The Management of Organisational Conflict

There are two main views of the organisation.

The unitary perspective views the organisation as an integrated and harmonious whole. Conflict is seen as a dysfunction outcome and can be explained, for example, by poor communications, personality clashes or the work of agitators.

The pluralistic approach to the work organisation views conflict as inevitable. It is seen as an inherent feature of organisations and induced, in part, by the very structure of the organisation.

Positive and negative outcomes

Conflict can be regarded as a reality of management and organisational behaviour and can be related to power and politics. The traditional view of conflict is negative in that it tends to be associated with negative features and situations which result in inefficiency, ineffectiveness or dysfunctional consequences. It is perceived as disruptive and unnatural, and represents a form of deviant behaviour which should be controlled and changed. Clearly, extreme cases of conflict in organisations can have very upsetting, or even tragic, consequences for some people and have adverse effects on organisational performance. Conflict situations can give rise to excessive emotional or physical stress. 

However, conflict is not necessarily a bad thing. Properly managed, it can have potentially positive outcomes. It can be an energising and vitalising force in groups and in the organisation.

Broad interpretation of conflict

The current view appears to recognise that conflict can be interpreted more broadly than in the traditional view. For example Townsend (1985 p.39) sees conflict as a sign of a healthy organisation - up to a point.

A good manager doesn’t try to eliminate conflict; he tries to keep it from wasting the energies of his people ... If you’re the boss and your people fight you openly when they think you’re wrong - that’s healthy. If your people fight each other openly in your presence for what they believe in - that’s healthy. But keep all the conflict eyeball to eyeball.

A more recent view of conflict is the interactionist perspective (Robbins 1998), which believes that conflict is a positive force and necessary for effective performance. This approach encourages a minimum level of conflict within the group in order to encourage self-criticism, change and innovation, and to help prevent apathy or too great a tolerance for harmony and the status quo.

The Sources of Conflict

There are many potential sources of organisational conflict:

· Differences in perception

We all see things in different ways. We all have own, unique picture or image of how we see the ‘real’ world. Differences in perception result in different people attaching different meanings to the same things/situations. As perceptions become a person’s reality, value judgements can be a potential major source of conflict.

· Limited resources

Most organisational resources are limited, and individuals and groups have to fight for their share; for example, at the time of the allocation of the next year’s budget or when cutbacks have to be made. The greater the limitation of resources, then usually the greater the potential for conflict. In an organisation with reducing profits or revenues the potential for conflict is likely to be intensified.

· Departmentalisation and specialisation

Most work organisations are divided into separate departments with specialised functions. Because of familiarity with the manner in which they undertake their activities, departments tend to turn inwards and to concentrate on the achievement of their own particular goals. When departments need to co-operate with each other this is a frequent source of conflict.

Differing goals and internal environments of departments are also a potential source of conflict. For example, a research and development department is likely to have a long-term view while a production department is likely to be concerned more with short-term problems, such as quality control and meeting delivery dates.

· The nature of work activities

Where the task of one person is dependent upon the work of others there is potential for conflict; for example, if a worker is expected to complete the assembly of a given number of components in a week but the person forwarding the part-assembled components does not supply a sufficient number on time.

If reward and punishment systems are perceived to be based on keeping up with performance levels, then the potential for conflict is even greater.

· Role conflict

A role is the expected pattern of behaviours associated with members occupying a particular position within the structure of the organisation. In practice, the manner in which people actually behave may not be consistent with their expected pattern of behaviour. Problems of role incompatibility and role ambiguity arise from inadequate or inappropriate role definition and can be a significant source of conflict.

· Inequitable treatment

A person’s perception of unjust treatment, such as in the operation of personnel policies and practices, or in reward and punishment systems, can lead to tension and conflict. For example, according to the equity theory of motivation the perception of inequity will motivate a person to take action to restore equity, including changes to inputs or outputs, or through acting on others.

· Violation of territory

People tend to become attached to their own ‘territory’ within work organisations; for example, to their own area of work, or kinds of clients to be dealt with; or to their own room, chair or parking space. Jealousy may arise over other people’s territory - for example, size of room, company car, allocation of a secretary or other perks. Ardrey (1967) suggests that a stranger walking into a place of work can create an immediate feeling of suspicion or even resentment because people do not usually like ‘their’ territory being entered by someone they do not know, and whose motives are probably unclear to them.

· Environmental change

Changes in an organisation’s external environment, such as shifts in demand, increased competition, government intervention, new technology or changing social values, can cause major areas of conflict. For example, a fall in demand for the product of a company can result in conflict for the allocation of resources.

· Other potential sources of conflict

Individual - such as attitudes, personality clashes, illness, stress

Group - such as group skills, the informal organisation and group norms

Organisation - such as communications, authority structure, leadership style, managerial behaviour

The possible sources of conflict have been summarised by Bryans and Cronin (1983) as:

1. Differences between corporate and individual goals.

2. Conflicts between different departments or groups within the organisation.

3. Conflict between the formal and informal organisation.

4. Conflict between manager and managed.

5. Conflict between individual and job.

6. Conflict between individuals.

Conflict Resolution
Managers need to learn how to effectively resolve conflicts. Conflicts may be resolved by:

1. Dominance – dictating a solution

2. Compromise – negotiation, based on a relative power base

3. Collaboration – that leads to finding a win-win solution.

The key requirement for conflict resolution is openness. By fostering mutual respect and trust, nurturing common interest to achieve project success, and focusing on commitment to task, most conflicts can be successfully resolved.
Strategies for Managing Conflict

Although a certain amount of organisational conflict may be seen as inevitable, there are a number of ways in which management can attempt to avoid the harmful effects of conflict.

· Clarification of goals and objectives

The clarification and continual refinement of goals and objectives, role definitions and performance standards will help to avoid misunderstandings and conflict. Focusing attention on those goals that are shared by the parties in conflict may help to defuse hostility and lead to more co-operative behaviour.

· Resource distribution

Although it may not always be possible for managers to increase their allocated share of resources, they may be able to use imagination and initiative to help overcome conflict situations - for example, making a special case to higher management; greater flexibility to transfer funds between budget headings; delaying staff appointments in one area to provide more money for another area.

· Personnel policies and procedures

Careful and detailed attention to just and equitable personnel policies and procedures may help to reduce areas of conflict. Examples are: job analysis, recruitment and selection, job evaluation, systems of reward and punishment; appeals, grievance and disciplinary procedures; arbitration and mediation; recognition of trade unions and their officials.

· Non-monetary rewards

Where financial resources are limited, it may be possible to pay greater attention to non-monetary rewards. Examples are: job design; more interesting, challenging or responsible work; increased delegation or empowerment; flexible working hours; attendance at course or conferences; unofficial perks or more relaxed working conditions.

· Development of interpersonal/group process skills

This may help to encourage a better understanding of one’s own behaviour, the other person’s point of view, communication processes and problem-solving. It may also encourage people to work through conflict situations in a constructive manner.

· Group activities

Attention to the composition of groups and to factors which affect group cohesiveness may reduce dysfunctional conflict. The careful selection of project teams or task forces for problems affecting more than one group, may also be beneficial.

· Leadership and management

A
 more participative and supportive style of leadership and managerial behaviour is likely to assist in conflict management - for example, showing an attitude of respect and trust; encouraging personal self-development; creating a work environment in which staff can work co-operatively together. A participative approach to leadership and management may also help to create greater employee commitment.

· Organisational processes

Conflict situations may be reduced by attention to such features as: the nature of the authority structure; work organisation; patterns of communication and sharing of information; democratic functioning of the organisation; unnecessary adherence to bureaucratic procedures, and official rules and regulations.
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