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Proposed Research
	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	Conflict between University Administrators and Academics in China: A Case Study

	Background & Context (approx. 500 words):

	The quality of higher education has become one of the hot topics in China and will continue to be discussed in the next 5-10 years. This is because the central government document "The Outline of the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan (2021-2025) for National Economic and Social Development and Vision 2035 of the People's Republic of China " (referred to as the "14th Five-Year Plan"), which has attracted great public attention, lists improving the quality of higher education as one of the goals of building a high-quality education system. The 14th Five-Year Plan is the central government’s guideline for the development of all aspects of the country. This is both an expectation for local governments and a requirement for their development (Bie, 2021).
Two participants who cannot be ignored in their efforts to improve the quality of higher education are university administrators and academics. University administrators have control and decision-making authority over resources, personnel, finances, and other aspects of managing the overall operations of the university (Rai and Singh, 2021). They need to formulate education quality goals based on national policy documents and set a series of evaluation indicators to control and monitor quality (Yu and Yin, 2023). Yu and Yin (2023) define university academics as individuals who are the direct performers of teaching work and engage in scientific research and knowledge creation in their respective discipline areas, but their actions need to comply with the university's management system (Hu, 2005). Wang (2014) noted that conflicts between administrators and academics are common. Zhou (2006), Rai and Singh (2021) regard a university as an organisation consisting of different people who cooperate with each other to achieve the organisational goal——improving the quality of higher education. Since everyone has different knowledge, values, abilities, experiences, needs, goals, and motivations, large or small conflicts, are inevitable when working together (Rai and Singh, 2021). These conflicts may stem from differences in responsibilities, power, and goals between the two groups, who often have different interests and priorities (Zhou, 2006). For example, academics advocate that universities create an enabling environment that can focus on genuine academic pursuits (Lai, 2010). However, the managerialist way universities are run is undermining academic autonomy and worsening working conditions for academics. Managerialism based on efficiency makes university administrators prioritise output and effectiveness, hoping to achieve more results with fewer resources, which has caused widespread dissatisfaction in the academic community and has become one of the causes of conflict between them.
Wang (2014) emphasised from the perspective of power subjects that the root cause of conflict lies in the power disparity. Academics have academic power and can influence academic affairs, promote research and teaching activities, formulate discipline directions, and participate in the academic decision-making process. On the other hand, the administrative power of administrators is a result of the expansion of the size and functions of the university. Wang (2017) stated that administrative power usually exceeds academic power in Chinese universities. Under the influence of the government, the management system and rules and regulations of universities need to be consistent with policies (Peng, 2021). The intertwining of the political power of the Chinese government and the administrative power of universities establishes the administrative dominance of universities (Wang and Chen, 2007). Political factors exacerbate imbalances in university power structures and can be a major driver of conflict.
In addition to acknowledging that conflict is influenced by group differences and power asymmetries, internal management changes may also be a driver of conflict formation. The central government listed specific measures for higher education quality development goals in Chapter 43 of the 14th Five-Year Plan, including optimising the internal governance structure of universities, establishing an education quality evaluation system, reforming the fund management system, etc. (State Council of the People's Republic of China, 2021). The government intends to guide universities to change their existing management structures and establish new systems and regulations to stimulate the potential for change actions within universities. Under the influence of the government, an external stakeholder, internal management changes in universities have become an inevitable trend (Bie, 2021). The process of upgrading and improving the internal management of universities may bring more workload, uncertainty and fatigue, thus triggering negative reactions from management (Khaw et al., 2022). According to the change curve model proposed by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in 1969, restless and resistant academics may view administrators (change agents) as imaginary enemies, and the conflict between the two is amplified (Andersen, 2006). Aldiabat et al. (2022) found in an empirical examination of 436 Jordanian university academics that resistant behavior had a certain negative impact on the development and effectiveness of the organisation.
Conflict is a dynamic feature faced by university management and a normal phenomenon (Guo, 2009). If these conflicts are not properly managed, they can exacerbate the problem, sometimes leading to expressions of dissatisfaction in the form of strikes, demonstrations and protests (Ndum and Okey, 2013). This will seriously affect students' course progress and learning experience, and is contrary to the goal of high-quality education. Based on the background of this problem, this study attempts to gain a deeper understanding of conflicts between university administrators and academics and conflict resolution methods to promote effective management within universities and achieve the goals of high-quality education.

	Aims and Objectives (approx. 250 – 500 words):

	Research Aims:
This study aims to critically analyse conflicts between Chinese university administrators and academics and evaluate the effectiveness of existing conflict resolution methods.
Research Objectives:
In order to achieve the research aims, the following research objectives are formulated:
(1) To critically analyse and identify the causes and environmental elements of conflicts between Chinese university administrators and academics.
(2) To investigate existing conflict resolution methods and feedback on effectiveness in the context of a case study.
(3) To make suggestions for optimising existing conflict resolution methods.
Research Questions:
Therefore, based on the above research objectives, the specific research questions of this study are proposed as follows.
Q1: Why do group differences, power structures, and internal changes create conflict between university administrators and academics?
Q2: In addition to the above three reasons, what other elements can cause conflicts between university administrators and academics?
Q3: What conflict resolution methods currently exist at the university in the case study?
Q4: How do the university administrators and academics in the case study evaluate existing conflict resolution methods?
Q5: Based on the identified conflict causes and environmental elements, and considering feedback on conflict resolution methods from university administrators and academics, how should Chinese universities optimise conflict resolution methods?

	Proposed plan of work including timetable:

	
Proposed plan of work
	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	Submission of research proposal
	Feb 2024

	Literature review (first draft)
	Jun 2024

	Methodology
	Sep 2024

	Data collection
	Feb 2025

	Data analysis
	Jun 2025

	Literature review (final version)
	Jul 2025

	Findings and Discussion
	Sep 2025

	Conclusion 
	Oct 2025

	Format and references
	Nov 2025

	Thesis (first draft)
	Dec 2025

	Submission of thesis
	Jan 2026





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	Research Philosophy:
Research paradigm refers to a set of basic philosophical perspectives, methodology and research methods used by researchers when conducting research, which provides researchers with a lens to view the world (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This study used constructivism to guide the search for answers to the research problem.
(1) Ontology: The constructivist paradigm assumes that reality is subjective and constructed through human interaction (Schwandt, 1994). The researcher takes a constructivist view on the nature of conflict between university administrators and academics, viewing it as a subjectively constructed reality. Conflict thus arises from interpersonal interactions and different interpretations based on personal positions. The existence of multiple realities depends on perspective.
(2) Epistemology: Knowledge comes from the interpretation of participants’ subjective constructions (Lee, 2012). It provides a standard for understanding phenomena by analyzing an individual's meaning-making process based on that individual's unique perspective. Researchers interact with participants to co-construct an understanding of conflict dynamics.
(3) Axiology: It is believed that research is value-laden. The researcher's methods and perspectives can influence interpretations (Allen and Davey, 2018). Transparency about potential researcher bias is important.

Research Methodology：
Under the guidance of constructivism, this study takes a public university in China as a case study and adopts qualitative research methods to deeply explore and explain the subjective experiences and common meanings of participants. Understand participants’ perspectives, interactions, and meaning-giving processes through in-depth interviews and participant observation. This helps reveal the underlying dynamics and cultural context of conflicts between administrators and academics.
（1）Case Study
A case study is a method of studying an individual phenomenon or event in depth (Bryman, 2003). Researchers conduct detailed investigations on one or several specific cases by comprehensively collecting and analyzing multiple data sources such as documents, documents, interviews, and observations (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Case studies can provide detailed descriptions and explanations and help researchers gain insight into the complexities of a specific phenomenon (Bryman, 2003). This study will use the case of a public university in China as the research object. Through observation and interviews, we will understand the causes of conflicts between administrators and academics, and collect evaluation and feedback on existing conflict resolution methods.
（2）Semi-structured Interview
This study used qualitative one-to-one semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a common research method used to collect qualitative data and gain in-depth understanding of interviewees’ perspectives, experiences, and perceptions (Gordon, 2019). Semi-structured interview questions provide the researcher with a framework that ensures key topics are discussed but leaves enough open space for the interviewee to freely express their views (Gordon, 2019). When researchers design interview questions, they will have an expected hypothesis for the answers, or hope that the interviewees will give answers that are consistent with the research perspective (Dearnley, 2005). However, researchers' experience limits them to their own perceptions, which can easily overlook findings that are closer to the truth. By interacting with interviewees, researchers can gain more background information and understand their motivations, attitudes, and feelings to better answer research questions (Adeoye‐Olatunde and Olenik, 2021). This approach helps provide rich qualitative data for in-depth analysis and understanding of a specific topic or phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews are normally conducted offline. Researchers can observe the interviewees' facial expressions and body language to further understand the interviewees' intuitive reactions to interview questions and add details that cannot be expressed in words.
（3）Interview Question Design
Based on the semi-structured interview method, the interview questions were designed with 10-15 open-ended questions around the research aims and objectives. An outline of interview questions, participant information sheets, and consent forms will be sent to all interviewees for preview 2 weeks in advance. Appropriate revisions will be made based on interviewees’ feedback to avoid any potential ethical risks.
（4）Purpose Sample Selection
Selecting a research sample is an important decision that affects the study results. The selection of samples needs to ensure the validity and representativeness of the study (Campbell et al., 2020). This study chose to use purposive sampling of case study object, which ensures that the selected sample is consistent with the research questions and objectives (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim, 2016). In purposive sampling, the researcher pre-defines some criteria for selecting the sample (Campbell et al., 2020).
（5）Data Collection and Analysis
The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed into Chinese text and then translated into English. The researcher used thematic analysis to summarize and organize the data. Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method used to identify and analyze themes in textual data. Thematic analysis helps reveal patterns and key ideas in the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach emphasizes extracting information from themes that emerge spontaneously from the data rather than relying on a priori theories or hypotheses (Braun and Clarke, 2019).
（6）Reliability and Validity
Reliability in qualitative research usually refers to the trustworthiness or credibility of the research (Roberts and Priest, 2006). The concept of reliability differs from replicability in quantitative research due to the emphasis on subjectivity and researcher interpretation in qualitative research (Fitzner, 2007). To ensure reliability, qualitative researchers can use methods such as reflective recording, cross-validation, and peer checking to enhance the consistency and reliability of research results (Fitzner, 2007).
Validity in qualitative research refers to the quality and accuracy of the research methods and findings (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). Researchers can enhance the validity of research through methods such as multiple data sources, data triangulation, participant verification to ensure the accuracy and credibility of research results (Fitzner, 2007).

Ethical Considerations:
Ethical considerations are important when studying conflict, and researchers should focus on the following:
(1) Informed Consent
Ensure that 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. The researcher will submit an ethics form PG2 to the module leader, supervisor and the Ethics Committee of UWTSD and obtain signed permission before conducting the research. When inviting interviewees, information such as ethical statements, data protection, and anonymity commitments need to be written into the participant information form and consent form, and interviews can only be conducted after obtaining a signed consent form. At the beginning of the interview recording, the researcher will reiterate some important ethical content to the interviewee to reconfirm the interviewee's wishes. Throughout the study, the researchers strictly adhered to the regulations of the ethics form.
(2) Protect Privacy and Confidentiality
Researchers should ensure that participants' privacy and personal information is protected and take necessary steps to maintain data confidentiality. Data used in research should be anonymous and the identities of participants should not be made public or revealed.
(3) Justice and Fairness
Researchers should follow the principles of justice and fairness and must not discriminate or harm participants. The research design and data collection process should try to avoid bias and unfair practices. The researcher belongs to the group of academics for this case study. When interviewing questions, try to avoid biased introductory remarks to avoid the participants becoming defensive.
(4) Research Integrity and Transparency
Researchers should maintain research integrity and transparency 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.
(5) Sensitive Wording
According to Chinese culture, the word "conflict" may be too serious and inappropriate when describing relationships with colleagues. Participants may be resistant to “conflict” and unwilling to admit that they are in conflict with others. This is a negative term that destroys harmony. Therefore, when confronting the interviewees, including in the participant information sheet, consent form, and interview question outline, the researcher changed “conflict” to “disagree” to improve interview acceptability.

	Introductory bibliography:

	Adeoye‐Olatunde, O. A., & Olenik, N. L. (2021). Research and scholarly methods: Semi‐structured interviews. Journal of the american college of clinical pharmacy, 4(10), 1358-1367.

Aldiabat, B. F., Aityassine, F. L., & Al-rjoub, S. R. (2022). Organizational development and effectiveness: testing the mediating role of resistance to change. Polish Journal of Management Studies, 25(1), 58-71.

Allen, N., & Davey, M. (2018). The value of constructivist grounded theory for built environment researchers. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 38(2), 222-232.

Andersen, G. R. (2006). Conflicts during organizational change. Nordic Psychology, 58(3), 215-231.

Bie, D. (2021). The strategic significance of university development planning during the 2021 "14th Five-Year Plan" period [J/OL]. University Educational Science. https://kns.cnki.net/kcms/detail/43.1398.G4.20211027.1349.004.html

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3:2, 77-101, DOI:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative research in sport, exercise and health, 11(4), 589-597.

Bryman, A. (2003). Quantity and quality in social research (Vol. 18). Routledge.

Campbell, S., Greenwood, M., Prior, S., Shearer, T., Walkem, K., Young, S., ... & Walker, K. (2020). Purposive sampling: complex or simple? Research case examples. Journal of research in Nursing, 25(8), 652-661.

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches. Sage publications.

Creswell, J.W. and Creswell, J.D. (2018) Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches. 5th edition. Los Angeles: SAGE.

Dearnley, C. (2005). A reflection on the use of semi-structured interviews. Nurse researcher, 13(1).

Etikan, I., Musa, S. A., & Alkassim, R. S. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling and purposive sampling. American journal of theoretical and applied statistics, 5(1), 1-4.

Fitzner, K. (2007). Reliability and validity a quick review. The Diabetes Educator, 33(5), 775-780.

Gordon, L. (2019). Real research: Research methods sociology students can use. Sage Publications.

Guo, L. (2009). The relationship between college teachers and administrators from the perspective of conflict theory. Journal of Changchun University of Technology (Higher Education Research Edition) (01), 19-21. doi: CNKI: SUN: CCGJ.0.2009-01- 006.

Hu Chidi. (2005). Stakeholder Analysis in Higher Education. Educational Research, 26(3), 9.

Khaw, K. W., Alnoor, A., Al-Abrrow, H., Tiberius, V., Ganesan, Y., & Atshan, N. A. (2022). Reactions towards organizational change: a systematic literature review. Current Psychology, 1-24.

Lai, M. (2010). Challenges faced by Chinese academics in the academic heartland. Journal of Further and Higher education, 34(2), pp.271-290.

Lee, C. J. G. (2012). Reconsidering constructivism in qualitative research. Educational Philosophy and theory, 44(4), 403-412.

Ndum, V. E., & Okey, S. M. (2013). Conflict management in the Nigerian university system. Journal of Educational and Social Research, 3(8), 17.

Peng, W. (2021). Government role positioning and implementation in the modernization process of higher education governance (Ph.D. thesis, Hunan Normal University). https://kns.cnki.net/KCMS/detail/detail.aspx?dbname=CDFDLAST2022&filename =1022428971.nh

Rai, K and Singh, K (2021) ‘Conflicts in Schools: Causative Factors and Resolution Strategies’, Journal of Educational, Cultural and Psychological Studies, (24), pp. 109–127. Available at: https://doi.org/10.7358/ecps-2021-024-rasi.

Roberts, P., & Priest, H. (2006). Reliability and validity in research. Nursing standard, 20(44), 41-46.

Schwandt, T. A. (1994). Constructivist, interpretivist approaches to human inquiry. Handbook of qualitative research, 1(1994), 118-137.

Thanasegaran, G. (2009). Reliability and Validity Issues in Research. Integration & Dissemination, 4.

The State Council of the People’s Republic of China (2021) 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. Available at: https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-03/13/content_5592681.htm?dt_platform=weibo&dt_dapp=1 (Accessed: 20 May 2023). 

Wang, B. & Chen, Q. (2007) The Administrative Mode and Academic Corruption at China's State-Run Universities, Chinese Education & Society, 40:6, 37-46, DOI: 10.2753/CED1061-1932400607

Wang, W. (2014). Research on the Inclusive Mechanism of University Academic Power and Administrative Power [D]. Nanjing Agricultural University.

Wang, Y. (2017). Analysis on the Collision and Conflict between the Administrative Power and the Academic Power in Colleges and Universities. In 2017 International Seminar on Social Science and Humanities Research (SSHR 2017) (pp. 181-185). Atlantis Press.

Yu, G., & Yin, J. (2023). Evaluation Community: Research on the Construction of New Relationships in Higher Education Quality Evaluation Based on Stakeholders [J]. Applied Higher Education Research, 8(01):5-12.

Zhou, L. (2006). Research on University Organizational Conflict [D]. East China Normal University.


	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	The researcher mainly searched for literature through four databases: CNKI (China), UWTSD library resources, ProQuest and Google Scholar, and had access qualifications during the research period. This research requires fieldwork and offline interviews at a public university in China, located in Guangzhou. Therefore, the researcher needs to travel to Guangzhou, China multiple times to obtain the original data for the study within the case study university. Travels are required approximately twice a year, each time lasting 2-3 months, and the travel funds will be borne by the researcher personally. For each travel, the researcher will notify the supervisor, DBA programme manager and UWTSD in advance and submit necessary forms by formal process to obtain approval to leave the UK.
Access to case study object is free. The researcher had initially introduced the research content to the university president and obtained interview approval when conducting the pilot study in August 2023. In this final thesis study, the researcher will submit relevant supporting documents to the president of the university again between February and March 2024 to obtain formal permission.
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