Common People Problems

RESOLVING GROUP CONFLICT
By Mary Singleton

Our worldly culture teaches us that conflict in a group is bad.  It means I (as leader of the group) did something wrong.  I should act like everything is okay.  If I ignore the conflict, it might go away.  The worst thing I can do is draw attention to the conflict.  

I used to believe those things.  I used to wonder why the support groups I led sometimes fell apart, with participants drifting away, one by one.  I used to wonder why people would stop doing their homework, or why people would stop participating in other ways in the group.  

I still have group members drift away, and I still see people not participating in the group.  Of course, people drift away and fail to participate for a variety of reasons, many beyond the control of a leader, but now I know these things sometimes happen because of unresolved conflict in the group.   And I have gradually learned, and tried to implement, (with varying degrees of success) strategies to deal with group conflict in a healthy, Biblically-congruent way.  
Romans 14:19 says, “So then, let us aim for harmony in the church and try to build each other up.”  
We can’t have harmony if we ignore what is bothering people and we can’t build each other up if we don’t know what is REALLY going on with each other.
What causes conflict?  
· Sometimes the leader, or a participant, makes a statement or engages in a behavior that bothers someone.   
· Sometimes people just don’t feel as if they belong in the group.  
· Leaders and/or participants may have expectations that aren’t being met.  
· Sometimes the leader makes a decision without gathering adequate input from group members.  
· Participants may be competing against each other in subtle and not-so-subtle ways.  
The more people try to create genuine relationships in a group, the more likely you are to have conflict.  

How do groups typically deal with conflict?  Participants often complain to others in the group, or to people outside of the group, or they keep their complaints to themselves and let their anger fester.  Occasionally, a participant will actually confront the leader, in private or in a group meeting.  Most of the time, everyone acts as if everything is “okay” when it’s really not, and the symptoms of the conflict show up in indirect ways.

Here are some symptoms that your group may have unresolved conflict:  
· A normally talkative member becomes quiet.

· You hear bits and pieces of conversations members are having with each other (and excluding you or another member).

· People withdraw from participation and/or attendance.

· Or people cluster in sub-groups.  
· The long term consequences of unresolved conflict may include leaders and members becoming burned out and withdrawing from the group.

What are some strategies for dealing with conflict in a group?  
You might want to think and pray about the conflict before you start to deal with it (Proverbs 15:28).   Of course, you don’t always have that luxury.  Conflict often happens when you least expect it.  If the issues involve most or all of the group, you might want to address it right away in the group.  If it just involves one or two individuals, it might be more appropriate to have the discussion outside of a group meeting. 

If you choose to do address the conflict in the group when it happens, one technique is to describe, in neutral words, what you are observing in the moment that causes you to believe there is a conflict.  For example, you may observe that one or more members of the group are looking down and not making eye contact.  You can simply say, “I’m noticing that some of you are looking down right now and not making eye contact.  A few moments ago, the conversation seemed more lively.  What is it that changed the mood in here?”  
Saying something like that in a calm tone and with open body language invites group members to share what was going through their minds that caused their change in behavior.  People may begin to share their feelings.  If you sense what someone may be feeling - reflect it and allow them to talk about it—create a safe place for them to do so (Romans 12:15). Realize that you may also have feelings in response to what the member says.  If you calmly verbalize what you’re feeling, it gives others permission to do the same.  Try to empathize with the people involved.  

You, as a leader, have an opportunity to set an example for the group in how to deal with conflict.  A few years ago my community group had a conflict over a spiritual gifts issue.  A new member came to the group and privately confided in me that she was unfamiliar with, and uncomfortable around our group members’ practice of speaking in tongues during our prayer time.  
At the time, I considered myself pretty neutral on the subject, so, thinking it was no big deal, I agreed to ask the group not to pray in tongues during our prayer time.  To make a long story short, I quickly discovered it was a very big deal, and the ensuing discussions, although sometimes emotional, awkward and really difficult, led to many important benefits to our group.  We are now, all very knowledgeable about the Biblical grounding of the practice of speaking in tongues.  We also had a chance to develop a much greater intimacy and friendship with each other.  Each person was truly given an opportunity to deal with her own issues regarding dealing with conflict, and to get some solid practice that we could use in our other important relationships.  
Two of the people who I felt were most polarized in their positions, ended up becoming good friends.  One new member who came to our group in the midst of our most heated discussions told me recently that one of the reasons she stayed with our group was the loving way we handled the whole conflict.  

Many of us have developed bad habits when it comes to conflict.  Our culture doesn’t provide much instruction in how to be polite and civilized AND deal effectively with conflict.  We often have fears to overcome, including a fear that people won’t like us, that someone’s anger will get out of control and we just want to avoid the perceived unpleasantness of dealing with conflict.  We accept, as a general rule, that ignoring a conflict is the peaceful way to handle it.  We need to change that rule.

When we become aware of a conflict, we have a choice.  We can ignore it, and it might go away, or it might cause damage to the relationships involved.  The other choice is to address it.  There are no guarantees.  By addressing the conflict, hurt feelings may remain to damage the relationships, but in my experience, it is more likely that the relationships will deepen and a greater connectedness will develop among all parties involved.  
Is it worth the risks of dealing with conflict?  Only you can decide how deeply you’re willing to invest in the body of Christ.  If we are to function as the Body of Christ here on earth, and fulfill the Great Commission, we must make an effort to have all the parts appreciating and understanding each other.  As Paul says in Ephesians 4:3, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” 

One resource on dealing with group conflict and other group issues (as well as a listing of scripture on the subject) is the book, The Willow Creek Guide to Leading Life Changing Small Groups by Bill Donahue.  You may have received the book when you went through leadership training here at Grace.  If not, it is available in the bookstore.
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