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Overview and Definition of Concepts 

Conflict is any struggle between two opposing forces. Conflicts can often escalate and 
create tension between the affected parties: therefore, it is important to assess and 
address the conflict while it is still in the early stages. The Canadian Institute for Conflict 
Resolution defines community as “where we live, where we work, where we interact, or 
where we have a sense of belonging.”1 A community “gathers people, bring[ing] them into 
regular interaction to fulfil certain psychological, emotional, relational and material 
needs.”2 In this community setting, conflict is inevitable; conflicts can result from 
differences in needs, feelings or beliefs towards a particular subject.  For example, a 
conflict may develop over shared water resources, land development, a tax proposal or 
waste disposal, or issues may arise when changes to historical or cultural aspects of a 
community are proposed. In assessing and analysing conflicts, it is important to remember 
that conflicts usually arise from events or issues that affect different members of the 
community in different ways.3 

Conflict is frequently thought of as a negative thing, due to the social and financial cost of 
disputes, and the potential loss in productivity, especially on collaborative projects. 
Negative conflict affects community spirit and breeds further disputes. Rather than helping 
find consensus solutions between the parties, it diverts team energy onto destructive 
paths. These negative conflicts reduce efficiency, cause disruptions, and lead to negative 
feelings between the participants. 

However, not all conflicts are negative, or entirely negative; positive outcomes emerge 
when group energies are channelled into finding positive solutions that meet the needs of 
those affected. Conflict can be creative because it motivates individuals and stakeholder 
groups to look at a problem that may have been otherwise overlooked. Conflict can 
provide a window of opportunity for stakeholder groups to address fundamental 
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differences in values or positions that may affect project outcomes. Positive conflict can 
also renew team energy, build trust and lead to the creation or exposure of new ideas for 
previous problems. You can use Tool E of this toolkit to help determine whether a conflict 
is negative or positive. 

 Steps to Resolving Community Conflict 

Although there are many possible approaches, Rengasamy suggests four key steps are 
relevant to resolving community conflicts:4 

I. Acknowledge that the conflict exists 
II. Effective communication 

III. Negotiation and mediation 
IV. Anticipate future conflicts 

 
I. Acknowledge that the conflict exists 

It is important to recognize that the conflict does exist; the earlier the conflict is 
acknowledged, the earlier steps can be taken to resolve it. If the involved parties are in 
denial about the conflict, the conflict may grow and escalate with devastating 
consequences. 

Part of acknowledging the conflict is assessing and analyzing it, and trying to understand 
what is at stake. Those involved in conflict resolution strive to know exactly what the 
conflict is about: whether it involves goals, territory or values, for example.5 The behaviour 
of those involved in the conflict should also be analyzed and noted. If possible, research 
should be undertaken to determine how other similar conflicts were resolved and if there is 
a history of occurrence of conflicts in the community.6 Information about conflicts can be 
gathered through questionnaires, surveys, or interviews, for example. 

II. Effective communication 

Communication is vital throughout the entire conflict management and resolution process. 
Discussions should involve all affected members, yet remain focused on the conflict and 
not get into to personal matters. During discussions, encourage constructive 
disagreements, feedback and accurate communication. Avoid personal attacks, especially 
those not relating to the conflict. To achieve effective communication, parties should 
remain focused on the issue rather than on personalities. It’s important to listen as well as 
raise questions throughout the discussions. People should be encouraged to be open to 
feedback and criticism and to respond in a polite manner. It is also important not to put 
blame on the opposing side. Effective communication can give all parties a sense of 
legitimacy by involving them in the resolution process.  
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Often, someone may be picked to lead the parties in their discussions. This position is 
more effective when the facilitator is a well-known and respected figure within the 
community who understands the conflict from both sides. The designated person must be 
trustworthy and credible and maintain contact with both parties via phone calls, e-mails or 
even in person.  

III. Negotiation and mediation 

Negotiation and mediation are alternative conflict resolution techniques that aim for win-
win solutions in addressing a conflict. They involve mutual discussion between two or 
more individuals or groups who are involved in a conflict. Negotiations can be conducted 
through discussions in settings such as public meetings or focus group workshops to 
specifically address the issues over which conflict has occurred  

Mediation is another approach to resolving conflicts. Mediation uses a third party, the 
mediator, to guide discussions between the parties involved in the conflict. The mediator 
does not give advice; they do not take sides or impose settlements. Instead, the 
mediator’s goal is to guide the discussions by asking clarifying questions, identifying the 
needs and feelings of both (or all) parties involved. To minimize biases, the mediator 
should not be more connected to either “side” of the dispute. The mediator guides the 
conflict resolution in such a way that all of the involved parties are at least somewhat 
satisfied with the outcome.  

In addition to negotiation and mediation-- facilitation, arbitration and conciliation are other 
alternative conflict resolution techniques. There are many organizations and people 
available to arbitrate, negotiate, mediate or facilitate processes of dealing with conflicts, 
such as the Canadian Institute of Conflict Resolution discussed further below.  

IV. Anticipate future conflicts 

Once a negative conflict has been identified and assessed, steps should be taken to 
resolve it, and to ensure that it does not resurface in the future. As well, potential sources 
of future conflict, such as: the use of natural resources, economic shocks, religious or 
ethnic factors, inequities and the marginalization of certain groups should be identified and 
monitored. 

This information needs to be compiled and analyzed so that the source of the past conflict 
and possible sources for any future conflict are known. The ability to understand past 
conflicts will help communities develop new strategies for preventing, managing and 
intervening in future conflicts. 



Conflict Resolution Organizations 

There are several organizations that help Canadian communities overcome conflicts. One 
of these organizations is the Canadian Institute for Conflict Resolution. The Canadian 
Institute for Conflict Resolution (CICR) is a non-profit, charitable organization founded in 
1988 in Ottawa, Ontario. Its mission is “to foster, develop and infuse community-based 
conflict resolution for individuals, organizations, and communities while embracing the 
positive attributes of wisdom, compassion and spirituality.”7 The CICR offers a number of 
services, including training community members to become mediators and facilitators, and 
facilitating community discussions to find solutions to current problems. The CICR offers 
various training and conflict resolution workshops and seminars, as well as customized 
training and intervention.  

These services are not free – the courses can cost up to $1,300 – however, successful 
training in these areas can save the affected parties the additional costs of conflict, 
including those incurred through legal fees or lost productivity. According to the CICR’s 
website, individuals from every province in Canada have completed the 160-hour Third-
Party Neutral training program designed to help with conflict management.8  

These training programs promote Community Based Conflict Resolution approaches. 
Community Based Conflict Resolution (CBCR) is a process in which conflict is seen as 
“normal” and “an opportunity for growth and creativity.”9 Through CBCR, third-party 
neutrals (TPNs) help to “restore trust and create healthy relationships” in communities with 
conflict; they do not necessarily resolve all issues, but instead help community groups and 
organizations to become their own “conflict resolvers.”10 CBCR aims to:  

 Foster dignity and respect amongst those involved: Everyone should be allowed a 
“voice” and a “choice” in conflicts that affect their well-being.  

 Be positively centered: CBCR is not only a problem solving tool, but it “creates 
opportunities for people to ‘heal their relations’ through collaborative activities,” 
such as training.11  

 Be inclusive and barrier free: All concerned community members should be able 
to participate, and information must be readily available. 

 Be vision-based: CBCR aims to “develop common purpose through shared 
activities” while looking at both the short-term and the long-term.12 

 Be timely and sustainable: CBCR should “respond quickly to the needs of the 
individuals and groups involved.”13  
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 Recognize the complexity of conflict: The strategies for resolution must change 
depending on the different contexts. 

 
Courses and programs in conflict resolution studies are offered by universities and 
colleges across Canada (see www.peacemakers.ca/education/educationlinks.html for 
more information for example). Professional facilitators and mediators are also available to 
provide their services in Newfoundland and Labrador. One way to locate a trained 
facilitator or mediator is through the ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) Institute of 
Canada, a national non-profit organization dedicated to the development and promotion of 
dispute resolution services (see http://www.adrcanada.ca/findapro.cfm). Finally, the 
Government of Newfoundland and Labrador’s Community Capacity Building Program and 
Newfoundland and Labrador Regional Economic Development Association (NLREDA) 
offer training and resources related to conflict management throughout the province. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

 
This community development toolkit was created by Christina Pretty and David Duff, with 
editorial review by Kelly Vodden, Ahmed Khan, Raïsa Mirza 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, as well as the support and participation of 
Regional Partnership Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  

 

  


