[image: Text

Description automatically generated]


Conflict Resolution: A Case Study of Administrators and Academics in Guangdong Higher Education


By Yingying Chen 
(Student ID: 2214122)






Module Name: Research Principles and Philosophy (LCDB7007)
Module Lead: Dr Caroline Jawad
Word count：7069

May 2023


Executive Summary 
Based on an initial literature review and knowledge gathering conducted on the research question during the past three months, this report briefly presents the results of the current phase of the research topic. Under China's new requirements for the high-quality development of higher education, researchers have gradually focused their attention on internal management issues in universities. Through the analysis of academic literature on efficient conflicts, researchers have recognized that there is a common conflict relationship between administrators and academics in universities. These conflicts come from differences in power, value, role, etc., and countermeasures and suggestions for resolving conflicts are also made accordingly. However, researchers pay more attention to the analysis of conflict causes, and the practical effect evaluation of conflict resolution methods is ignored. In addition, this study uses the commonly used stakeholder theory as a theoretical framework throughout the entire study. At the same time, this report shows an overview of university stakeholders and design a conceptual framework in order to clarify the next research steps. Based on the choice of constructivism or interpretivism as the research philosophy, a qualitative case analysis approach will be applied in this study. This study aims to gain a deeper understanding of the key conflicts of highly effective administrators and academics and evaluate existing conflict resolution mechanisms or methods, which has theoretical and practical implications for improving conflict resolution and optimizing internal management.
1 Introduction
This section provides readers with a brief description of what the research wants to do, which helps to better understand the following sections such as theoretical framework, literature review, and research philosophy. This section provides the general background, purpose statement including aims and objectives, research questions and the significance of the study. At the same time, the definitions of some key terms are listed to avoid ambiguity in understanding.
1.1 General Background
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]In the "The Outline of the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025) for National Economic and Social Development and Vision 2035 of the People's Republic of China " promulgated in 2021, the major tasks of Chapter 43 are to improve the quality of higher education, promote comprehensive reform of universities, improve higher education teachers’ management system etc. (The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2021）. It can be inferred that the Chinese government will concentrate on higher education in the next decade, shifting the focus from the quantity of education to the quality of education. 
Committed to improve the quality of higher education, researchers cannot ignore two important participants: the administrators and academics in university. However, conflict between administrators and academics is a common phenomenon in higher education (Wang, 2014). Zhou (2006), Rai and Singh (2021) view the university as a social organisation, which composed of different people who cooperate with each other to accomplish specific tasks. As each individual differs in knowledge, values, abilities, experiences, needs, goals, and motivations, conflicts are inevitable within the organisations (Rai and Singh, 2021). This conflict stems from differences in responsibilities, powers, and goals between the two groups, who often have different perspectives and interests（Zhou, 2006). Yu and Yin (2023) discuss the conflict between administrators and academics from the perspective of stakeholders. They define that the university academics are not only direct participants in the teaching work of higher education, but also scientific researchers of their discipline (Yu and Yin, 2023). Meanwhile, the main responsibility of the university administrators is to formulate educational quality goals and set performance indicators for teaching workload and scientific research output of academics according to government policy documents (Yu and Yin, 2023). In the pursuit of their respective interests, the two parties will inevitably have conflicts in value orientation (Yu and Yin, 2023). Wang (2014) regards multiple stakeholders as subjects of power. Academics have academic power while the administrators have administrative power which is a derivative of the expansion of the scale and function of the university (Wang, 2014). Obviously, due to the different power of administrators and academics, conflict can easily arise (Wang, 2014). 
As stated above, conflict between administrators and academics is a common phenomenon, and different researchers have different attitudes towards it. Some researchers, like Zhou (2006), argue that this role conflict can potentially harm university’s operation. Other researchers hold a more optimistic point of view. Conflict is neutral, its good or bad impact on organisations and people depends on people's attitudes towards conflict (Wang, 2014). Rai and Singh (2021) add that conflicts can have negative effects, but not always. Conflicts in value orientation are not all bad things, and they also provide opportunities for the further development of higher education (Yu and Yin, 2023). Compared to conflict avoidance, trying to resolve conflicts has become a trend of concern for researchers in this field. Rai and Singh (2021) illustrate that conflict resolution is about finding fair and acceptable solutions to end the conflict. To resolve conflicts among various stakeholders of higher education, it is crucial to find a balance of interests (Yu & Yin, 2023). Wang (2014) pointed out that the key to solving problems is to deeply analyse the causes and the environment of conflicts, and to propose feasible countermeasures, which underpins the research orientation in this study.
1.2 Purpose Statement
1.2.1 Key Aim
This study seeks to critically analyse the key conflicts between administrators and academics and evaluate conflict resolution and internal management optimisation in higher education in Guangdong.
1.2.2 Key Objectives
In order to achieve the research aim, the objectives are:
· To undertake an extensive literature review on key conflicts between administrators and academics in higher education.
· To identify and evaluate these key conflicts and their causes in the context of case study.
· To Make recommendations for conflict resolution and optimizing internal management.
1.3 Research Question
The study focuses on one central research question: How to optimise existing internal management processes to resolve conflict between administrators and academics in higher education in Guangdong?
Around the central question, the study will be subdivided into several questions to conduct research：
（1） What are the key conflicts between administrators and academics in case study?
（2） What are the causes or influencing factors of these key conflicts?
（3） What is the current approach or internal management process for resolving these key conflicts in the case study?
（4） What do administrators and academics think about these key conflicts and conflict resolution? 
（5） What suggestions can be recommended?
1.4 Definition of Terms
Higher education Administrators
Higher education administrators are individuals who hold managerial, professional, technical, or general support positions at higher education institutions（Hogan, 2014). These administrators are responsible for activities outside of teaching and research that are considered essential to the functioning of the university, such as student services, finance, admissions, human resources, facilities management and strategic planning（Hogan, 2014). In this study, administrators do not just refer to managers, presidents, or decision makers, but cover all staff who are engaged in the above descriptions in universities.
Higher education Academics
Higher education academics refers to professionals engaged in teaching and research in higher education institutions (Schneckenberg and Wildt, 2006).
Conflict
Watson et al. (2017) define conflict as a state of inconsistency in opinions, goals, values, or resources between different individuals, groups, or interests.
Conflict resolution
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Wallensteen (2015) clarified that conflict resolution is an agreement between the parties to resolve their primary conflict, while requiring the acceptance of the other's continued existence and the cessation of all actions against the other party. He emphasized that the conflict resolution must take place after conflicts have occurred (Wallensteen, 2015).
2 Theoretical Framework
Imenda, (2014) defines a theoretical framework as a theory chosen by a researcher to guide his or her interpretation of a particular phenomenon or research question. A theoretical framework can consist of one or more theories and come from the literature relevant to researcher's discipline or the topic under study (Rocco and Plakhotnik, 2009). This study seeks to gain a deeper understanding of conflict between administrators and academics, and based on the definition of conflict, stakeholder theory is considered to be of strong relevance.
The main proponent of stakeholder theory is R. Edward Freeman. He put forward the stakeholder theory in 1984, and further developed and perfected this theory in subsequent research. Stakeholders are individuals, groups, or entities that have an interest in an organisation's activities or decisions（Freeman, 2010). They can be internal, such as employees, management, and shareholders, or external, such as customers, suppliers, government and social groups. In the stakeholder theory, Freeman et al.（2010） put the concept of stakeholders into management strategy thinking, he suggests that the success of an organisation not only depends on its internal management and operations, but also needs to consider and balance the relationship between various stakeholders. Stakeholders can have a positive or negative impact on an organisation, therefore stakeholder theory asserts the importance of managers recognizing and respecting the needs, expectations, and interests of stakeholders (Laplume et al.,2008). Typically in applying this theory, main steps include identifying stakeholders, analyzing stakeholder needs and interests, and assessing stakeholder importance and influence for consideration in resource allocation and decision making（Freeman, 2010). With limited resources and interests, the ideal blueprint of equal distribution cannot be practiced. Feelings of misunderstanding or unfairness can lead to stakeholder conflict. Therefore, managers should not only identify the stakeholders of the organisation and their needs, but also actively communicate and cooperate with them to avoid conflicts or properly resolve conflicts that have occurred（Freeman, 2010). Finally, continuous monitoring and evaluation of changes in the needs of stakeholders, and corresponding adjustments and responses are also emphasized by stakeholder theory（Freeman, 2010).
In this study, the university, as a social public service organisation, has its stakeholders. Yu & Yin (2023) state that higher education is multi-stakeholder engagement, including government, university administration at all levels, academics, students, parents, and social employers. Due to the differences in power, roles, needs, etc. between the two stakeholders, administrators and academics, the conflict between them becomes the discussion point of this study. Stakeholder theory helps researchers identify and analyse conflict causes, and provides inspiration in conflict resolution and optimization of internal management. Based on Henry Rosovsky's (1991) four levels of university groups and Mitchell, R's (1997) classification of university stakeholders, this study roughly draws a stakeholder overview of higher education (figure 1） to discuss research theories. Specific supporting literature and graph references are further elaborated in the literature review section.
Figure 1 An overview of the University's stakeholders
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3 Literature Review
Referencing previous relevant literature is an important step in all disciplines and research (Zhao, 2020; Snyder, 2019). Literature review refers to the collection and integration of previous research data by researchers based on research questions in a certain field (Snyder, 2019). It helps researchers connect research questions to existing knowledge, thus creating a solid foundation for new research. Greetham (2021) pointed out that literature review is the source of research background, supporting researchers to find the originality of their research. Wisker (2015) portrays literature review as listening to a conversation among research scholars in a field, while research writing is viewed as participating in a conversation. This section briefly reviews the literature on three aspects: conflicts between administrators and academics in higher education, existing conflict resolution methods or mechanisms, and the application of stakeholder theory in higher education.
3.1 Conflicts between administrators and academics in higher education
The most direct understanding of a university is a place that teaches and disseminates advanced knowledge. As the role of teaching and academic research, academics are the main force of higher education. Due to the scale and functions of universities gradually expand, a large number of administrative affairs other than teaching and research are derived (wang, 2014). Therefore, administrators are also an important role in higher education. However, the inconsistencies in goals, needs, etc., administrators and academics have become an obvious set of conflicting relationships in university (Ndum and Okey, 2013). Li (2018) argues that differences are the direct cause of conflict. Li (2018) lays out a more complete set of differences between administrators and academics (Figure 2). Each difference may produce a corresponding conflict, or several differences may combine to cause a conflict, and these differences are interrelated. 
Figure 2 Differences Between Administrators and Academics in Higher Education (Li, 2018)
	
	Administrators
	Academics

	Role Difference
	University administration professionals
	Discipline professionals

	Goal Difference
	Post responsibilities and system authorization
	· Verify experience
· Create knowledge
· Develop scholarship

	Value Difference
	· Save costs
· Improve management efficiency
	· Academic democracy and academic freedom
· Achieve academic development and progress in disciplinary affairs

	Institutional Difference
	Well-organized and well-structured
	Lack of academic power system

	Operational Difference
	Administrative directives achieve control over administrative affairs
	Decision-making academic issues by democratic consultation

	Nature Difference
	Centralized, top-down administrative authorization creates binding force
	Slackness, top-down academic influence of scholars produces binding force


According to the preliminary literature review, the conflicts mentioned by researchers are basically discussed around the differences in Figure 2. Among them, the following three aspects are mentioned more frequently, which can also be considered as key conflicts:
3.1.1 Value conflicts 
Value conflicts, which are caused by role differences, goal differences, and value differences. Administrators and academics play different roles in higher education, with different responsibilities and expectations. Value orientation differences will show different thinking patterns and principles of doing things (Huang, 2013). Ndum and Okey (2013) describe perceived goal incompatibility, i.e. when groups have different perceptions and interpretations of the same phenomenon, the potential of conflict may be high. Academics pursue academic freedom, hoping to have full autonomy, a relaxed teaching environment and flexible teaching methods in their research fields (Huang, 2013). Ndum and Okey (2013), in the context of discussing conflict in higher education, stated that autonomy refers to a group exercise control over certain activities that it regards as its own domain, or to protect itself from control by another party. However, administrators pay attention to the survival and development of universities, when considering the reputation and development prospects, they emphasize the influence and contribution of activities on the construction and development of universities (Hao, 2014). They need to stand at overall organisational interests and policy-level considerations (Li, 2018). To some extent, the social values of administrative management are very utilitarian, which conflicts with the pure teaching and research purposes of academics (Hao, 2014; Huang, 2013). From the perspective of administrators, it is believed that academic autonomy is likely to form a "self-interest" phenomenon of academics’ groups (Li, 2018). Li (2018) opines that academics more focus on their own academic research, promotion of professional titles, and pursuit of their own professional disciplines or hobbies. Administrators worry about their individualism which will ignore the overall development of the university and passively resist the management system. From the perspective of academics, although universities attach great importance to teaching and scientific research, they only use simple quantitative indicators when evaluating and assessing the outcomes, which lacks rationality and forms a utilitarian orientation (Huang, 2013). Considering the overall layout of the university, administrators will exert certain pressure on academics in terms of tasks, goals, and requirements through discipline, assessment, rewards and punishments, etc., which will frustrate the enthusiasm and initiative of academics (Hao, 2014).
3.1.2 Power conflicts 
Power conflicts are composed of institutional differences, operational differences and nature differences. Academic power highlights the autonomy of academic supremacy, self-discipline, and self-management, while administrative power emphasizes strict obedience and management between superiors and subordinates (Hao, 2014). Administrators have relatively centralized power, follow the corresponding rules and regulations, and deal with the complex matters of the university's internal management and external relations in a targeted manner, which greatly improves the efficiency of management (Li, 2018). Li (2018) adds that administrators are also familiar with the overall situation of the university and play a role in coordinating various tasks to better maintain the daily operation. However, from the point of academics, administrators place too much emphasis on management aspects of control (Hao, 2014). Academics contend humanistic care and multicultural compatibility (Huang, 2013). The bureaucratic system of administrators is an impersonal management model, which materializes the relationship between people and lacks humanistic care. Academics regard this as being "controlled", which infringes on the academic freedom and causes dissatisfaction (Hao, 2014). From the source of administrative management in universities, academics usually describe administrative work as a "subordination" of teaching (Huang, 2013), so they expect administrators to provide the function of serving teaching and doing research (Hao, 2014). Ndum and Okey (2013) pointed out that the way of administration largely determines the severity of conflicts within universities, such as authoritarianism and dogmatism. On the other hand, the boundary between administrative power and academic power is blurred (Ndum and Okey, 2013), and they interfere with each other and overstep their powers (Huang, 2013). Administrators intervene in the decision-making of academic affairs by showing administrative power. While the lack of understanding and improper use of academic power by academics will also affect the exercise of administrative power (Huang, 2013).
Power conflicts include communication problems. Due to the concentration of administrative power, the form of communication is often dominated by downward communication (Huang, 2013). Administrators are still influenced by the hierarchical thought and only follow various instructions from leaders. They have a weak sense of service to academics and rarely discuss relevant issues or solicit opinions from academics (Huang, 2013). In the case of slow transmission of information and information distortion step by step, Li (2018) indicates that the lack of communication or poor communication skills between the administrators and academics will generate subjective emotions such as non-cooperative attitudes, leading to escalation of conflicts. The involvement and needs of academics are often overlooked in university management Huang (2013).
Power conflicts affect management operations. Bureaucratization and accountability culture impose many regulations on academics, causing them to spend more time on administrative tasks rather than academic research and students. (Smith, 2006). This means that academics need to make an effort to document their work and demonstrate their quality by filling in forms, replying to emails, auditing, etc. (Smith, K. 2006). Over-regulation can lead to reduced autonomy, diminished enthusiasm, misaligned goals, and ultimately conflict (Ndum and Okey, 2013). Smith (2006) states that strict work procedural boundaries lead to a loss of teaching flexibility and that academics find no sense of fulfillment in these administrative tasks.
3.1.3 Resource allocation conflicts
Resource allocation conflicts, which are extended by the value conflicts and power conflicts. Research funding, teaching resources, facilities, staff compensation, and other welfare services all place demands on the limited resources at a university's disposal (Ndum and Okey, 2013). Li (2018) illuminates that administrators and academics have work interdependence, that is, when jointly realizing university mission, they need to share certain public resources through continuous collaboration and communication. The relative concentration of administrator’s power can easily lead to an imbalance of interests, for example, many administrators, especially leaders in management positions, will have more opportunities to apply for projects and awards (Li, 2018). Unfair or insufficient allocation of resources can breed conflict. There are obvious uneven conflicts in the distribution of housing subsidies, wages, bonuses, etc. (Hao, 2014). Ndum and Okey (2013) emphasize that any major failure in the areas of finances, students, academic programs, personnel, benefits and reward systems can lead to revolt. Even sometimes the conflict becomes very acute because the allocation of resources involves vital interests (Hao, 2014). Conflict can take the form of strikes, demonstrations, boycott speeches, and violent riots (Ndum and Okey, 2013).
3.2 Higher education conflict resolution methods or mechanisms
Based on the analysis of the causes of the conflicts, the researchers gave some corresponding suggestions, which are basically consistent with the value conflicts, power conflicts and resource allocation conflicts. Some common conflict resolution approaches are summarized here, and a deeper literature review in this area is ongoing.
In the face of value conflicts and power conflicts, Wang (2014) advocated the establishment of an inclusive mechanism, which is composed of an administrative decision-making system, an academic deliberation system, a democratic management system, and a decision-making execution system. The core of the inclusive mechanism is joint governance that emphasizes equal status and equal opportunities for administrators and academics to participate, and it is also an effective way to maintain multiple interests (Wang, 2014).
Negotiation and communication are the basic methods of conflict resolution. Developing constructive communication processes and channels through which parties to a conflict can express their grievances in a systematic manner (Ndum and Okey, 2013). This can help universities manage and guide large numbers of conflicts. Through open and transparent dialogue, administrators and academics can express their views, needs and concerns, and seek common understanding and solutions.
Introducing third-party mediation can provide a neutral perspective and professional resolution, and help the administrators and academics reach an agreement (Warters, 1995). This third party can be internal, such as a human resources department or a conflict resolution committee, or external, such as an independent mediator or professional body.
Setting up special committees or working groups to deal with conflicts is a common approach (Warters, 1995). These committees or working groups can be composed of representatives of different stakeholders who can research issues, gather evidence, make recommendations, and foster dialogue and collaboration among the administrators and academics.
Having clear policies and procedures in place to manage and resolve conflict is an important mechanism (Peng, 2015). These policies and procedures can standardize the process of conflict resolution, the distribution of responsibility and authority, and show clear guidance and basis for administrators and academics. They also ensure fair and consistent handling, providing an impartial and trustworthy framework for conflict resolution.
Conflict resolution training for administrators and academics of higher education is an effective approach (Rai and Singh, 2021). This training can assist them understand the nature of conflict, conflict resolution techniques and strategies, and provide tools for cooperation and coordination. By improving the conflict resolution capabilities, administrators and academics can reduce conflicts and better handle conflicts that do arise.
3.3 Stakeholder theory in higher education 
Different relationships between stakeholders bring complexity to university management (Drew, 2010). The earliest researcher who introduced stakeholder theory into university management was Henry Rosovsky. He divided stakeholders into four levels: most important group, important group, partial owner and secondary group according to the degree of importance to the university (Hu, 2005). The first level is academics, students and administrators including chairman, principal, vice-principal, director, dean and so on. Administrators effectively control American universities (Rosovsky, 1991). The second level is the board of directors, alumni and donors, who formally decide on major policy (Rosovsky, 1991) and care deeply about the reputation of the university. However, because they are outside the university, they cannot influence and care about the development of the university as much as the first level (Hu, 2005). The third level is the partial owner, who becomes the university's stakeholders under certain conditions, such as the government, bankers, regulators of university rules and regulations, and review committees of academic activities. The fourth level is the most marginal part such as citizens, communities, media, etc. Hu (2005) explains that although students are significant stakeholders, they only stay in the university for a short time, and the decision cannot be left to students. As an academic organisation, universities have knowledge resources as their key resources, and only academics who have knowledge resources have the right to dominate (Hu, 2005). Sun and Cui (2019) based on the taxonomy theory of Mitchell et al. (1997) divided university stakeholders into deterministic stakeholders (students, academics, administrators, employers) and prospective stakeholders (alumni, donors, parents, government, bankers, other universities, the public). Chapleo and Simms (2010) conducted interviews with 13 different roles at the University of Portsmouth, showing groupings and types of stakeholders based on qualitative findings (Figure 3). This diagram further details the list of potential stakeholders. 
Figure 3 Groupings and types of stakeholders (Chapleo and Simms, 2010)
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Figure 4 Stakeholder analysis of the higher education institutions (Maric, 2013)
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In the context of studying the quality of higher education, Watty (2003) narrowed the stakeholders down to government, quality agencies, administrators and academics. It does not mean to diminish the importance of other stakeholders, but Watty (2003) wants to focus more on the views of these four groups when clarifying the topic of education quality. Therefore, the stakeholders of higher education cover a wide range, and researchers can appropriately select some concerns based on their own research questions, rather than listing and discussing all of them.
3.4 Conclusion and Gaps in the Literature Review
In the preliminary literature review work, Chinese, British or international scholars have relatively mature research on the conflict between higher education administrators and academics, and they have a consistent understanding of the common existence of conflict. Although researchers have proposed different conflict phenomena based on specific backgrounds, they basically conform to the differences in Figure 2. Therefore, by analyzing commonalities, it is feasible to find key conflicts between administrators and academics. 
This study runs through stakeholder theory as a research theoretical framework. The application of the theory in higher education is also well-established, with rich supporting references. In the follow-up of this research, based on the administrators and academics as the most important stakeholders, the stakeholders who are closely related to them will be extended. Using stakeholder theory, discuss their influence on conflict generation and conflict resolution. 
With regard to the existing conflict resolution methods and mechanisms, the literature collected so far is basically a suggestion given after analyzing the causes of the conflict. These literatures put the analysis of conflict causes as the research focus, so the part of the recommendations stays relatively intuitive and superficial. There are few studies on the practical effect and feedback of the established conflict resolution mechanism. In an ongoing literature review, this study will continue to consult literature evaluating existing conflict management or resolution mechanisms to determine the validity of this gap.
4 Conceptual Framework
A conceptual framework is a conceptual structure used in research to guide research design, data collection, and analysis by explaining the relationships and roles among the variables in the study（Maxwell, 2012). It usually consists of a set of related concepts, variables, and assumptions that establish a theoretical link between them. A conceptual framework helps researchers to clearly define and operationalize concepts during research and provides a way to understand and explain observed phenomena (Imenda, 2014). At the same time, it assists ensure the internal logical consistency and reproducibility of research and provides a basis for sharing and communicating research findings (Rocco and Plakhotnik, 2009).
4.1 Conceptual framework of the study
Figure 5 Conceptual Framework of the Study
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The overall conceptual framework of this research (Figure 5) refers to the Objective–Conflict–Resolution (OCR) approach of Weyrauch, Herstatt and Tietze (2020). OCR is designed to help researchers identify and resolve conflicts and reach sustainable solutions. The OCR approach emphasizes the need to focus on three key elements when resolving conflicts:
(1) Objective
The objective is the expected result that all parties hope to achieve in the conflict resolution process, that is, the interests, needs, expectations, values, etc. (Weyrauch, Herstatt and Tietze, 2020). This conceptual framework incorporates stakeholder theory in this step, and considers the goals of administrators, academics and related stakeholders by identifying stakeholders, analyzing interests and needs, assessing influence, and monitoring demand changes. This is also one of the important variables affecting the cause of conflict. In addition, since this research is carried out in a specific research case, it is necessary to consider the influence of the social culture and values of Guangdong (China) on the objective.
(2) Conflict
Conflict refers to a disagreement in opinions, interests, needs, or values that exists between parties (Weyrauch, Herstatt, and Tietze, 2020). The OCR approach highlights identifying and understanding the source and nature of conflicts in order to find effective solutions. In this step, the study discusses and identifies conflict types according to the differences between administrators and academics (Figure 2) enumerated by Li (2018). The cause of conflict and the type of conflict are therefore dependent variables.
(3) Resolution
Resolution refers to resolving conflicts through negotiation, mediation, arbitration and other methods to achieve mutual recognition and satisfaction (Weyrauch, Herstatt and Tietze, 2020). Through the identification of conflict types, looking for corresponding existing conflict resolution methods or mechanisms is also one of the variables.
Moverover, the study also aims to evaluate the effects of existing conflict resolution practices. Therefore, refer to the six steps of conflict resolution of Davidson and Wood (2004):
"1. Defining the problem in terms of needs
2. Generating possible solutions
3. Evaluating the solutions
4. Deciding on a mutually acceptable solution
5. Implementing the solution
6. Evaluating the solution at a later date”
 (Davidson and Wood, 2004, p.11).
This study will evaluate the implementation effect of existing conflict resolution methods or mechanisms, corresponding to four outcomes: conflict resolved, conflict mitigated, conflict unchanged and conflict intensified (Emerson, K. et al., 2009). Finally, reflect and adjust the conflict resolution methods or mechanisms based on the results of practice.
5 Research Philosophy
5.1 Research Paradigm
5.1.1 Overview of research paradigm
Research paradigm refers to a set of basic philosophical viewpoints, methodology and research methods adopted by researchers when conducting research, which provides researchers with a lens to see the world (Creswell, 2008). It contains the researcher's philosophical assumptions, beliefs, and methodological choices, and clearly explains the researcher's research goals, problems, and methods, that is, it answers questions such as why he chose this method of collecting data and why he collected these data (Wahyuni, 2012). Research paradigms provide an acknowledged “research language” that enables better communication, comparison, and replication of research results among different researchers. The unity of research paradigm helps to enhance the reliability and verifiability of research (Srnka and Koeszegi, 2007). This section explains the research philosophy of this study from ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology.
5.1.2 Ontology 
Ontology is the researcher's views or basic assumptions about the nature and existence of the world (Aliyu et al., 2015). Ontology focuses on questions such as the nature of knowledge, the existence of reality (Aliyu et al., 2015). Constructivism or interpretivism is adopted in this study. Reality is multiple and subjective, a society constructed by individuals (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Reality has many interpretations and is shaped by people's language and culture (Hussain, Elyas and Nasseef, 2013). The conflict between higher education administrators and academics can be viewed as a subjective phenomenon. For example, when evaluating whether a conflict has been resolved, the researchers do not have quantitative data to accurately measure it, but we can judge whether there is still a conflict by listening to the language descriptions of conflicting groups.
5.1.3 Epistemology 
The epistemology of research is the perceptions about knowledge and how it is acquired (Pritchard, 2023). It explores issues such as what constitutes valid knowledge, and how knowledge is justified (Pritchard, 2023). Epistemology enables researchers to critically analyse the limitations and reliability of the knowledge they generate (Hussain, Elyas, and Nasseef, 2013). Different epistemological positions have different views on what constitutes valid evidence and how data should be collected and analysed (Aliyu et al., 2015). For example, a researcher who adopts an empirical perspective may rely on quantitative methods and experiments, while a researcher who adopts a constructivist perspective may prefer qualitative methods and interpretation. In constructivism or interpretivism, knowledge is generated and subjective from individual narratives, stories, perceptions, and interpretations (Hussain, Elyas and Nasseef, 2013).
5.1.4 Axiology 
Axiology is the study of value. It explores questions about what is considered valuable, how values are determined and how they affect research (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Constructivism or interpretivism is value-bound research (Aliyu et al., 2015). As part of the research, the researcher participates in the research observation to try to empathize or understand (Creswell, 2008). Research on conflicts between administrators and academics in higher education requires attention to human feelings and emotions, which are one of the important causes of conflicts.
5.2 Research Methodology
Methodology is the philosophical basis for the methods and processes of research (Hussain, Elyas and Nasseef, 2013). It considers how researchers acquire knowledge and involves aspects such as research design, data collection, data analysis, and interpretation of results. Based on the ontology and epistemology of constructivism or interpretivism, this study takes a public university in Guangdong as a case study object for in-depth research.
5.2.1 Qualitative Research
Qualitative research is a research method aimed at understanding and explaining social phenomena from a subjective perspective (Creswell, 2008). It focuses on exploring and gaining insight into the meanings, experiences, perspectives and behaviour of individuals in their environment (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). Qualitative research argues that numbers cannot explain everything and relies on non-numeric data, such as interviews, observations, etc., to obtain richer and detailed information about the research topic (Lock and Seele, 2015). These data sources provide in-depth descriptions, narratives, and interpretations that allow researchers to realizse the complexities of the phenomena under study.
Qualitative research aims to understand a phenomenon in a specific context and considers the interaction between various factors and influences (Grandy, 2018). It recognizes that social phenomena are influenced by multiple contextual factors, including cultural, historical, social and organisational factors. Qualitative research acknowledges the subjectivity of researchers and participants (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). Researchers are aware of their own biases and perspectives and actively participate in the research process (Creswell, 2008). They may reflect on their own impact on data collection and analysis. The contribution of qualitative research lies in the interpretation of the researcher, and participatory research can enhance the understanding of the research topic (Hussain, Elyas and Nasseef, 2013). It provides valuable insights into subjective aspects of human behaviour and social interaction, complementing quantitative research methods that focus on numerical data and statistical analysis (Lock and Seele, 2015).
5.2.2 Five Qualitative Research Approaches 
According to (Creswell and Poth, 2016), qualitative research methods mainly cover phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, case studies, and narrative studies, which are briefly introduced below.
Phenomenology is concerned with people's experiences and meanings of specific phenomena (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Through in-depth interviews, observations, and reflections, researchers attempt to understand people‘s experience (Bryman, 2003). Researchers describe qualitative findings with an open attitude, so as to reveal the essence of the phenomenon (Bryman, 2003). The focus of this research question is more inclined to evaluate the effectiveness and optimization of conflict resolution mechanisms, and relate to the practical aspects of organisations. Phenomenology is suitable for the study of phenomena in psychology and philosophy, so it is not adopted in this study.
Grounded theory is a generative theory research approach whose aim is to develop a theory from empirical research through the systematic collection and analysis of data (Lewis, 2015). By continuously comparing and summarizing findings, researchers extract themes, concepts and theories from empirical materials to explain and understand specific phenomena (Creswell and Poth, 2016). The research questions in this study are supported by rich literature and theories, and the testing procedures of existing conflict mechanisms are set up based on the conceptual framework. Therefore, it does not belong to developing theory from practice and will not adopt grounded theory.
Ethnography is a field research method based on participant observation and in-depth interviews aimed at understanding and describing the behaviour, values, beliefs and practices of a particular group, culture or community (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Researchers often spend long time with subjects, engaging them in their daily lives, to gain insight into the meaning and motivations behind their behaviour and culture (Lewis, 2015). Ethnography requires researchers to spend a lot of time and live locally in research environment. It is often used in the study of anthropology and social culture, which is outside the scope of this study, so it is not planned to be used.
A case study is a method of in-depth study of an individual phenomenon or event (Bryman, 2003). Researchers conduct detailed investigations on one or several specific cases by comprehensively collecting and analyzing multiple data sources such as literature, documents, interviews, observations, etc. (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Case studies can provide detailed descriptions and explanations, and help researchers gain insight into the complexities of a particular phenomenon (Bryman, 2003). This study will adopt a case study of a public university in Guangdong as the research object. In the case, key conflicts between administrators and academics were understood through observation and interviews, and existing conflict resolution mechanisms were assessed.
Narrative research is concerned with the way people construct and express their experiences, memories and meanings through narratives and stories (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Researchers collect and analyse individual or group narratives to uncover the themes, patterns, and meanings behind them (Lewis, 2015). Narrative research emphasizes individual and group voices and experiences, and explores the importance of individual and collective stories for understanding and explaining specific phenomena (Lewis, 2015). This qualitative method is also not suitable for this study. Instead of individuals, researchers will pay more attention to two groups: administrators and academics.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]5.3.3 Reliability and Validity
Reliability in qualitative research usually refers to the trustworthiness or credibility of research （Roberts and Priest, 2006). Due to the emphasis on subjectivity and researcher interpretation in qualitative research, the concept of reliability differs from that of repeatability in quantitative research (Fitzner, 2007). In qualitative research, the focus of reliability is the consistency and reliability of research methods, that is, whether the research results can get similar or consistent results from different researchers, different times, and different environments (Thanasegaran, 2009). To ensure reliability, qualitative researchers can employ methods such as reflective recording, cross-validation, peer checking, and qualitative data analysis software to enhance the consistency and reliability of research findings (Fitzner, 2007).
Validity in qualitative research refers to the quality and accuracy of research methods and research results（Roberts and Priest, 2006). Validity focuses on whether the research results can truly and accurately reflect the nature and significance of the research object or phenomenon (Thanasegaran, 2009). In qualitative research, commonly used concepts of validity include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Thanasegaran, 2009). Researchers can enhance the effectiveness of research through methods such as multiple data sources, data triangulation, participant verification, and theory saturation to ensure the accuracy and credibility of research results (Fitzner, 2007).
5.3.4 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are very important when studying conflict, and researchers should focus on the following:
Informed consent
Make sure that the research participants voluntarily participate in the research and sign the informed consent form after clearly understanding the purpose, process, risks and benefits of the research. Researchers should respect the autonomy of participants and protect their privacy and personal information.
Protection of privacy and confidentiality
Researchers should ensure that the privacy and personal information of participants are protected and take necessary steps to maintain the confidentiality of data. Data used in research should be anonymized and participants' identities should not be disclosed or revealed.
Justice and fair
Researchers should follow the principles of impartiality and fairness, and not discriminate or harm participants. The research design and data collection process should try to avoid bias and unfair practices. This researcher belongs to the group of academic staff of the case study. When interviewing questions, try to avoid biased leading speech, and may even need to invite a third party to conduct interviews to avoid the defensiveness of the interviewees.
Research integrity and transparency
Researchers should maintain the integrity and transparency of research and abide by academic ethics. Research results should truly and accurately reflect the actual situation, and research methods and data analysis should be traceable and verifiable.
Ethical review
In some cases, research involving sensitive subjects or human participants may warrant ethical review. Researchers should abide by the regulations of relevant institutions or ethics committees, submit research plans and obtain approval.
6 Conclusion
6.1 Theoretical and Practical Contribution
In the context of promoting the high quality of Guangdong higher education, this study attempt to critically analyse the key conflicts between administrators and academics by taking a certain university in Guangdong as a case study, and to conduct a more in-depth research of conflict resolution and internal management optimisation in universities. It has theoretical and practical significance.
6.1.1 Theoretical significance
The research can delve into the key conflicts between administrators and academics in higher education, revealing their causes and implications at a theoretical level. This contributes to enriching theoretical knowledge in the field of organisational behaviour and management, especially in explaining and understanding conflict within higher education management problems.
By analyzing the conceptual framework of conflict, it can provide theoretical guidance for conflict resolution mechanism, conflict management strategy, etc., and serve as a reference for subsequent research in this field.
6.1.2 Practical significance
The research can show empirical information on conflict between administrators and academics in higher education. This helps higher education administrators and policymakers better understand the nature and impact of some key conflicts and provides a basis for developing appropriate conflict resolution.
Provides practical guidance to universities for improvement by evaluating existing conflict resolution and internal management. It is useful to improve the working environment and atmosphere, and enhance the high-quality development of higher education in Guangdong.
6.2 Limitations
When studying conflict between university administrators and academic staff, there may be some limitations or areas for reflection.
This study only selected the administrators and academic staff of a specific university as a sample, and the representativeness of the sample for higher education in Guangdong may be limited. Therefore, the generalizability of the research results may be affected, and it needs to be cautiously extended to other universities or regions.
When studying conflict between administrators and academic staff, one may encounter situations where participants are reluctant to share authentic experiences or perspectives of the conflict. This may lead to bias or lack of comprehensiveness of the research results. Researchers need to handle this situation carefully and, where possible, promote open communication by building trust and protecting the privacy of participants.
The researcher's personal perspective and background may have an impact on the research results. Researchers should be aware of their own preferences and take steps to analyse and interpret data as objectively as possible, avoiding the interference of personal opinions.
Reference List
image3.png
Trustees

[ Non-academic | [Academic |

Parents

Fompatume
UK, 1, Hon8

Otherindirect
National
Stakeholders

‘ NationalMedia
© National Charities
~ OtherNGO's

- TaxPayers

National
Businesses

|

|| MarketingUKHE

l





image4.jpg
Identification of i Prima Seconda
stakeholders/users " "

v ]
R I
Education
The Education and Evaluation and monitoring of the

The financial support of the national strategy

The financial support of the national strategy

Teacher Training Agency criteria for excellence

Faculties High level of knowledge is required
the level of required knowledge
Employees v Satisfaction with working
il N N v
Fair Competition
Society v A balanced society
- Transfer of knowledge





image5.png
Ide: Assess m

Stakeholder

Type

! Role Conflict
1
N Goal Conflict

Wi Value Conflict ! CETES
Phenomenon H Management

Strategies and

of Conflict :

cetuieen | = i ! e
Administrators ! i . : Resolut_ion
and Academics I Mechanisms

Conflict

Operation Unchanged

Conflict

N Conflict
Nature Conflict "
: N Intensified

Social Culture and
Values

Promotion

Modification !
& 1
improvement )

New Creation 1




image1.jpeg
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David

SWANSEA - ABERTAWE





image2.png




