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Overview and Definition of Concepts 

Conflicts can be defined in a number of ways. In a community development context, 
conflicts occur when an idea, desire, or activity of one individual or group appears to be 
incompatible or interfere with those of others.1 Conflict also occurs when “one party 
perceives that another party has negatively affected, or is about to negatively affect, 
something that the first party cares about.”2 

Conflicts may arise between groups, between different parts of an organization or 
group, as well as among individuals. A partnership is understood as a “formal 
agreement between two or more parties that have agreed to work together in pursuit of 
a common goal.”3 This might be a partnership among government and/or non-
government organizations, volunteers, businesses or any other community development 
stakeholders. In a community where there are formal or informal partnerships between 
individuals or stakeholder groups, conflicts are inevitable. These conflicts can have an 
impact on these relationships and on the ability of the partnership to achieve its goals. A 
conflict within a partnership can become a major issue if not properly addressed. 
However, in some cases conflict can be a vital turning point for strengthening 
cooperation and working relations. A conflict can have a positive outcome if you take 
appropriate steps and put appropriate measures in place to deal with the conflict in a 
respectful and productive manner. 

Types and Stages of Conflicts 

 

Types of Conflicts 
 

There are three main types of conflict that can occur within a partnership setting: task 
conflict, process conflict and relationship conflict.4  
 
Task conflict is often the first form of conflict to occur. It arises when people express 
opposing points of view about the goals and content of the work that needs to be done. 
This type of conflict can actually benefit a partnership by allowing the partners to 
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discuss alternative area of focus and to reach agreement on the issues that need to be 
addressed.   
 
Process conflict occurs at the next level of partner planning and organization and 
involves differences in opinion about how the desired goal should be reached or task 
should be performed. This type of conflict typically occurs once a conflict, especially 
over tasks or approaches, has been established but has not been dealt with.  This type 
of conflict is not too far progressed to be resolvable. Rather, it sets the stage for 
partners to deliberate and set a broader agenda that takes into consideration different 
possible approaches, tools and responsibilities.  
 
Relationship conflict refers to conflicts that arise in personal relationships. For example, 
the conflict may arise because people have different expectations about personal 
behaviour. In this type of conflict, people often focus on blaming others. This can be 
dangerous, especially if it leads to the targeting of an individual. If relationship conflict is 
not dealt with it gives rise to mistrust and emotional tension.  
 
Different types of conflict may also be combined. Regardless of the type of conflict, if is 
are not dealt with it can end up greatly damaging a partnership and endangering future 
partnership activities and benefits.  
 
Stages of Conflicts 
 

Conflicts generally move through several stages, some are visible and some are not. 
These stages do not necessarily occur in a fixed manner, as they are affected by the 
history of an area, as well as by the social and political setting. In general, there are five 
stages of conflict: pre-conflict (or potential for conflict), confrontation, crisis, outcome 
and post-conflict.5 As a conflict escalates through these stages, tension builds, then 
becomes more open and strains relationships as individuals or groups become more 
polarized. This is followed by a peak in the conflict, which may lead to some form of 
negotiation, resolution and/or defeat and ultimately an outcome. The outcome of the 
conflict will then affect post-conflict relationships within the partnership. It is important 
that communication flows be re-established and maintained in the post-conflict stage. 
 

Determining the Potential for Conflict 

In determining the potential for conflict there are two key conditions you should 
consider. First, there must be a concern or general dissatisfaction among the members 
of the partnership.6 One factor that may lead to conflict is a scarcity of resources or 
dissatisfaction about how resources are being distributed. Other factors that can cause 
or exacerbate a conflict include events or proposed activities that threaten a partner’s 
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values or goals; ethnic, racial, religious or economic differences; differences in values, 
beliefs, attitudes regarding issues, or in behavioural attitudes and expectations.7 Major 
events in the community can also create conflict, particularly if an event affects peoples’ 
lives and a variety of people or groups involved in your partnership are affected 
differently.  

When a concern or general dissatisfaction exists within your partnership a second key 
consideration is whether the partners are able to communicate that concern. Sometimes 
groups feel powerless to voice their concerns and will not communicate their 
perspectives because they are afraid of further marginalization. If all members of a 
partnership are not empowered to share their perspectives openly then conflicts may 
not be identified and resolved. In this case, conflicts may never be brought forward or 
may not surface for some time, then quickly escalate to the crisis stage. Those with 
resources tend to have ‘power over” those without resources. Understanding power 
relations, including access to resources, is central to identifying and resolving conflicts.8 
Efforts to equalize power relationships and encourage open communication within 
partnership arrangements can help to maximize the benefits and minimize the costs 
associated with conflict.   
 
Costs and Benefits of Conflicts 

Conflicts often lead to the loss of productivity, failure to achieve expected goals, and 
even costs associated with litigation or other formal conflict resolution means. As 
previously mentioned, a conflict does not always mean a negative situation. Conflict can 
benefit partnering groups and organizations if it brings them together to renegotiate their 
working relationship and explore alternative ways of reaching partner goals. The 
process of dealing with a conflict effectively can also improve group cohesion and trust. 
Discussing problems openly also generates an ease of conversation that will be useful 
in the future. This is likely to improve the quality of future discussion and can remind the 
partners of their main purpose and common goals. Often, this goal clarification can lead 
to additional partnership, either for the current task or for future projects. It is important 
to remember that, “Not all conflict is bad and not all cooperation is good.”9  

Understanding the costs and benefits of conflict allows partners to appreciate the 
mutual gains of both conflict and cooperation and can motivate them to develop skills, 
and find and use tools to help them adequately manage or resolve conflicts.  
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Conflict Resolution 

According to the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization,10 the goal of 
conflict resolution is to foster good collaborative working relations, promote and address 
social justice and equity concerns, and enhance partnership building that may lead to 
win-win situations. Other authors prefer the term conflict management over conflict 
resolution since conflicts are seldom completely resolved. Instead they are managed 
toward a constructive agreement or action.11 

 
The first step in conflict management is to recognize that a conflict exists or is forming 
(pre-conflict stage). After the initial stage of a conflict has been identified it is important 
to analyze the situation to better understand what the conflict is about, the behaviour of 
the individuals or groups involved, whether similar issues have arisen in the past, and, if 
so, how they were handled.  
 
The next step is to facilitate communication. One or more parties within the partnership 
should initiate contact or communication of grievances. This should occur before the 
conflict escalates. Communication should include sharing of information related to the 
issue over which there is a conflict.  
 
In order to move beyond the communication of the conflict, facilitation and negotiation 
techniques can be used: for example, exploring common interests or points of 
agreement. To prevent a conflict from progressing into a crisis stage, two criteria must 
be met: similarity and involvement.12 The more the partners have in common, the higher 
likelihood they will be able to come to an agreeable conclusion when a conflict arises. 
The fact that the partners are working together on a common task or goal is a good start 
and can motivate them to find a resolution to the conflict. A group’s involvement with the 
issue at hand also increases the probability of resolution. After negotiation the 
partnership may adjust its focus or approach or reaffirm its current path.  
 
Conflict management can take many forms, from legal action to various alternative and 
collaborative conflict resolution techniques. These alternatives may include negotiation 
or third party intervention, or more informal problem solving by the members of the 
partnership and those involved in the conflict. A third party mediator may be brought in 
to facilitate the negotiations and advise the partners or, in some cases, an arbitrator 
may be appointed to impose a solution after opposing parties have expressed their 
positions. 
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Consequences of Not Dealing with Conflict 

If the conflict persists after you’ve followed conflict management procedures, or if no 
action is taken at all, the conflict can balloon out of control in a variety of ways. If the 
partners develop low morale, this will reduce their desire to proceed with the intended 
action, which will then lead to other factors such as reduced collaboration and reduced 
productivity. Stress is likely to increase and cause passive aggressive behaviours, 
making it difficult to reach a final agreement. Distrust can also split alliances and 
ultimately end a partnership in a messy situation, destroying the potential for future 
collaborations.13 Negative conflict can also result in personal attacks that are damaging 
to individuals and to relationships in the community.  
 
As the conflict in your partnership moves through various stages the consequences of 
unresolved conflict can get more severe. The various stages of conflict create what is 
referred to as the “first”, “second” and “third” order effects.14 First order effects result 
from a direct action, or lack of it, and are easily observable and even quantifiable:  for 
example, the resignation, silence or lack of participation of a team member or partner 
representative because of a disagreement or dispute. If a conflict is not resolved the 
quarrel may progress, and may lead to second order effects. This occurs when there is 
a conflict resulting from the consequences of a previous action or issue that was not 
adequately dealt with. If the conflict progresses further, it may create third order effects 
in which the conflict becomes the only way the group can communicate with each other. 
Once this step is reached, the conflict usually results in the termination of the 
partnership. Thus these third order effects are often known as “business killers.”15  
 

Conclusion 
 

Forming a partnership can be a valuable way to pool skills and resources to bring 
positive benefits to an area. However, depending upon how they’re managed, 
partnership conflicts can either build or demolish the good working relationship that’s 
essential for striving towards a common goal.  
 
Understanding different types of conflict, the conditions that lead to conflict in a 
partnership, and ways to manage conflicts when they do arise is essential in community 
development practice. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

 

This community development toolkit was created by Erica Styles, with editorial review by Kelly 
Vodden, Ahmed Khan and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created as part of a community-based 
research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial University, 
Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community and 
Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in partnership with the 
Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of 
Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that introduce 
students and community development practitioners to several key community development and 
regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support provided by the Rural Secretariat-
Executive Council and the support and participation of Regional Partnership Planners Linda 
Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  
 

 

  


