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CONFLICT ENGAGEMENT
Family Partners must often support caregivers in situations 
where there is conflict between people, organizations, or 
systems. Conflicts often arise from misunderstandings about values, 
priorities, communication styles, or goals for services. Unresolved conflict 
may lead to: providers not returning phone calls; team members not 
participating in meetings or having “side conversations” outside of the 
team process; or families not being fully engaged in services. These 
kinds of situations make services less effective. Family Partners play an 
important role in helping the caregiver, service providers, and members 
of a treatment team (if one is in place for the child) understand each other. 

Helping caregivers navigate and engage in a process for resolving conflict 
is an essential part of the Family Partner service. The role of the Family 
Partner is not to facilitate the conflict resolution process, but to be a 
primary support to the caregiver in the process, as well as helping to 
balance all voices. 

In times of conflict, caregivers may be trying to understand complex 
programs; how different systems work with each other; why conflicts arise; 
and what their own rights are. The Family Partner can help caregivers 
understand that these conflicts are normal and help them respond. They 
can also help the caregiver draw upon experiences of resolving conflicts 
in other parts of their life to address conflicts in their child’s services.

While some conflicts may not be resolved, it is still 
important for everyone to address the areas of disagree-
ment. The Family Partner can help the caregiver develop and build their 
capacity to remain engaged and effectively respond throughout this 
process. 

In resolving conflicts, the Family Partner should invite feedback, practice 
boundaries with the family, plan with families, and help families see other’s 
perspectives. This is a vital component of helping families to achieve 
self-efficacy so as their journey continues, they are educated and skilled 
in managing difficult situations and conversations.
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Identify the conflict

•	 Help the caregiver understand that conflicts with service providers or 
in a team are normal. You can describe examples from your experience 
of resolving conflict with your own service providers.

•	 Explore with the caregiver how the family’s values, culture, goals, and 
interactions may differ from those of service providers, leading to 
conflicts.

•	 Explore past conflicts the caregiver may have experienced (with provid-
ers, service systems, or others in their life) and how these past experi-
ences may be influencing the present conflict.

•	 Help the caregiver identify times they have successfully resolved 
conflicts, and how those experiences could help them now.

•	 Support the caregiver in expressing any discomfort with the services 
they are receiving, and help them say why they feel this way.

	» Does the caregiver feel that team members are not listening to 
them?

	» Do they feel that team members/service providers don’t under-
stand the stresses they experience (such as feeling overwhelmed by 
the service system; feeling like they’re not getting the services their 
child needs; struggles they may have caring for their other children 
while getting services for their child; pressures of work-life balance; 
challenges taking care of themselves, etc.)?

•	 Use several engagement strategies to explore these topics with the 
caregiver, such as Motivational Interviewing for Parents.

•	 When several family members are active members of the team or 
involved in services, pay special attention to conflict that may occur 
between them.

•	 When there is conflict among team members, separate from the family, 
participate in exploring with team members the dynamics that may be 
playing out regarding past conflicts they experienced with families and 
how these past experiences may be influencing the present conflict. This 
ensures that the work with the family is not affected by provider-to-pro-
vider conflict.



71

Clarify the issue 

•	 Help the caregiver describe the conflict they are experiencing in a 
way that can be brought to those involved in the conflict, e.g., service 
providers, school staff, other family members.

•	 Help the caregiver and the others involved understand each other’s 
values, goals, and priorities.

•	 Help the others involved understand the caregiver’s perspective about 
reasons for the conflict (for instance, maybe the caregiver does not feel 
heard, or maybe they don’t believe the service providers understand 
the stresses they have to manage).

•	 Help the caregiver understand the perspectives of other’s involved in 
the conflict.

	» For example, if the conflict is about getting services, help the caregiver 
understand the rules that providers must follow while providing 
services to the youth and family; or explain how service systems work 
with each other, and how sometimes they don’t work well together.

•	 Help the caregiver prepare to resolve the conflict with the others 
involved. This can include: 

	» Model and coach how to explain their perspective and why the 
situation is causing conflict for them. 

	» Help the caregiver identify possible solutions. 

	» Think about possible responses that others may have to what the 
caregiver says. Try to minimize any surprises when everyone meets. 

	» Role-play the caregiver’s response to these scenarios.

•	 Clarify with the caregiver what they want to accomplish in the conflict 
resolution process. Write it down.

•	 Hold a meeting with the caregiver and the others involved at a time and 
location that is convenient and comfortable for the family.

•	 Remember that it may not always be appropriate to bring the family 
together, such as in situations of domestic violence, legal restrictions 
on contact, and/or heavily contentious relationships among family 
members.

•	 Work to create a balance of all voices:

	» Help everyone recognize and express what is working and identify 
the strengths to build on.

	» Encourage the caregiver to express themselves and explain their 
perspective.

	» Coach the caregiver on techniques for successfully participating in 
meetings, such as active listening; and role-play when helpful.

	» Encourage all service providers to listen to everyone and stay open 
to different views. 

•	 Use the “Do for, Do with, Cheer on” approach to support the caregiver 
during meetings; continually notice whether they need more modeling 
(“Do for”), coaching (“Do with”), or external support (“Cheer on”).
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Identify a solution

•	 Support the caregiver in thinking of solutions. Bring to the meeting the 
solutions you wrote down in the “Clarify the Issue” phase.

•	 Engage everyone in a collaborative process to agree on solutions.

•	 Develop guidelines for resolving future concerns, such as: clarify who 
should receive concerns; bring problems to supervision as soon as 
possible; assist caregiver throughout the process.

Continue to monitor and follow up

•	 Check in with the caregiver regularly to see if the conflict has been 
resolved to their satisfaction. If not, encourage them to bring the issue 
back to the service provider(s) or team.

•	 Check in with others about the caregiver’s unresolved feelings and any 
possible solutions.

•	 Have open and honest conversations when speaking on behalf of care-
givers with other providers.

•	 Help the family understand how to elevate their concerns when needed.
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