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Facilitator Guide: Conflict Resolution Tools for Nonprofit Community Partnerships
Purpose
To provide facilitators with structured tools to help community partners address common challenges (such as leadership turnover, changing priorities, power imbalances, and communication breakdowns) while maintaining trust and shared mission focus.
Audience
Nonprofit staff and leaders, community partners, funded and unfunded collaborators, and cross-sector coalitions.
Facilitator Role
To create a safe and neutral space; guide conversations; surface underlying interests; and ensure follow-through.
Core Principles for Facilitators
Before using any tools, establish these norms:
Transparency: No side conversations or hidden decisions.
Shared accountability: Conflict is a partnership issue, not an individual failure.
Flexibility: Change is expected; alignment is revisited regularly.
Tool 1: Facilitated Check-In Circles
When to Use: At the start of partnership meetings, after leadership changes, or when communication feels strained.
Purpose: To maintain consistency, surface tensions early, and rebuild trust.
Time Needed: 20–30 minutes
Facilitation Steps:
Opening framing: This check-in helps us stay aligned and address issues before they escalate.
Structured round-robin prompts: What’s one update impacting your organization right now? What’s working well in the partnership? What’s one concern or question you want on the table?
Reflection: Summarize themes and name unresolved tensions.
Document outcomes: Assign follow-up actions and note concerns to revisit.
Tool 2: Interest-Based Dialogue (IBD)
When to Use: Changing priorities, competing needs, and budget or capacity strain.
Purpose: To shift conversations from positions to underlying interests.
Time Needed: 45–90 minutes
State the issue neutrally.
Elicit interests by asking why the issue matters, what problem is being solved, and what success looks like.
Reframe positions into interests.
Identify shared interests and co-create options.
Tool 3: Written Agreements as Conflict Tools
When to Use: Leadership turnover, changing timelines or scope, and communication breakdowns.
Purpose: To preserve institutional memory and reduce misunderstandings.
Documents include memoranda of understanding (MOUs), communication plans, and conflict escalation pathways. 
· Written conflict escalation pathway: Sample Language (You May Use or Modify):
“Partners agree to address conflict through a tiered escalation pathway. Concerns should be raised early and addressed at the lowest appropriate level. If unresolved, issues will move to facilitated dialogue and leadership review. This process is intended to promote transparency, equity, and shared accountability.”
Closing the Session
End every facilitated session with:
Summary of agreements
Action items with owners
Next check-in date
Appreciation for participation
Facilitator Name:  [Enter text here]
Date of Session:  [Enter text here]
Partnership or Coalition Name:  [Enter text here]
Session Notes
Key issues identified during the session:  [Enter text here]
Agreements reached:  [Enter text here]
Action items and responsible parties:  [Enter text here]
Next check-in date:  [Enter text here]
This toolkit was authored by Dr. Lidia Fonseca and may be used, shared, and modified as needed to support community partnerships. For more information on instructions or additional resources, please reach out to us at info@vailrgv.org
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