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NAVIGATING CONFLICT 
WITH A VOLUNTEER IN YOUR MINISTRY

Thanks to personality differences, miscommunication, mismatched expectations, disagreements about decisions 

that are made, or breaking ministry rules, experiencing conflict with a volunteer is inevitable. Conflict is an opportunity 

for connection and growth, but unresolved conflict is also the greatest team breaker. When you face conflict with 

a volunteer, allow Matthew 18 to be your guide, and then follow these four steps . . . 

1
SET THE TONE

Before you talk with the volunteer you have a 

conflict with, set the tone of your heart to be 

open, rather than combative, and start the conversation 

with prayer and a humble spirit. Difficult conversations 
often feel awkward and uncomfortable, so don’t be afraid 

to say, “I’m probably not going to say this right, but can 

I tell you what I’m thinking?” This posture combats the 

expectation that you’re going to get it all right. Share what 

you’re feeling or experiencing, but be careful not to use 

exaggerated language, like, “You always  . . ” Or, “I hate it 

when you . . . “ Apologize for anything you’ve done wrong 

or how you may have contributed to the problem.

2
SEEK TO UNDERSTAND

Seek to understand your volunteer before 

you seek to be understood by them. Don’t 

assume you know everything about what’s really going 

on, since you only know your side of the story. Be open 

and gentle in your physical posture by leaning forward, 

maintaining contact, nodding when they speak, and not 

crossing your arms. Be curious and ask questions so 

you can more fully understand what’s going on. Echo 

back what you’re hearing until you honestly understand 

their perspective. Don’t leave this step until you’ve come 

to a mutual place of understanding.

3
SET EXPECTATIONS

When you experience a conflict with a 

volunteer, remember that you are not peers—

you have a position of authority in the relationship, since 

you are their supervisor. Once you’ve defused, resolved, 

or successfully navigated through your conflict with 

them, be sure to revisit the commitment the leader 

made to your ministry team. If they are not holding 

up their end of the deal, ask them to recommit to the 

expectations you previously set for them. If they can’t 

recommit, see if there’s another solution or role where 

they can serve within your ministry. If you don’t want 

them to continue serving in their role or in your ministry, 

identify the best way forward and be clear.

4
SEEK RESOLUTIONS

Always seek a resolution to your conflict with 

a volunteer, knowing that your relationship 

with them should be bigger than just their role as a 

volunteer in your ministry. Romans says it best: “If it 

is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace 

with everyone” (Romans 12:18, NIV). Sometimes it’s 

not possible to come to a resolution or make peace, but 

always do your part. If you can’t find a resolution that 
allows them to continue serving, at least seek peace in 

your personal relationship.

Need help investing in your volunteers? Get a complete annual volunteer strategy with Grow Curriculum!


