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BACKGROUND

This document has been written from the perspective of Frameworks experience in managing and supporting Projects who are experiencing escalating and un-resolvable conflict. This experience and learning has been developed over a period of 15 years working and providing support to Family and Community Services Resource Centres (FRCs) funded by the Family Support Agency (FSA) and Community Development Projects (CDPs). The lessons gained have come from successfully working through conflict with 12 Projects based in the South East Region and working through the closure stages of 2 Projects.

It should be noted here that this Document is not a panacea for dealing with every  difficulty that a Project experiences. Each situation should be dealt with in its own right and there is always something new to learn. Every Project has its own culture and ways of operating so what might work in one Project is not always transferable to another. Also the causes of conflict in Projects are all different. 

The following information outlines the content of each section as follows:

SECTION 1: 
Outlines some of the causes of conflict and why it is important to 



wait until all parties within the Project have reached a stage of 



awareness that the Project is in serious difficulty. This leads to a 



recognition and commitment to put time aside to deal with the 



underlying causes of the conflict.

SECTION 2:
Gives information on the process that Framework uses to support a 


Project through serous crisis.

SECTION 3:
Outlines the specific responsibilities of the Project, the Regional 



Support Agency (RSA) and the Family Support Agency (FSA) if a 



Project has to cease functioning.




SECTION 4: 
Outlines the procedures that need to be worked through and 




supports required  for a Project that is closing down.

SECTION 1: 
______________________________________________________________________________

CAUSES OF CONFLICT
Framework recognises that conflict and dealing with diversity is an ongoing part of the community development process and unavoidable for people who are working towards social change. Where possible Framework encourages Projects to work through their own process of managing  conflict and differences. However, there are times when escalating and un-resolved conflict  impacts on the capacity of both the VBOM and staff of a Project to operate to their full potential.

Unresolved conflict within a project usually has a long history going back many years. The catalyst for the Project spiralling out of control is usually the tip of the iceberg and underneath is a whole number of issues that have been  brewing over a long period of time. It is clear that a Project is seriously struggling when it goes into what is called “an impasse” situation. 

This where the conflict goes underground until the next time something happens and the unresolved conflict attaches itself to the new situation arising. Often people  will start to describe this phase as, “things blowing out of all proportion”. The conflict is not out of proportion, it just grows and gets added to every time the core issues are not  dealt with. When a Project is in impasse it makes no difference what any one individual or group of people may do resolve the conflict, until everyone agrees to properly address the issues and  move forward together their will be no change. The Project will keep spiralling in and out of difficulty and crisis until both staff and VBOM become burnt out and begin to leave. 

It is also Frameworks experience that dealing properly with the conflict will not happen until there is a “ripeness for intervention”. This is where all parties recognise that unless something is done the Project will fall apart. Until this awareness is reached, often all the RSA can do is to keep creating opportunities for direct dialogue to take place.

Some key causes of conflict:

· Rapid growth within a Project can create a situation whereby the practice, policies, procedures and management required have not caught up with the level of development of the Project as it reaches a more advanced stage.

· Competing interests of  different  funders  within the one Project with different criteria and accountability requirements.

· History of conflict between volunteers who have lived in the one community for many years being acted out within the Project.

· The complex boundary issues of local people employing their neighbours.

· Serious breeches of confidentiality.

· Employment practice issues that lead to grievance or disciplinary issues.

· Power struggles, different camps, hidden agendas and competing values and ways of working.

· Not dealing with conflict directly as it arises.

· External influences and pressures.

· The challenges that come from trying to operate from an equality and human rights based approach to the work.

· Personality clashes and peoples own personal baggage that gets triggered through their involvement as volunteers etc..

SECTION 2: 
______________________________________________________________________________

PROCESS FRAMEWORK USES FOR DEALING WITH SERIOUS CONFLICT
As stated above conflict and crisis can develop for many reasons. The nature of managing a community based Project is complex and full of many boundary issues that require sensitivity and careful handling. Framework staff have developed a specific procedure for supporting a Project through internal conflict and crisis. Section 2 outlines this process.
STEP 1:
Working in pairs:


Where possible Framework staff always try to work in pairs in cases of a 


Project spiralling into unresolved difficulties. This gives added support and 

creates a greater safety for people to work through the issues. 

STEP 2:
Ripeness for intervention:
The VBOM and staff have to be ready to deal with the process as the tension often gets worse before it gets better. When Framework feel that the Project has reached a place where it is ready to accept that time and effort will need to go into pulling it out of the conflict it is in, then a meeting is arranged to the meet the key staff and VBOM. 

Framework outline their concerns with regard to the struggles and facilitate a discussion on what is required to bring the Project through the crisis they either may be in or are about to go into. At this stage, Framework can introduce the idea of  undertaking an in depth Internal Review Process. If agreement is reached to proceed after a detailed explanation of the process, then both the RSA and the Project discuss this with the FSA before scheduling the time required to carry out the process.

STEP 3:
The Internal Review Process / Gathering the  information:

The process of an Internal Review requires all stakeholders in the Project to take part in individual confidential interviews with Framework  staff. Participants agree themselves what it is they want to have fed back into the overall  process. Each person is generally facilitated to articulate their thinking on the following 4 points.( However, these questions can be changed depending on the situation). 

· What, from their perspective  is going well

· What do they see as the core difficulties 

· What are the route causes of the difficulties

· What do they think needs to happen in order to bring about change.



Framework compiles the information in a generalised way and without 


naming who said what. Only what is agreed in each individual interview is 


put into the  feedback. Some people will still feel that they do not want to 


identify themselves directly with who said what. 



This can be a  tense time for  all people in the Project and dealing with 


each individual  requires respectful  and sensitive listening and discussion. 

All of the information compiled is re-framed in as sensitive and as non-


judgemental 
a way as is possible so that people have a chance of being 


able to hear what is being said.



Where possible it is good for all stakeholders taking part in the review 


process to hear the feedback together. However, there may also at times 


be a need to give separate feedback to the staff  and to the VBOM. This 


will depend on the conflict and issues arising.

STEP 4: 
Hearing the feedback / developing an understanding of the 


issues:


It is standard for two  documents  to be compiled. The first outlines what 


participants  perspective is on  the positive aspects of the Projects work 


and ways of 
working, as well as articulating the  issues, concerns and 


struggles. The second document outlines the  recommendations from all 


stakeholders, as well as recommendations that Framework may feel will be 

required in order for things to change. 



All stakeholders are invited to hear the feedback and are supported to 


seek clarification and get an understanding of the issues and what has 


been 
said. At this stage the conflict can sometimes escalate as this can 


often be the first time people are hearing directly what the issues are. It is 


therefore of the utmost importance that a number of ground rules are laid 


down as well as warning people as to what  they might feel. (Examples of 


this are outlined in APPENDIX 1).


Participants are invited to both express how they feel about what they are hearing or, explain what they put into the document if they choose to. It is important to stress that whilst people are welcome to express how they feel the group will not be facilitated to go back into the conflict or argue about the issues. They will however, be coming back in a weeks time, after some reflection, to discuss and agree the recommendations. This space allows all parties to consider and think through what they have heard. Often, the conflict begins to ease when people understand that a structure will be put in place to implement the agreed recommendations and that follow up work will be undertaken. It is the time taken in working through the recommendations that eventually brings about some resolution.

STEP 5:
Agreeing the implementation of recommendations:



After a week for reflection on the issues stakeholders are invited back to 


discuss and agree what will be implemented from the recommendations. 


There can be some discussion on where each person is now in relation to 


what has been heard, but again, it is not useful to allow the group to go 


back into the conflict.



Recommendations can relate to mediated processes between specific 


parties, delivery of training, changes to the VBOM and the development of 

more comprehensive internal policies and procedures. 



Involvement of the FSA in final agreement of recommendations as well as 


the funders attendance at meetings if requested.

STEP 6:
Implementation of the agreed recommendations:



Implementation can take up to a year or two depending on the issues. 



It is useful to set up an  ‘Implementation Group’ made up of staff 



and VBOM members or from individuals that hold differing view points 


within the Project. This helps to reassure all parties that their issues will be 

addressed and  incorporated into the changes. The group then work with 


the RSA on ensuring that agreed 
recommendations are implemented.






Working through the recommendations can make it possible for the Project 

to let the conflict go and re-focus on the work priorities.  For most VBOM 


and staff, whilst this is a challenging process it generally creates a great 


deal of learning with the positive outcome for the Project in question 


getting back on track.

PLEASE 
NOTE:  
The FSA will be kept informed at all times of difficulties arising (by both the 

RSA and Project), and be included in being part of the process of seeking 


solutions and agreeing recommendations for change.
SECTION 3: 
______________________________________________________________________

 DEALING WITH UN-RESOLVABLE CONFLICT
There are times however, when  no matter what is tried the conflict within a Project carries on. This usually escalates out into the community creating divisions and tension between neighbours and sometimes also involving family members. At this point there is a need for someone to make a responsible decision with regard to whether or not the Project should continue to be funded under the circumstances. There are times that this decision must be taken in order to stop further hurt and division  between staff, the VBOM, Project users and the local community. The following information outlines the role that each party plays in this process and the support required.

3.1  The Role of the Regional Support Agency:

Where a Project has reached the point of no return and cannot move out of conflict it is generally the role of the RSA to call this. This requires discussion (and where possible the co-operation) of the Project and recommendations and discussion with the funders. Closure will have to  be handled differently depending on the circumstances. For example, it may be possible for a VBOM to decide to terminate the contract, or this decision may have to be taken by  the FSA. 

Where the funder has to make the decision, it is the  role of the RSA to ensure that they are fully informed regarding continuation / termination of the contract. A written recommendation and report is sent to the Board of the FSA. Once there has been a decision made at Board level it is the role of the RSA to follow through on what ever the outcome is.

3.2  The role the Family Support Agency:

It is a very difficult process for funders to remove funding from a Project. There can be legal, contractual and sometimes political implications  if a contract is terminated. From Framework’s experience the FSA have always made every effort to support a Project in crisis and want every option tried prior to having to decide whether or not to bring a contract to a close. The process usually entails three options:

a).   
Where a Project  is experiencing  protracted difficulties they have usually been 
placed on an interim contract with the FSA.  This can make it easier for the 
FSA to make the decision not to continue with the contract passed an agreed 
date. 

b).
The FSA will also accept closure where a VBOM have made their own decision to 
hand back the money and terminate the contract.

c).
Where either of the above take place the FSA will seek to ensure that the funding 
is kept in the County in which the Project is based. This will require the RSA to 
carry out some initial research as to where the most suitable community would be 
to establish a new Project and to carry out the work involved in start up.

3.3  The role of the Project:

Where possible, if a Project has to close the preferred option would be where the  VBOM make there own decision to terminate the contract. Whilst this may be a painful and difficult  process, it is more empowering for the group to make their own decision rather than have the funders  taking the steps to end the contract. Reaching this decision is usually made with the support of  the RSA probably after many months of trying to resolve the issues. Once it is made, there are still many responsibilities and tasks that need to be carried out by the VBOM in terminating the contract and these are outlined in SECTION 4.

SECTION 4:  
______________________________________________________________________

STEPS TO CLOSING A PROJECT
Once the final decision has been made by either the VBOM or the FSA to terminate the contract the following steps will have to be taken. Ultimately who ever is left on the Board  is responsible for managing the process, supported by the RSA, the FSA, the solicitor, accountant  and where appropriate the  Project Manager.

4.1  Key tasks for the VBOM / RSA

a).
If the VBOM decides to terminate the contract the FSA will need to be informed 
This needs to be put in writing by the Directors outlining the  reasons and the 
proposed date  for closure. This can be worked out in agreement with the FSA. 
Enough time needs to be given to deal with all the complexities that will arise.

b).
Administration of the company will go on for at least a month or so after the last 
staff person leaves and this needs to be accounted for. Depending on the nature 
of the conflict, this could be difficult, especially if all VBOM members have 
resigned or withdrawn their involvement. There are times when the RSA may 
need to bring together 2 / 3 people who will be Directors and up to 5 people who 
will agree to be members of the Company for legal reasons. This process will 
always need to be checked with the Companies Office, the  solicitor and the FSA 
to ensure proper compliance.

c). 
Ongoing discussions need to be had with the FSA regarding whether or not  the 
existing company closes or transfers to a new start-up in another area. 
(Frameworks view is that it is better to eventually close the Company down 
completely once all aspects of the business have been wound up. This ensures a 
fresh start for any new Project that will be established).

d).
There needs to be a well developed a planned exit strategy covering all elements 
of the situation. What, how, who and when of the closing.  This will need to 
include:

· What information is to go outside the board and what needs to be kept confidential. Minutes of all meetings and key decisions still need to be kept for legal reasons.

· How and when will staff be informed of the decision and what supports will they need to deal with the information.

· Dates will need to be  worked out for redundancies and redundancy payments agreed. (For example, will it be a statutory redundancy option or will there be some additional monies to be given).  The state calculator on the government web site which calculates the amount due for redundancies is  www.revenue.ie  

· It need to be worked out how the Project will inform the community of the decision to close and what will be the agreed statement. For information going out into the community, writing  a press release is the best option. This makes it easier for everyone involved to stick with the same information. The Project will have no control on how the media will use  any information gathered through interviews. If  there is  a press release submitted to the media, this must be printed in full.

· Another option is to establish a clear communication structure or forum with a small group of key community representatives. This could include people who both support the Project and some that don’t. This ensures that  the message the Project is giving out goes to all sections of the community, and the Project does not have to deal with lots of groups or individuals looking for information.

· Insure all staff have P45’s and that all returns to the collector general are made. A P35 will also need to be completed when Project closes for Revenue Commission.

· Ongoing communication will be required with all funders re accountability of funding and sending in audited accounts. Some funders may send down their external auditor to audit funding to the Project.

· Make an audit list of all assets, equipment and materials belonging to the company. Discussions need to take place with the FSA  to reach agreement on how the resources and equipment will be distributed. A list is then required in relation to how the assets have been allocated. 

· If the Company owns a building or is leasing it, again this will require discussion and agreement with funders as to what will happen to the building on closure of the Project.

· The Companies Office needs to be contacted in relation to closing down  the Company. However, if the Company is transferring the assets and Ltd Company status to another start-up there needs to be at least two Directors and five members to cover the legal requirements. Any new address needs to be submitted to the  Companies Office.

· Make sure that all leases for premises and equipment are terminated.

· Organise the storage of resources and  files of the company.

· Change cheque signatories or close bank accounts.

· Organise the post to the new Company address or the address of the key person who will be dealing with any of the Companies business.

4.2  Supports for staff in relation to the closure:

It is important that staff are supported well through the process. This can be achieved through contact with the VBOM, RSA and the Unions etc.. The following tasks should be taken into consideration when supporting staff in the event of a closure:

· Depending on the conflict, staff need to be kept in the loop and fully informed of what is happening and why;
· It is important that key staff are supported well enough by the RSA to support the VBOM in their decision, even though this at times, may be hard to accept;
· The VBOM also need to support staff in coming to terms with the decision. Maybe through offering opportunities to take up external supervision for a period of time or time off for interviews etc.;
· The VBOM ( with support where appropriate from the RSA) will need to meet with each individual employee and go through what annual leave / toil is due, the redundancy package on offer and finishing date;
· If possible a closing sessions with staff  or staff and VBOM together should be held to acknowledge the struggle and end things well. Depending on the conflict, it may also be possible for staff and VBOM  to acknowledge and celebrate the work achieved. 

4.4  Positive outcomes are possible:

Once the decision is made to end  the contract Framework have observed that the stress and worry about making the decision to close the Project is lessened.  Whilst getting to this point has been a painful experience for all parties there can also be a sense of relief  once there is an end in sight. Staff move onto other jobs and new opportunities and VBOM members can re - focus on other things in their lives. In time the conflict can be left behind.

The resources can then be used to start-up a new Project in a green field site situation and this in turn creates potential opportunities and positive change for people living in  a different community.

APPENDIX 1:
Ground rules and setting the tone for giving feedback from the Internal Review Process

The following information are examples for laying the ground rules and setting the tone for giving the feedback to participants in the outcomes of the process. As each Project and situation is different then this can be adapted to suit the particular needs of the group that is working through the review process.

1.
It is important that all participants are congratulated for getting to this point, 
despite how it might feel, this process should be viewed positively. The 
organisation may be working its way through a transition phase where something 
new is trying to emerge. The Project should be re-assured that this is a common 
experience and that if people can remain committed to the process there is every 
likely hood that they will come through the struggles.

2.
What is really important whilst moving through a period of change is that both 
staff and management hold onto what has been achieved and the difference this 
is making to the community.  That the  quality of the work they are attempting to 
undertake is inspiring and the current struggles cannot take away from that. All 
parties need to be reminded what is at stake if the Project cannot work things 
through to resolution.

3
People will feel things as they hear the feed back on the information gathered, 
(for example, hurt, aggrieved, angry, upset, afraid, defensive etc.) but there is no 
avoiding this and we will give people an opportunity to express the feelings, but 
without getting into the conflict.

4.
Congratulate the participants also for their clarity on what the issues are. Despite 
the fact that people operate at different levels within the organisation most people 
generally a  good level of awareness about what the issues and difficulties are.

5.
It is important to stress that no one person is to blame for how things have turned 
out and it is not ok to scapegoat any one. Everyone without exception has done 
the best they can despite how it might look. This does not mean that mistakes 
have not been made, it just means that everyone sets out with good intentions.

6.
Participants will also need to understand that change does not happen over night 
so there will be no quick fix solutions. It may have  taken the Project a number of  
years to get to this point so it will take a year or two to get back on track. 
Framework is committed to working with the Project to implement agreed 
recommendations but there is a limit to what we can do unless everyone makes 
the decision to become part of the solution and not remain part of the 
problem. The organisation will only move forward when everyone is ready to 
move at the same time. 

7.
There are some things that will be able to change, other things will not be 
possible, for example peoples personalities. It is important to be realistic about 
what is achievable.

8.
Each person should try to take personal responsibility for both the part they have 
played in the past, the present  and in the future. For example, what camp have 
they put themselves in; when have they spoken to someone inappropriately; 
when have they blamed or criticised someone behind their back; when have they 
taken sides without hearing the full story ; when have they spoken to someone 
else about an issue that they have been upset about and not gone to the person 
they felt was directly responsible.

9.
All parties need to make  the decision to treat the review as confidential to the 
organisation. This includes being clear about who has access to any of the 
documentation written up.

10.
The group need to understand that it  will not help to argue with what people have 
said at this point. The feedback contains peoples perceptions, feelings and 
experience. It is neither right or wrong, but should be treated respectfully as true 
for each individual. Framework will facilitate space for clarifications but without 
arguing about the issues. The group will be supported to focus on the 
recommendations for change and implementing them rather being pre-occupied 
and hooked into the past.
11.
There  may  also be some  mistakes whilst giving the feed back and corrections 
should be welcomed.
12.
Everyone needs to be prepared for  a journey that no one can predict and it may 
feel worse before it gets better . The most important part is being committed to 
seeing through the process.

13.
Participants should be encouraged not to assume who said what. These 
assumptions are often wrong and lead to hidden resentment between people.

14.
The Group also need to be asked as to what ground rules would make it safe for 
them to participate.
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