (manual; church by-laws; etc.); should be fair and transparent (e.g. public minutes) when appropriate.
* Seek external support through Presbytery or the Conference office, if necessary.

	Level Four:  Fight or Flight

	What to look for:
	Some helpful responses:

	*Goal is to prove “rightness”, hurt opponents, get rid of them or both.  The good of the church is not a concern at this level (although the language used may word it that way).

*Language used appeals to generalized and personalized principles (e.g. truth, freedom, justice, etc.).  Individuals avoid the specific issue(s) at hand.

* Choices have crystallized into either fighting or fleeing.
	Healthy resolution of most conflicts at this level will require assistance.
*Seek external support through Presbytery or the Conference office.

*Follow the already-established processes of the church.
*Help communication amongst participants by third-party communication, when appropriate.  This may be helpful when those communications are reframed in a positive way that helps move people toward understanding.  This is most successful when there is a clear issue present.  If distrust or dislike is the issue, then this type of communication is not advised.

*Agree to appropriate behaviours and adhere to agreed-upon outcomes when people break that agreement.

*Attempt joint decision-making in a consensual, collaborative way, but also understand that the likelihood of reaching agreement this way is likely small.

*Understand that there may be people who leave the church at this stage and this may, in fact, be healthy (although it is always sad to lose people, it is not always unhealthy).

	Level Five:  Intractable Situations (“Conflict run amok”)

	What to look for:
	Some helpful responses:

	*Goal is to destroy opponents, irrespective of cost to self or others (e.g. group in the congregation don’t just want the minister to leave, but want to make sure he’s never hired anywhere else.)

*Language is framed in terms of morality.
	Healthy resolution of conflicts at this level will require external, professional assistance.
*Seek external support through Presbytery or the Conference office.


Identifying the levels of conflict*:


Some strategies for church leadership





Identifying the levels of conflict:


Some strategies for church leadership





























January 2009, ADR Committee

Bay of Quinte Conference, The United Church of Canada

