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1. CONFLICT

All of us have experienced conflict of various types, yet we probably fail to
recognize the variety of conflicts that occur in organisations. Conflict can be aserious
problem in any organisation. A better understanding of the important areas of conflict
will help managers to use the people in the organisation more effectively to reach the
organisation’s objectives

1.1 Definition of Conflict
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According to Gray and Starke — “Conflict is behaviour by a person or
group that is purposely designed to inhibit the attainment of goals by another
person or group. This ‘purposeful inhibition’ may be active or passive.”

R.W. Woodman defines conflict “As any situation in which incompatible
goals, attitudes, emotions or behaviours lead to disagreement or opposition
between two or more parties.”

K.W. Thomas defines conflict as “A process that begins when one party
perceives that another party has negatively affected or is about to negatively
affect, something the first party cares about.”

One of the problems in organisational conflict is that the term has been defined
in many different ways by academics and managersA few definitions are reproduced

below:

1.2 Outcomes of Conflicts

Not all conflicts are bad. In fact, some types of conflict encourage new solutions
to problems and enhance the creativity in the organisations. In these cases, managers
will want to encourage the conflicts. These are Functional conflicts that support the

goals of the group and improve its performance.

There are also conflicts that hinder group performance. These are
Dysfunctional or destructive forms of conflict. Therefore, managers should stimulate
functional conflict and prevent or resolve non-dysfunctional conflict. This is the key to
conflict management. The consequences of conflict can be positive or negative, as

shown in the Table 1 below:

Table 1: Consequences of positive or negative conflict

Positive Consequences Negative Consequences
1. Leads to new ideas. 7. Diverts energy from work.
2. Stimulates creativity. 8. Threatens psychological well-being.
3. Motivates Change. 9. Wastes resources.
4. Promotes organizational vitality. 10.  Creates a negative climate.
5. Helps individuals and groups establish identities. | 11. Breaks down group cohesion.
6.  Serves as a safety valve to indicate problems. 12, Can increase hostility and aggressive behaviours.
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1.3

Sources of Organizational Conflict

. Line and Staff Competition:

The growth of highly specialized, creative, well-educated staff poses unique
problems for line managers. Faced with a growing dependence on staff, line
managers must adjust to a reduction in organizational power and prestige.
Conflict in most organizations persists between line and staff because it is
virtually impossible to define precisely the responsibility and authority

relationships between the two.

. Organization-Individual Disagreements:

From one perspective, the conflict between the organization and the individual
centers around the individual’'s failure to fulfil the organization’s expectations
regarding productivity or compliance with rules. From another, the conflict is
often seen as resulting from excessive organizational demands. Such conflict
may be overt or hidden from view, depending on the perception each side has

of the power of the other.

. Overlapping Responsibilities:

Organizations constantly change in response to personnel turnover, expansion
or contraction, the adoption of new policies, changes in external environment,
and so forth. As a result, it is impossible to establish job responsibilities once
and for all. When a change occurs, one person reaches out to assume more
responsibility, another retrenches and still another tentatively assumes
responsibility for certain functions without knowing definitely who should be

performing them. Thus, the stage is set for conflict.

. Functional Interdependence:

Conflicts between an organization’s functional units, such as sales, accounting
and manufacturing are commonplace. The sales department is at odds with
manufacturing because quality is too low or prices are too high to meet the
competition. Although departments are separated on the basis of function, they
can never function as completely autonomous units. They must somehow resist

the constant urge to view the organization in terms of their narrow self-interests.

. Personality Clashes:

Individual differences in such personal qualities as values, attitudes, abilities

and personality traits are often the cause of conflict. Two managers may learn
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to despise each other thoroughly for reasons totally unrelated to their work, but
their performance on the job may suffer because of it.

6. Disagreement Over Goals:
Conflict among managers is often caused by the fact that there is poor
agreement over goals. Perhaps an even more common source of conflict is the
clash of the personal goals of managers and employees with the goals of the
organization.

7. Bottlenecks in the Flow of Work:
Line supervisors in manufacturing must meet production deadlines, but they
are dependent upon production schedules, warehousing shipping, and others
for effective performance. A bottleneck at any point can prevent the line
supervisors from being effective and is quite naturally an occasion for

interpersonal conflict.

1.3 Types of Conflict

We can analyze the effects of conflicts from many different perspectives. They

are:
a) Intra-individual or Intrapersonal Conflict
b) Inter-individual Conflict
c) Individual-Group Conflict
d) Intergroup Conflict
e) Organizational Level Conflict

f) Functional Conflict
g) Dysfunctional Conflict

a) Intra-individual or Intrapersonal Conflict

This refers to conflict within an individual about which work activities to perform.
An individual may experience There are several types of intrapersonal conflict,

including inter-role, intra-role and person-role conflicts.

1. Inter-role Conflict: Occurs when a person experiences conflict among the

multiple roles in his or her life. One inter-role conflict that many employees
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experience is work/home conflict, in which their role as worker clashes with their
role as spouse or parent.

2 Intra-role Conflict: |s conflict within a single role. It often arises when a person
receives conflicting message from role senders (the individuals who place
expectations on the person) about how to perform a certain role.

3. Person-role Conflict: Occurs when an individual in a particular role is
expected to perform behaviours that clash with his or her values. Forexample,
salespeople may be officially required to offer the most expensive item in the
sales line first to the customer, even when it is apparent the customer does not
want or cannot afford the item. This may conflict with the salesman’s values or

past experience, and he may experience person-role conflict.

Analyzing this type of conflict is difficult because “inner states” of theindividual

must be assessed.
b) Inter-individual Conflict

When two individuals disagree about issues, actions, or goals and where joint
outcomes become important, there is inter-individual conflict. Research on this type of
conflict (e.g., marriage counselling) often focuses on personality differences and why
individuals feel obliged to block the goal attainment of the other person. Inter-individual
or interpersonal conflict often arises from differences in individuals’ status, perceptions
and orientations. Such conflict may motivate individuals to reveal additional relevant
issues or it may prevent any further communication. To further complicate matters,

some individuals are more likely to engage in conflict than others.

To manage interpersonal conflict, it is helpful to understand power networks in
organizations, defence mechanisms exhibited by individuals and ways of coping with
difficult people.

¢) Individual-Group Conflict

In organizations, there are two important situations where individuals find
themselves in conflict with groups. The first situation is one in which an individual is
violating group norms. The reason for this conflict is that groups have a greaterability

to block an individual’s goal achievement than the other way around. Only in unusual
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cases will an individual be able to mobilize the resources to block the group’s

movement toward its goals.

The second case of individual-group conflict is one in which subordinates of
one boss collectively disagree with a course of action the boss wants to take. A conflict
exists here because the subordinates are blocking the goal achievement plans of the
boss. Although the boss can exercise formal authority to suppress this type of conflict,

this is generally an unwise course, since subordinates often find a way to retaliate.
d) Intergroup Conflict

This involves conflict between groups of people, irrespective of the size of the
group. Included in this category, therefore, is interdepartmental conflict within
organizations. Intergroup conflict exists between or among groups. Such conflicts can
be traced to competing goals, competition for limited resources, cultural differences,

power discrepancies and attempts to preserve the groups’ separate identities.
e) Organizational Level Conflict

Conflict can also exist between organisations. The amount of conflict may
depend on the extent the organisations create uncertain conditions for competitors,
suppliers, or customers; attempt to access or control the same resources; encourage
communication; attempt to balance power in the marketplace; and develop procedures
for resolving existing conflict. Recent attempts to manage such conflict and ensure
that it has a positive impact on organisational performance have emphasized the

formation of strategic alliances and partnerships.
f)  Functional Conflict

Some conflicts support the goals of the group and improve its performance;
these are functional, constructive disagreements between two or more people.
Functional conflict can produce new ideas, learning and growth among individuals;
when they engage in constructive conflict, they develop a better awareness of

themselves and others.

g) Dysfunctional Conflict
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There are conflicts that hinder group performance, and are therefore knownas
dysfunctional or destructive forms of conflict. Dysfunctional conflict is an unhealthy,
destructive disagreement between two or more people. A key for recognizing a
dysfunctional conflict is that its origin is often emotional or behavioural. Disagreements
that involve personalized anger and resentment directed at specific individuals rather
than specific ideas are dysfunctional. In dysfunctional conflict, the losses to both

parties may exceed any potential gain from the conflict.

The demarcation between functional and dysfunctional conflict is neither clear
nor precise. The criterion that differentiates functional and dysfunctional conflict is
group performance. Since groups exist to attain a goal or goals, it is the impact the
conflict has on the group, rather than on any individual member, that determines

functionality.
1.6 Conflict Process

Diagnosing the nature of conflict is aided by considering it as a sequence of
conflict episodes. Regardless of the level of conflict, each conflict episode proceeds

through one or more of five possible stages. They are shown in the Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2: Stages of Conflict
1. Latent Conflict:

The first step in the conflict process is the presence of conditions that create
opportunities for conflict to arise. Individuals or groups may have power differences,
compete for scarce resources, strive for autonomy, have different goals, or experience
diverse role pressures. These differences are the genesis of disagreement and

ultimately conflict.
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2. Perceived Conflict:

If the conditions cited in stage | negatively affect something that one party cares
about, then the potential for opposition or incompatibility becomes actualized in the

second stage. This stage is important because:

i It is where conflict issues tend to be defined.

i. Emotions play a major role in shaping perceptions.
In this stage,

i Differences of opinion are voiced.
ii. Incompatible goals or values become apparent.

ii.  Individuals demean others or try to enact opposing actions.
3. Felt Conflict:

When one or more parties feel tense or anxious as a result of such
disagreements or misunderstandings, conflict has moved beyond ‘perceived’ to ‘felt’
conflict. Here, the conflict becomes personalized to the individuals or groups involved:
intentions intervene between people’s perceptions and emotions and their overt

behaviour. These intentions are decisions to act in a given way.

K. Thomas has identified the primary conflict-handling intentions using two

dimensions:

a) Co-operativeness: The degree to which one party attempts to satisfy the
other party’s concerns; and
b) Assertiveness: The degree to which one party attempts to satisfy his or her

own concerns.
4. Manifest Conflict:

Observable behaviour designed to frustrate another’s attempts to pursue his or
her goals is manifest conflict, the most overt form of conflict. Both open aggression
and withdrawal of support illustrate manifest conflict. At this stage, conflict must be

used constructively resolved if effective organisational performance is to occur.
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When most people think of conflict situations, they tend to focus on “manifest
conflict” because this is where conflicts become visible. These conflict behaviours are

usually overt attempts to implement each party’s personal agenda.
5. Conflict Aftermath:

The conflict episode ends with its aftermath, after the conflict has been
managed and the resulting energy heightened, resolved or suppressed. If the conflict
is resolved, the parties may experience a new reality as they adjust their perceptions.
Unresolved conflict, which exists everywhere, simply sows the seeds for manifest

conflict later. The process continues and is a normal part of organizational life.

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Managers have at their disposal a variety of conflict management styles:
avoiding, accommodating, competing, compromising and collaborating. The way they
handle conflict depends on the degree to which they seek to satisfy their own concerns
(assertiveness) and the degree to which they try to satisfy the other person’s concerns
(co-operativeness). The Figure 5 shows the five conflict management styles using

these two dimensions:

. Competing Collaborating
Assertive :

Compromising

Assertiveness
(Desire to Satisfy one's own concerns)

Unassertive Avoiding Accommodating

Uncooperative Cooperative
Cooperativeness
(Desire to Satisfy another's Concerns) Figure
5: Conflict Management Styles

Source: K.W Thomas, “Conflict and Conflict Management,” in M. D Dunnette, “Handbook of Industrial and Organisational
Psychology” Chicago, IL: Rand McNally. (1976).
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Avoiding:

Managing a conflict with an avoiding strategy involves just what the term
sounds like: not seeking to meet your own objectives or the objectives of the
other person. Avoiding is a style low on both assertiveness and co-
operativeness. Avoiding is a deliberate decision to take no action on a conflict
or to stay out of a conflict situation.

Accommodating:

In an accommodating strategy, one person attempts to satisfy another person’s
objectives. Appropriate situations for accommodating include those when you
find you are wrong, when you want to let the other party have his or her way.
Accommodating is cooperative but unassertive.

Competing:

A competing strategy involves attempting to win, with the presumption that
others will lose. Under this strategy, you want to satisfy your own interests and
are willing to do so at the other party’s expense. Competing is a style that is
very assertive and uncooperative.

Compromising:

In a compromising strategy, the parties reach a mutually acceptable solution in
which each person gets only part of what he or she wanted. Often, this means
the parties decide to “split the difference”. The compromising style is
intermediate in both assertiveness and co-operativeness, because each party
must give up something to reach a solution to the conflict.

Collaborating:

This strategy seeks to make everyone a winner. Working towards collaborating
involves an open and thorough discussion of the conflict and arriving at a
solution that is satisfactory to both parties. Collaborating is a win-win style that
is high on both assertiveness and co-operativeness. The Table 3 shows the

appropriate conflict handling situation.

Dr. Supriya Krishnan (Guest Faculty)



