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Your Guide to using this book
This free interactive eBook provides a range of learning resources designed to help you 
understand key management concepts and how to apply these in practice to help you suc-
ceed in your studies. 

Interactive icons appear throughout the book to let you know that extra learning resources 
are available. You can study on the go and use these resources on your laptop, tablet or 
smartphone. 

To access these, just log in to your FREE interactive eBook and click on the icons for: 

     What Would You Do? videos

Watch authors Stewart and Tyrone discuss and debate real-life scenarios and provide useful 
pointers for your own decision making. 

     
Videos

Watch online videos from TED Talks and YouTube to get a better understanding of key 
concepts. 

     
Weblinks

Go further and expand your understanding of each topic with weblinks to key organizations 
and online articles. 

      
Further reading

 

Access free SAGE journal articles to help you delve deeper and support your assignments. 

      Multiple Choice Questions 

Test your knowledge and prepare for your exams with multiple choice questions.

     Flashcards

Test your understanding and revise key terms with glossary flashcards. 

See the inside front 
cover of this book for 
download instructions 

l
Not a fan of eBooks?
The interactive eBook provides the most seamless way to move between your 
textbook and the digital resources, but you can also access them here:

https://study.sagepub.com/managingandorganizations5e
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MANAGING CONFLICT
CONFLICT, CLASHES, CONCILIATIONS

ELISABETH NAIMA MIKKELSEN AND  
STEWART CLEGG

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This chapter is designed to enable you to:

 •  appreciate that organizational conflicts are normal phenomena

 •  explore different accounts of the role of organizational conflict

 •  understand the functions of conflict within organizations

 •  identify how conflicts may be managed

 •  explain how shifting conceptions of organizational conflict lead to different practical 
implications.

BEFORE YOU GET STARTED…

A new twist on an old proverb:

Conflict is the spice of life…‘
’
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MANAGING ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES222

INTRODUCTION
Realistically, despite all the talk of teamwork, working as one big family and the 
importance of a common culture, organizations have to handle conflict, as wise 
consultants know. Diverse assumptions underlie the analysis of organizational 
conflict. First, conflict can be seen as dysfunctional, which is the most frequent lay 
view that deplores the fact that people at work cannot get along with each other. 
Such views often lead to highly judgemental, normative views that regard conflict 
as something that should be avoided at all costs. Second, and more analytically, 
there has been a shift in focus from normative prescriptions of what disputants 
should do in conflict situations to focusing on what is actually done in practice. 
Third, there has been a realization that conflict is a normal organizational phe-
nomenon and should be treated as such. (See Talk #10: Organizational Politics, 
by Professor Richard Badham of Macquarie Graduate School of Management, 
Sydney, Australia, one of a series of online audio-visual seminars on Managing 
Organizations, edited by Professor Stewart Clegg.)

WHAT IS ORGANIZATIONAL CONFLICT?
Traditionally, in the broader social sciences if not always in management and organ-
ization studies, an analytic focus on organizational conflict owes a great debt to 
Marx’s (1976[1867]) views. For Marx, conflict is something always born of the contra-
dictions of class struggle. Few scholars would endorse these views today, regarding 
them as too reductionist, as insufficiently complex to grasp the full range of identities 
that might mobilize people and their conflicts. Nonetheless, Marxist views became 
incorporated in a diluted form in contemporary ‘conflict sociology’ (Collins, 1975).

The abundance of historical literature on conflict has mainly dealt with 
controlling, avoiding and eliminating social conflict (Rahim, 2010). Classical phi-
losophers such as Plato and Aristotle shared an interest in conflict based on the 
need to maintain order in a society. Both Plato and Aristotle assigned conflict a 
pathological status: viewing it as a threat to the success of the state and arguing 
that the state should be responsible for keeping conflict to an absolute minimum 
(Shipka, 1969). Later, seventeenth-century social contract theorists, such as Thomas 
Hobbes and John Locke, suggested that government’s central role was to control 
conflict so as to establish order in social relations. By the nineteenth century, 
however, major philosophical contributions from the dialectical perspective 
inspired by Hegel (1975) and continued by Marx (1976[1867]) identified conflict 
as the necessary engine of social change.

LEVELS OF CONFLICT
Current perspectives on organizational conflict in organization and management 
replay those of 1950s functionalist sociology (Coser, 1956), dealing primarily with 
whether conflict is a negative phenomenon – that is, destructive and disruptive –  
or if conflict can be a constructive process that has positive consequences (for 
such a debate about conflict, see, for example, De Dreu, 2008; De Wit et al., 2012; 
Tjosvold, 2008b).

Putnam and Poole (1987) analyse three levels of conflict: interpersonal, 
intergroup and inter-organizational. De Dreu and Gelfand (2008) synthesize the 

Organizational 
conflict results from 
the expression of the 
actual or perceived 
opposition of needs, 
values and interests 
between people 
working together.

WATCH THE  
TALK
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literature about sources and effects of conflict across different levels of analysis: 
individual, group, organization and national culture (see Table 7.1).

TABLE 7.1 Levels of conflict

Conflict Disputants Sources of conflict

Interpersonal Individuals – often dyads Competition; incompatibility; interpersonal 
relational tensions

Intergroup Teams or informal 
groups

Work-related disputes due to ambiguity, 
rivalry, competitive pressures of reward 
systems

Inter-organizational Different organizations Different organizational interests; different 
national cultural stereotypes; different 
categories of identity such as expatriates 
versus locals

Much of the organizational conflict literature has an intra-organizational focus, 
as we shall see. Some of this is planned; some not. In terms of planned conflict, 
the ‘rank and yank’ employee evaluative system used at Enron, but commonplace 
in organizations across the world, deliberately creates conflict. Each year, the 
bottom 5 per cent of employees in performance evaluations know that they will 
be fired and a new group hired, which is seen as overall improving the organiza-
tion’s pool of capabilities: it certainly creates conflict by instituting as a norm the 
rhetoric of market competition and competitive advantage. This rhetoric draws on 
Darwinian notions of survival of the fittest and assumes organizational life to be 
a dog-eat-dog environment where each individual is a competitor only concerned 
with their own self-interest. Not surprising then is the commonplace occurrence 
of bullying as a form of interpersonal conflict, especially as harassed superordi-
nates strive to push for ever more from those subordinate (Riemer et al., 2013).

We should not overlook the many inter-organizational sources of conflict 
that can occur in the modern world in which extensive supply chains are the 
norm. Occasionally, in the business press or in regulatory moves, we can glean 
some insight into these conflicts. Writing in The Conversation in 2013, Professor 
Christine Parker discusses how the duopolistic structure of the supermarket 
industry in one country, Australia, predisposes the organizational field to being 
one of profound inter-organizational conflict. The main reason is the extreme 
disparity in power between the players in the field.

Suppliers claim that Coles and Woolworths require them to make payments 
above and beyond that negotiated in order to stock their products and that the 
supermarkets impose penalties that do not form part of any negotiated terms of 
trade. Suppliers also claim that the duopoly does not pay the prices agreed and 
that they discriminate in favour of their own home-brand products.

These tactics may be unattractive, even uncivilized. But they are exactly what 
we should expect when two retailers hold 80 per cent of the grocery market. Coles 
and Woolworths likely have a bevy of lawyers ready to show that their terms were 
set out in contracts that suppliers freely agreed to; any deviations were the rogue 

READ THE FULL 
ARTICLE
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acts of individual bad apples. The supermarkets will argue that this is nothing 
more than robust competition in the interests of lower prices for consumers.

Parker goes on to discuss and denounce the strategy of squeezing suppliers on 
price to deliver what they say consumers want, which is cheap, reliable, accessible 
food. But it is food that is industrially produced, that sustains an industrialized 
system of animal cruelty and exploitation about which consumers are kept in the 
dark. She cites the case of ‘free range eggs’ that, on investigation, are far from 
being what they claim to be on the box. Analytically, the key point is that the 
system that has been established with the duopoly of supermarkets in the driving 
seat is one of extreme market power concentrated in the hands of the two firms 
that control a great deal of the market. Consumers have little choice and suppliers 
are ground down to the lowest common price denominator because the duopoly 
is able to operate in this way. The supermarkets claim the system is functional, 
delivering low-cost produce to customers; the suppliers claim that it is forcing 
them to use extreme industrial farming methods and exploit their animals and 
crops in consequence; consumers who are aware and have the resources of time 
and money to do so go and shop at farmers’ markets instead. Most have neither 
the resources of time nor money to be able to do so. Hence, organizational con-
flict, orchestrated through downward pressure, is normal.

CONFLICT: GOOD OR BAD?
The lay view of organizational conflict is one that often rebukes it as a distrac-
tion, as unnecessary organizational politics. A shift from a view that saw conflict 
as inescapably negative to a functional view of interpersonal conflict occurred 
from the 1950s to the late 1970s. Conflict slowly became seen as a productive 
force, if the right kind of conflict occurred and was handled correctly, rather 
than as a breakdown in organizational harmony and a deviance from a position 
of blissful equilibrium. Conflict was now viewed as a potentially productive 
force because it could improve performance, innovation and decision-making 
in organizations.

Drawing on Barley (1991), Morrill (1989) and Wall and Callister (1995), we can 
see conflict research moving away from a view of it as dysfunctional – as breaches 
of harmony in organizational life (Fink, 1968; Mack and Snyder, 1957; March and 
Simon, 1958) – to viewing conflict as constructive and potentially beneficial for 
the organization if the right kinds of conflict occur (De Dreu and Van de Vliert, 
1997; Jehn and Mannix, 2001; Tjosvold, 2006). These views are examples of 
management and organization scholarship coming into increasing accord with 
the classical sociological analysis associated with Simmel (1955) and Coser (1956).

Much conflict research focuses normatively on what makes one type of con-
flict better than another in organizations in order to reduce conflicts that are 
‘bad’ for the organization and stimulate ‘productive’ conflicts. Conflict is seen 
as an instrumental means to achieve authoritatively sanctioned ends. The focus 
is on how to manipulate the system to reduce conflicts perceived as bad and to 
stimulate other types of conflict deemed constructive for increasing performance, 
effectiveness, creativity and innovation. Accordingly, by distinguishing between 
conflicts seen as detrimental to organizational functioning and conflicts that are 
functional and productive, they emphasize instrumental aspects of the ‘right’ kind 
of conflict for the achievement of goals. A widespread focus within the field is 

READ ABOUT 
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on how to reduce or stimulate conflict depending on the situation and the kind 
of outcome desired by management.

THE BRIGHT (FUNCTIONAL) SIDE OF CONFLICT
In spite of the early tendency to view conflict as dysfunctional, an increasing 
number of researchers began pointing to its positive dynamics and consequences. 
Coser (1956) published his now classic book on the Functions of Social Conflict, 
greatly influenced by Simmel (1955), in which he contended that conflict is not 
always socially destructive but rather an essential mechanism in the positive evo-
lution of society. Subsequent theorists such as Pondy (1967, 1992) and Thomas 
(1992) also contributed to a changing view of conflict in organizations. Pondy 
(1967) argued that conflict is neither good nor bad but must be assessed in terms 
of its individual and organizational functions and dysfunctions. However, under-
lying his analysis of conflict remained the notion that it disturbs the ‘equilibrium’ 
of the organization, an assumption implicit in nearly all studies of organizational 
conflict at that time: conflict represented situations of ambiguity, which were to 
be eliminated for cooperation to take place.

THE DARK (DYSFUNCTIONAL) SIDE OF CONFLICT
Early modern works on organizational conflict largely regarded conflict as a dys-
functional phenomenon. There was a tendency to regard conflict as ‘altogether 
bad’ (Fink, 1968: 445), as ‘a breakdown in standard mechanisms of decision- 
making’ (March and Simon, 1958: 112), and ‘as basically different from “co-operation”’  
(Mack and Snyder, 1957: 212). In fact, because conflict was often depicted as part 
of a conflict–cooperation dichotomy, where one is defined in terms of the absence 
of the other, conflict situations were considered best kept under control through 
elimination (Mack and Snyder, 1957). Conceptually, conflict was associated with 
self-interested intentions that deliberately undermined the collectively defined 
goals of others (see, for example, Boulding, 1957; Fink, 1968). Sometimes com-
petition was regarded as a species of conflict but most often conflict was treated 
as a subset of competition since it was assumed that all cases of conflict would 
involve some level of competition.

By contrast, some other writers (see, for example, Katz and Kahn, 1978; Mack 
and Snyder, 1957; Schmidt and Kochan, 1972) criticized the ambiguous distinction 
between concepts of conflict and competition. These researchers sought to limit 
the concept of conflict by conceptualizing it narrowly as overt behaviour or social 
interaction processes occurring after the perception of mutually incompatible 
goals or values. According to this view, conflict is conceptualized as an ‘overt 
behavioral outcome […], that is, the actual interference or blocking’ (Schmidt and 
Kochan, 1972: 363). The interference must be deliberate and goal-directed by at 
least one of the parties involved and it may be passive or active. In this view of 
conflict, perception of goal or value incompatibility is central and even seen as 
a necessary precondition for conflict.

Katz and Kahn argued that whether a conflict is characterized by great anger or 
not, by real or imagined differences of interest, by hostile acts or misunderstood 
gestures, while these are all aspects that might be important in understanding a 
conflict, they do not define it. Conflict is ‘the collision of actors’ (1978: 613), in 

FUNCTIONAL 
CONFLICTS
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a distinct behavioural conceptualization of the phenomenon. There has to be an 
observed clash where two bodies collide in social terms. Schmidt and Kochan 
term this a ‘behavioral conceptualization of the process of conflict’ (1972: 359). 
Theoretical assumptions underlying the notion of conflict as a distinct behav-
ioural phenomenon viewed conflict in terms of competition, either because of 
goal incompatibility or as a result of overt struggle.

In 1992 Pondy argued that ‘conflict is not only functional for the organization, 
it is essential to its very existence’ (1992: 260). Pondy’s conception of conflict in 
organizations epitomized an emerging shift within the field of conflict research 
from viewing conflict as dysfunctional to viewing it as potentially constructive 
and even productive if the right kind of conflict occurred. Thomas (1992) also saw 
conflict as being potentially constructive, inspiring much research to distinguish 
between dysfunctional and constructive conflict. This led to the establishment of 
a conflict typology framework, identifying task, relationship and process conflict 
(see Table 7.2).

TABLE 7.2 Types of organizational conflict

Task conflict
Relationship 
conflict Process conflict

Intrapersonal 
conflict

At issue Resources, 
policies, pressures, 
judgements, 
interpretations

Personal 
issues, different 
preferences, 
dissonant values

Task definitions, 
delegation, role 
prescriptions

Ethical decisions where 
there is a question of 
alignment between 
the organizational and 
individual sense of 
ethicality

Outcomes Motivates agreed 
outcomes; 
functional conflict

Lowers trust and 
performance; 
dysfunctional 
conflict

Instrumental for 
the achievement of 
goals

Organizationally 
dysfunctional but 
personally validating 
where a conflict leads 
to whistleblowing

TASK-RELATED CONFLICT
Task-related conflict concerns ‘disputes about the distribution and allocation of 
resources, opposed views with regard to the procedures and policies that should 
be used or adhered to, or disagreeing judgements and interpretations of facts’ 
(De Dreu and Beersma, 2005: 106). Relationship conflict involves ‘irritation about 
personal taste and interpersonal style, disagreements about political preferences, 
or opposing values’ (2005: 106).

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

You have been in your current job for nearly three years. Recently, someone that you 
used to work with, who was a subordinate in the previous job, who has been working 

elsewhere, has joined the organization, partly as a result of your sponsorship. Now you find 
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yourself reporting to him, and for reasons that are not immediately obvious he starts to try 
and provoke conflict with you by using his executive position in a way that is clearly designed 
to be a threat to your interests and to those that you represent in the organization. What 
would you do?

Questions
Would you:

1. Confront and complain?

2. Accept the changed reality and do as directed?

3. Launch a formal grievance procedure in line with HR protocols?

Explain why you would choose this course of action and how it should be managed.

Disagreements about personal issues often represent ego threats because 
the issues in relationship conflicts are strongly interwoven with self-concepts  
(De Wit et al., 2012). Process conflict is closely related to task conflict: whereas 
task conflict has to do with the actual task, process conflict concerns the process 
of task accomplishment in terms of how resources and duties are delegated and 
how the task is done (De Wit et al., 2012; Jehn, 1997). The concepts of task and 
relationship conflict are widely used in conflict research and are therefore well- 
established concepts in the literature. Process conflict is accepted as an important 
concept but although investigation and understanding of it are growing (see, for 
example, Behfar et al., 2012; De Wit et al., 2012; Greer et al., 2008), application 
of the concept is still limited.

Generally, task conflict is considered less threatening to one’s personal identity 
than is relationship conflict, involving fewer negative emotions. More importantly, it 
is agreed that task conflict motivates team members’ search for optimal decisions and 
solutions (Olson et al., 2007). Jehn and Mannix, for example, argue that ‘[m]oderate 
levels of task conflict have been shown to be beneficial to group performance on 
certain types of tasks’ (2001: 239). Newer research into the benefits of task conflict 
has focused specifically on how this type of conflict may improve group outcomes 
(Bradley et al., 2012).

Task conflict is seen as more likely than other types of conflict to be construc-
tive due to its ability to enhance decision-making quality, individual creativity 
and innovation, task commitment and member satisfaction, as well as work team 
effectiveness, by stimulating discussion and preventing premature consensus 
(Behfar et al., 2012).

RELATIONSHIP CONFLICT
Relationship conflict, by contrast with task conflict, is more likely to affect iden-
tification and trust negatively ( Jehn et al., 2008) and is seen to interfere with 
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performance by lowering effectiveness, creativity and innovation (Farh et al., 
2010). Relationship conflicts are more difficult to manage (De Dreu and Van 
Knippenberg, 2005) and poorly managed relationship conflict is regarded as having 
the most negative long-term consequences for individual health and wellbeing  
(De Dreu et al., 2004). Although there appears to be some debate within this area 
of organizational conflict research over whether task conflict is beneficial or not 
and under which circumstances the benefits of task conflict in groups may be 
reaped, a common distinction is to view task conflict as constructive and relation-
ship conflict as dysfunctional.

It is from a perspective on the dysfunctionality of relationship conflict that 
peace negotiator William Ury (2010) starts. He argues that all conflicts have a 
duality as oppositions define them: it is opposing sides, values, interests and 
points of view that define a conflict. However, he seeks to affirm what he calls 
the ̀ third side’, which is always present if not always visible in any conflict. As he 
says, `the third side of the conflict is us, it’s the surrounding community, it’s the 
friends, the allies, the family members, the neighbors’. In relationship conflicts 
in organizations, it is the non-conflictual parties trying to get on with their work 
that are not really interested in who is right or wrong in the dispute: they would 
just like to see more focus on getting things accomplished rather than getting 
even. Ury stresses that we must beware of being in the moment, reacting in haste 
to words and actions that themselves might be intemperate, so that the loss of 
perspective rapidly escalates on all sides, anger rises, and incautious words cause 
lasting damage.

What Ury encourages us to do is to gain some perspective on the heat of 
battle. Battles do not go on forever and it is rare that there is an outright winner 
and loser. Often, there is a negotiated peace or truce, an acceptance of the other. 
That is where we need to arrive in dealing with relationship conflict – what Ury 
(2010) refers to as ‘getting from no to yes’. Where conflicts between staff and 
management are defined as private problems that must be resolved and managed 
individually, although the organization is not responsible (Bartunek et al., 1992; 
Martin, 1992) it should be able to broker a resolution.

It should not be assumed that role conflicts are necessarily bad; in some cases, 
they can be deliberately designed to foster creativity and innovation, as our next 
‘Extend your knowledge’ feature argues. It answers a question that many of you 
must have speculated about when watching a favourite movie: what is the differ-
ence between a producer and a director?

EXTEND YOUR KNOWLEDGE

In an article published in 2017: Ebbers, J. J. and Wijnberg, N. M. ‘Betwixt and between: Role 
conflict, role ambiguity and role definition in project-based dual-leadership structures’, Human 
Relations, 70 (11): 1342–65, which is available at the companion website https://study.sage-
pub.com/managingandorganizations5e, project-based organizations in the film industry are 

WATCH THE 
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investigated. Usually, these organizations have a dual-leadership structure, based on a division 
of tasks between the dual leaders – the director and the producer – in which the former is 
predominantly responsible for the artistic and the latter for the commercial aspects of the 
film. These organizations also have a role hierarchically below and between the dual leaders: 
the first assistant director. This organizational constellation is likely to lead to role conflict 
and role ambiguity experienced by the person occupying that particular role. Although prior 
studies found negative effects of role conflict and role ambiguity, this study shows that they 
can also have beneficial effects because they create space for defining a role expansively 
that, in turn, can be facilitated by the dual leaders defining their own roles more narrowly. The 
study also shows the usefulness of analysing the antecedents and consequences of roles, role 
definition and role crafting in connection to the behaviour of occupants of adjacent roles.

PROCESS CONFLICT
Coser (1956), Pondy (1967) and Thomas (1992) were among the first to offer a new 
perspective on organizational conflict, seeing it as a normal process that needed 
managing. Conflict could be seen as instrumental for the achievement of goals, 
and this view is summed up in Tjosvold’s (2006: 92) statement that ‘it is through 
conflict that teams can be productive and enhancing and leaders effective’. From 
the 1980s onwards, research in organizational conflict concentrated either on task- 
related conflict or relationship-related conflict, categorizing conflict on the basis 
of its content and its sources and essentially regarding conflict as a ‘thing’ in itself.

IN PRACTICE

Stimulating conflict might sound odd to you – why would you want to do that? Well, one 
reason might be precisely to ensure that innovation is robust. Basic scientific method 

helps us appreciate this with the story of Dr Alice Stewart, as written by Margaret Heffernan 
(2012) in TED Talks in a piece called ‘Dare to disagree’.

Dr Stewart managed to win a small grant to do research into a hard problem in the 1950s: the 
rising incidence of childhood cancers. While most disease is associated with poverty, the 
children who were dying were drawn largely from affluent families. The answer seemed evi-
dent from the data that she collected: by a rate of two to one, the children who had died had 
had mothers who had been X-rayed when pregnant. She rushed to publicize her findings in 
The Lancet. Despite the initial excitement her findings provoked, it took 25 years before the –  
British and American – medical establishments abandoned the practice of X-raying 
pregnant women. The data was out there, it was open, it was freely available, but nobody 
wanted to know. A child a week was dying, but nothing changed. Openness alone can’t 
drive change.

(Continued)

WATCH THE 
TED TALK
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Alice Stewart knew that she was right because she had a fantastic model for thinking. She 
worked with a statistician named George Kneale, who defined his role as being to prove 
Stewart wrong. He actively sought disconfirmation: different ways of looking at her models, at 
her statistics, different ways of crunching the data. He saw his job as creating conflict around 
her theories. It was only by not being able to prove that she was wrong, that he could give 
Dr Stewart the confidence she needed to know that she was right.

Questions

1. In science, peer review and critique are custodians of the correctness of interpretations 
of data. In business, managerial prerogative often makes peer review and critique more 
difficult, although 360° reviews are an attempt to do something equivalent. What are 
the pros and cons of this form of peer review?

2. An alternative to personal 360° reviews is for the organization to host a digital space on 
which comments can be posted. What might be the pros and cons of these comments 
being attributed or anonymous?

A number of takeaways emerge from the story of Alice Stewart. The first, as 
argued in Chapter 3, is to find people who are very different from us to create 
teams, by resisting the neurobiological drive to prefer people similar to ourselves; 
instead, seek out people with different backgrounds, different disciplines, different 
ways of thinking and different experience, and find ways to engage with them. 
Second, this means that most organizations do not really think deeply – because 
they can’t. And they can’t because the people inside of them are too afraid of 
conflict. Third, open information and networks are essential but we have to 
develop the skills and the habit and the talent and the moral courage to use them.

EXTEND YOUR KNOWLEDGE

In an article published in 2017: Mikkelsen, E. N. and Clegg, S. ‘Conceptions of conflict in 
organizational conflict research: toward critical reflexivity’, Journal of Management Inquiry, 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1056492617716774, which is available at the 
companion website https://study.sagepub.com/managingandorganizations5e, the authors 
of this chapter expand their discussion of organizational conflict. They note that diverse and 
often unacknowledged assumptions underlie organizational conflict research. Distinct ways 
of conceptualizing conflict in the theoretical domain of organizational conflict are identified. 
Three distinct and essentially contested conceptions are found to frame studies of conflict 
at work. They argue that organizational conflict research can benefit from a more reflexive 
approach and emphasize how philosophical and political assumptions about conflict frame 
knowledge production within the field.

(Continued)
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INTRAPERSONAL CONFLICT
Intrapersonal conflict between peers can be the most difficult of all to deal with 
as it is so often based on what had once been affinities. For an intrapersonal 
conflict to matter, there has to have been some point of connection in the past. 
Often, the conflict can be over something that occurs organizationally, such as a 
performance review or evaluation, which is interpreted through a more personal 
lens. At other times, the organizational forms of behaviour can be used by one 
party to settle a grudge or a score, perhaps a long-held jealousy about the other 
party. These intrapersonal conflicts, because they are so close to one’s identity 
based in relationships, are the most difficult to resolve. Where there is mutual 
animosity, it is difficult to reconcile by a third party that can find little objective 
basis for what are deeply held sentiments.

Summarizing, a functionalist view of organizational conflict emphasizes it as 
a constructive and even productive force, rather than being dysfunctional, if the 
‘right kind’ of conflict can be managed. Whereas early modern organizational 
conflict research regarded conflict as dysfunctional and focused on ways to 
remove it, many analysts began to see conflict as intrinsic to human relationships. 
Seeing conflict as intrinsic, the conceptual distinction between dysfunctional 
and constructive conflicts led conflict research to focus on the reduction of dys-
functionality and the stimulation of those conflicts considered productive and 
beneficial for the organization. Normative conflict research flourished, which was 
especially useful in cross-cultural contexts. As Ury (2010) recommends, we need 
to keep the ‘third side’ in view in any conflict.

MANAGING CONFLICT
NORMATIVE APPROACHES
A majority of the normative school was inspired by Deutsch’s theory of coop-
eration and competition (1949, 1973) and Deutsch’s (1973) definition of conflict 
as incompatible activities, where one person’s actions interfere or get in the 
way of another’s action. Within this strand of research, dominant notions of 
conflict conceptualized it as a distinct behavioural phenomenon because it was 
presumed to include a blend of cooperative and competitive motives that were 
manifested in activities: whether protagonists in conflict believed their goals to 
be cooperative or competitive would affect their expectations, interactions and 
resolutions of conflict.

The normative school emphasizes prescriptive approaches to conflict 
resolution, often by identifying practical steps that the disputants should 
take to deal with conflict, its causes and consequences (Deutsch, 1973, 1990; 
Hocker and Wilmot, 1991). Such steps might include, for example, disputants 
acknowledging the conflict, distinguishing between interests and positions, 
and listening attentively and speaking to be understood by each other, as we 
have seen in Ury’s (2010) Ted Talk. Process interventions such as workshops, 
interpersonal interventions to resolve conflicts (e.g. Blake et al., 1964; Walton, 
1969) and collaborations have been recommended as ‘best practice’ ways of 
dealing with conflicts (e.g. Thomas, 1976). Eiseman (1978) and Gray (1985), 
in particular, encourage disputants to think about conflict from the opponent’s 

POWER, POLITICS AND  
CONFLICT
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position in order to be able to focus on what could be jointly achieved. Tjosvold 
(1985) advised disputants to be open-minded and recommended that cooper-
ative goals could be established through open discussion of opposing views 
(Tjosvold et al., 1992).

In the heat of the moment, disputants sometimes resort to violence (Coser, 
1967; Kriesberg, 1992). This is rare, although one often encounters public notices 
in service organizations such as hospitals, surgeries, pharmacies and border 
control points, warning of penalties for intimidation or violent and threatening 
behaviour, and there are infrequent but well-reported instances of disgruntled 
workers coming to the workplace and dispatching summary revenge, in terms 
of their grievances, from the barrel of a gun, especially in those countries 
where the right to bear arms is considered more sacrosanct than the killings 
that this right enables. Nonetheless, most conflict does not end in violence and 
disputants usually engage in the prescriptions offered by organizations and the 
legal framework.

Short of visceral hatred, conflicts can be managed if not entirely resolved. The 
success of reconciliation in South Africa after the end of apartheid and reconcil-
iation in Northern Ireland are practical testament to these possibilities. Nelson 
Mandela’s great achievement in South Africa after apartheid ended was to avoid 
communal bloodshed and revenge. In Northern Ireland, after the ‘Troubles’, the 
internecine conflict between Catholic and Protestant forms of social organization, 
including discrimination in patterns of housing and employment, and the organ-
ization of armed paramilitary militias on both sides of the conflict, ended with 
the ‘Good Friday’ agreement of 10 April 1998, providing a framework for power 
sharing and the end of hostilities.

IN PRACTICE

Mediation, conciliation and arbitration

Conflicts in organizations can often turn toxic. Animosities can simmer and build. 
Resentments curdle. In such circumstances, if managers are unable to help the parties 

conciliate, they will try to defuse the conflict through referring the parties to either media-
tion, arbitration or conciliation services, either sourced in-house or brought in from outside. 
There are some important differences between the three ways of resolving a conflict and it 
is important to understand them. Most of the steps involved in conciliation and arbitration 
are founded in the belief that it is through the disputants’ changed behaviour that conflict 
may be dealt with – or possibly resolved. The focus is on what can be achieved jointly or 
collaboratively. Conflict management, from this perspective, concerns getting the strategy 
for personal conflict management right so that conflict will lead to productive outcomes.

Question

1. In practice, what are the differences between mediation, conciliation and arbitration?

WATCH THIS 
EXPLANATION

07_CLEGG_5E_CH 07.indd   232 23/01/2019   12:24:16 PM



MANAGING CONFLICT 233

VOICING AND SILENCING CONFLICT
Complex organizational systems are pluralistic (Denis et al., 2001), constituted by 
agents with conflicting interests by virtue of the overall social relations (of capital, 
power, privilege, discipline, knowledge, etc.) connecting them. These conflicting 
interests result in observable contradictions made visible through specific events. 
Contradictions operate at multiple levels, connecting institutions, organizations, 
teams and individuals (Seo and Creed, 2002). Oppositions can be explained as 
resulting from a processual plethora: for example, the specialized and differentiated 
interests of shareholders, which conflict with those of other stakeholders (Bower 
and Paine, 2017); a reinforcement of exploitation that exacerbates the need for 
exploratory competencies (March, 1991), and so on. Organizations are thus not 
ordinarily singularly or unilaterally voiced phenomena; instead, organizations can 
be thought of as being comprised of multiple voices ( Jabri et al., 2008).

In their discussion of dialogue as everyday communicative practice, Barge 
and Little (2002) use the idea of ‘voice’ to characterize conversational positioning 
within organizational life. They argue that

given that organizational life is composed of multiple, often conflicting 
voices, people are constantly making choices about whether to privilege 
one voice over another at a particular moment, whether to merge various 
voices together or to keep them separated, and whether to position voices 
in ways that promote agreement or maintain an opposition. (Barge and 
Little, 2002: 387)

Three forms of voice are identified. The first is a singular voice, which privileges 
a particular idea, perspective or thought and enlists others to support that par-
ticular idea. The second is the unified voice, where distinct voices of organization 
members are integrated to form a common voice such that one individual voice 
does not dominate. Organization members in unified voice, a frequently desired 
state, are like members of a choir singing the same verse, same melody line and 
an identical rhythm in unison. The third voice is the blended voice. This voice does 
not merge several voices into a unified sound but rather sustains the multivocal 
nature of different ideas, perspectives and thoughts in various and competing 
‘voices’. Blended voice may be more or less dissonant. The more atonal the blend, 
the more conflictual it may seem: as composers after Schoenberg (McDonald, 2008) 
realized, music does not have to be tonal. Nor do organizations.

The task for organization members is to create constructive multivocal oppo-
sitions that are generative in nature and keep the organization moving forward, 
as opposed to blocking movement (Barge and Little, 2002: 389). When teams 
brainstorm solutions for problems or play with alternative ways of framing 
issues, they are engaging in positive polyphony (i.e. simultaneously combining a 
number of parts, each forming an individual melody and harmonizing with each 
other) because the different solutions or frames coexist with one another and 
may actually serve as the inspiration for additional solutions or frames (Barge 
and Little, 2002: 389), which Putnam, Fairhurst and Banghart (2016) call a ‘more-
than’ response. Multivocality is a way to keep incommensurate positions in play 
(Putnam et al., 2016), as it recognizes and sustains the diversity of perspectives 
and voices (Janssens and Steyaert, 1999). Multivocality is not necessarily always 
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received positively; sometimes, different voicings are interpreted as being resistant 
to the dominant voice of managerial authority.

Sometimes resisters are silenced and sometimes they silence themselves by 
intentionally refraining from action. Sometimes there might be a general reluctance 
to convey negative information because of anticipated consequent discomfort. 
Employees are often encouraged to hold the view that the only news that bosses 
want to hear is good news (see Ryan et al., 1996). Oftentimes, employees do not 
want to ‘rock the boat’ or create conflict (Redding, 1985; Sprague and Rudd, 1988). 
Some organizations develop cultures of silence (Morrison and Milliken, 2000) in 
which there is an awareness of what issues and topics should not be broached.

Silencing conflict can create a variety of problems. Silence has been implicated 
in a range of organizational pathologies, including Watergate (Harvey, 1974), the 
Challenger launch disaster (Vaughan, 1997), the Columbia accident (Gehman  
et al., 2003), a large collection of corporate scandals (e.g. Enron, WorldCom), 
industrial accidents (Bhopal, BP Texas City) and public sector organization fail-
ings (Pidd, 2014).

Scandinavian management has long been held to be a bastion of relative 
democracy in organizational design and management. Such design is regarded 
as being particularly well suited to address the challenges companies and 
organizations face in the knowledge society. The style is network-oriented and 
motivating, with managers seeking to empower employees to act independently. In 
Scandinavia, this is achieved by companies managing with goals and values rather 
than through a strict emphasis on control and hierarchical chains of command.

Scandinavian management strives to be democratic management. It is the 
short power distance characterizing relatively egalitarian relations between peo-
ple that makes it easy to create a flat organization structure, an idea that was 
condensed for many Scandinavians in the 1985 publication of Riv Pyrmiderna by 
Jan Carlsen, meaning ‘Tear down the pyramids’. A relatively flat structure breaks 
down the barriers between management and staff. Democratic managers enter 
into discussions with subordinates to achieve consensus but these discussions 
are not a talkfest but are results oriented. Democratic managers strive to be both 
relation-oriented and goal-oriented, to co-create productivity, employee happiness 
and collegiality among staff. In this way, the result is regarded as improved staff 
efficiency, better risk-taking and a feeling of accomplishment.

IN PRACTICE

In Scandinavian management, the core values are care and trust, with great responsibility 
delegated to individual employees. One reason for this is the generally high education level 
in which Scandinavians are, from childhood, taught to think independently and critically. This 
Scandinavian culture is thought to promote more creative workplaces in which the flat power 
structure means that the short distance from top to bottom strengthens the flow of ideas 
through the organization. One’s position in an organization does not determine who wins a 
debate or decision: it is the arguments that decide what is best, one consequence of which 
is that there are more opportunities for open discussion and debate. Democracy strengthens 

SCANDINAVIAN 
MANAGEMENT 
OF CONFLICT
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openness and trust in organizations, promoting employee wellbeing and motivation, critical 
for creativity and innovation.

Mads Øvlisen, former CEO of Novo Nordisk, a pharmaceuticals maker, describes his expe-
rience with the American model:

Already in my time in the USA, the terrifying thing for me was that the people, who 
are a company, did only what was expected of them and not what they were capable 
of. I did not want to work in an American company. It was a type of military organiza-
tion that was completely hopeless. One that decided how much time you used, when 
you were promoted, what you said to whom and whom you addressed. A hierarchy I 
simply could not use.

Scandinavian management, at best, is based on a leadership style that thinks strategically 
long term, cultivates employees’ personal development and is strongly relation-oriented. 
Scandinavian culture, with its emphasis on egalitarianism, helps promote qualities that are 
positive in connection to the democratic style of management practised.

The risks associated with being a Scandinavian manager, according to the report, include 
falling into laissez-faire management. Too much freedom for employees and too much cama-
raderie between managers and employees can be corrosive for an organization. Laissez-faire 
management offers great freedom but being friends with everyone is not necessarily the best 
basis for sustainable management. It can lead to the delegation of responsibility and authority, 
not to improve the business so much as to minimize managerial work. This can lead to them 
being focused on procedural work, being conflict-shy, with no clear goals for the organiza-
tion, which consequently lacks direction. In avoiding conflict, the innovative clash of creative 
ideas can be lost. What distinguishes democratic from laissez-faire management is not only 
delegating but also following up on delegation, to ensure that employees meet standards.

Scandinavian management concerns relation-oriented management that compensates for the 
absence of a highly hierarchical structure. Studies have shown that managers who advance 
most quickly are more relation-oriented and goal-oriented in their management style. The 
employee has freedom within specific areas, with clear accountabilities and responsibilities. 
The manager acts as a personal coach rather than a higher authority.

More American styles of authoritarian management are creeping in with bottom-line focused 
management that in the long term may undermine the competitive advantage of a more 
democratic style of organizing. If a more American-inspired management model makes 
in-roads, we will probably see greater use of more measurable management tools with clear 
pay-offs for the employees who perform. But in that connection, managers must be aware 
that even if that increases productivity, it is not a management method that can be used to 
lead knowledge workers in a company that must survive by being creative. The challenge is 
to strike a balance between strong relation-oriented management and a strong profit focus. 
Innovation and creativity is the vital link.

Questions
1. How democratic in practice are Scandinavian organizations in general? Pick an 

organization such as IKEA or some other well-known Scandinavian organization and 

(Continued)

07_CLEGG_5E_CH 07.indd   235 23/01/2019   12:24:16 PM



MANAGING ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES236

check out what their employees really think about them, using the online tool https://
au.indeed.com/Best-Places-to-Work?from=headercmplink&attributionid=jobsearch.

2. Contrast what the employees say with what the website of the organization in question 
has to say about working there: is the Scandinavian model for minimizing organizational 
conflict and maximizing organizational democracy and creativity borne out?

(Continued)

CONFLICT STYLES
Research on conflict management is commonly characterized by numerous 
descriptions of the disputants’ management options. Almost exclusively, the focus 
is on psychologically assessing the use of five specific conflict management styles: 
forcing/dominating, avoiding, accommodation/obliging, problem solving and 
compromising. These five styles have their origin in work by Blake and Mouton 
(1964), who developed their theory of leadership effectiveness that proposed a 
graphic portrayal of leadership styles through a managerial grid. The grid depicted 
two dimensions of leader behaviour – ‘concern for production’ and ‘concern for 
people’ – and became a fundamental inspiration for researchers working with 
organizational issues. Within conflict management research, the basic ideas of 
grid theory were adopted and spurred the development of a two-dimensional 
measure of conflict management and negotiation. Later, the two dimensions from 
the grid theory were redefined into ‘concern for self’ versus ‘concern for others’ 
(Rahim, 1983) and ‘concern about other party’s outcome’ versus ‘concern about 
own outcomes’ (Pruitt, 1983). These two orthogonal dimensions framing the five 
styles of personal conflict management have dominated empirical research into 
how conflict is handled (see Chapter 4).

Conflict has been seen primarily as occurring at the interpersonal level, 
limited to relations between individuals or groups in organizations (Barki and 
Hartwick, 2004). At this level, the conventional view is that conflict needs to be 
acknowledged and verbalized by those who are involved in it for it to exist and 
thus its expression can be measured. Accordingly, the preferred methodology for 
investigating conflict is survey instruments designed to measure conflict intensity 
and conflict levels (see, for example, Behfar et al., 2012; Jehn, 1995; Jehn and 
Mannix, 2001; Shah and Jehn, 1993) between individuals and groups as well as 
staff and management’s conflict management styles (see, for example, Kilmann 
and Thomas, 1977; Rahim, 1983, 2002, 2010). Relationship conflicts are often seen 
to be at the basis of managing problems in cross-cultural situations. In situations 
where there are managers and employees from different cultural contexts, as 
often happens when expatriate managers are on assignment in foreign subsid-
iaries, these relationship conflicts can be more frequent because the managers 
and employees, literally, are living in different cognitive worlds.

Conflict management instruments include, for example: the Conflict 
MODE Instrument by Kilmann and Thomas (1977); the OCCI (Organizational 
Communication Conflict Instrument) by Putnam and Wilson (1982); ROCI-II (Rahim 
Organizational Conflict Instrument II) by Rahim (1983); the Dual Concern Model 
by Pruitt (1983); and the ECI (Employee Conflict Inventory) by Renwick (1975).
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Empirical studies in conflict management have examined relationships between 
the five styles of handling interpersonal conflict and the big five personality factors 
(Antonioni, 1998), the effectiveness of decision-making in workgroups (Kuhn and 
Poole, 2000), moral development (Rahim et al., 1999), gender and organizational 
status (Aquino, 2000; Brewer et al., 2002), team role preference (Aritzeta et al., 
2005) and cultural differences (Kim et al., 2007; Morris et al., 1998). In each case, 
empirical data is involved: all conflict management behaviour is fitted into what-
ever grid is in use. The grid defines and confines the knowledge derived from 
sensory experience and observation.

As conflict researchers began to study the management of real-life conflicts, 
a shift occurred within conflict research. Survey instruments were developed to 
measure styles of conflict management, consolidating a great number of tech-
niques into approximately five styles. Generally, the goal is to make conflict 
productive rather than to eliminate all conflicts. Research has focused widely 
on strategies for personal conflict management to result in productive outcomes.

Wall and Callister (1995) criticize the two-dimensional scope of instruments used 
for measuring the de facto management of conflict: ‘The use of a two-dimensional 
instrument has generated two-dimensional thinking, and the discussion or inves-
tigation of five styles has conduced many researchers into thinking these five are 
all-inclusive’ (1995: 539). Other conflict scholars (e.g. King and Miles, 1990; Knapp 
et al., 1988; Kolb and Putnam, 1992; Kuhn and Poole, 2000; Olekalns et al., 2008, 
Somech et al., 2009; Womack, 1988) have additionally criticized conflict-management 
measurement instruments for using the individual as the unit of analysis. Treating 
the individual as the sole benchmark for conceptualizing conflict and for determin-
ing how conflict will develop often relegates consideration of the organizational 
context in which the conflict occurs to the distant background.

In attempts to move beyond the two-dimensional conceptualization of dis-
putants’ conflict management styles and to capture how conflict is not only an 
individual or dyadic phenomenon but also a social and cultural phenomenon, 
some conflict scholars began emphasizing the social and cultural embeddedness 
of conflict (Barley, 1991; Kolb and Putnam, 1992). With this shift to a concern with 
embeddedness and groundedness, a third major shift in organizational conflict 
research was signalled, which moved beyond the traditional view of conflict as 
dyadic interactions existing in the two research factions focusing on interpersonal 
conflict and conflict management, and embraced an understanding of conflict as 
an organizational phenomenon.

Morrill (1989) and Barley (1991), in particular, emphasize how the focus of 
mainstream organizational conflict research has broadened to no longer focus 
only on psychological and functionalist analyses of the different types of conflict 
and different styles of conflict management, assuming conflict to be an individual 
or dyadic phenomenon, emphasized by the first two shifts, but now also includes 
studies that emphasize how social relations, organizational culture and structure 
shape the forms that conflict and conflict management assume, including a focus 
on informal conflict management.

While much of organizational conflict theory concerns interpersonal and 
intergroup levels of analysis, often conglomerated into the term ‘interpersonal con-
flict’ (Barki and Hartwick, 2004), there is additional concern today with conflict 
relationships occurring across organizational levels (De Dreu and Gelfand, 2008; 
Sheppard, 1992; Tjosvold, 2008a) and between organizations where conflict is 
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viewed as being complicated by power differences. Whereas research has engaged 
in discussion over how measurements of individuals’ strategic choices for conflict 
management exclude the interconnectedness between disputants (e.g. King and 
Miles, 1990; Knapp et al., 1988), conflict scholars have recently called for a shift 
in focus from analysing the individual in conflict to recognizing that individuals 
act in dyads or groups (Olekalns et al., 2008). Accordingly, organizational conflict 
research must explore conflict in dyadic interactions, at whatever level they occur.

Social psychological studies of conflict use experimental studies and survey 
instruments as the main methodologies to investigate negotiation as a means 
for resolving conflict. While these approaches have clearly been important for 
understanding specific aspects of conflict and conflict management, there seems 
to be an implicit assumption in the literature that all conflicts, whether individual, 
group or inter-organizational, tend to follow the same principles of interaction 
dynamics premised on person-to-person dyads (Barley, 1991). Accordingly, the 
dyadic level of analysis is taken to represent all organizational conflict. Conflict 
can be somewhat more complicated, as we shall see.

INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL CONFLICT
Barley (1991) and Kolb and Putnam (1992) view conflict as more than an individual 
or interpersonal event. Instead, they view conflict as a social and cultural phe-
nomenon, where conflict behaviours are shaped by the organizational context in 
which they occur. Observers of inter-organizational conflict agree that conflict is a 
natural part of inter-organizational interaction (Assael, 1969; DiStefano, 1984; Evan 
and MacDougall, 1967; Gray and Purdy, 2014; Putnam and Poole, 1987; Tidström, 
2009). Conflict may arise between organizations that compete for customers and 
resources such as external support and skills (Barkan, 1986; Zald and McCarty, 
1979), or interrelate as producer, distributer or customer in distribution channels 
(Pruden, 1969; Reve and Stern, 1979; Stern et al., 1973). Organizations that work 
together in projects, partnerships and various forms of networks are particularly 
prone to developing inter-organizational conflict over differing objectives, coor-
dination issues or values (Alter, 1990; Gray, 1985; Gray and Purdy, 2014; Kumar 
and van Dissel, 1996; Molnar and Rogers, 1979; Vaaland and Håkansson, 2003). 
Research providing insights into conflict between organizations has focused on 
sources of conflict in inter-organizational relationships.

High interdependence between organizations comprises a significant source of 
conflict because with no common authority it may be very unclear who decides 
what the dividing line of task and responsibilities among the organizations should 
be. Organizations may therefore bring differing aims and expectations to the 
exchange relationship about how allocations of resources and functions between 
them will occur (Kumar and van Dissel, 1996; Molnar and Rogers, 1979). Moreover, 
similarity between organizations, particularly overlapping client constituencies 
and shared operating sectors, can be a source of conflict because comparable 
interacting organizations may find it difficult to separate responsibilities and 
prerogatives in their relationship and may consider their services as competing 
rather than synergetic (Molnar and Rogers, 1979).

Power imbalances between organizations are often significant sources of 
conflict because they can undermine trust in the inter-organizational relation-
ship and inhibit some partners’ influence over the joint domain in which they 
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are all working (Gray, 1985; Hardy and Phillips, 1998; Purdy, 2017; Vaaland and 
Håkansson, 2003). Front workers, who are directly involved in inter-organizational 
interaction, and who represent the more powerful organization, may be less com-
promising and collaborative when interacting with front workers of less powerful 
organizations (Callister and Wall, 2001). A more balanced power distribution is 
crucial for direction setting and for organizations to develop positive working 
relationships. Incompatible goals and incompatible systems and routines are also 
viewed as significant causes of conflict between organizations, which may lead 
to role confusion among staff interacting across organizational boundaries and 
even headhunting (Tidström, 2009). Differential identities may also provoke and 
prolong conflicts among organizations (Lewicki et al., 2003). Finally, the legal- 
political context can be a source of conflict, particularly when organizations are 
forced to interact or work together because inter-organizational hierarchies may 
exert constraints on the way that linkages between organizations are defined and 
developed (Molnar and Rogers, 1979; Putnam and Poole, 1987).

Topics such as the facilitation of knowledge sharing (Panteli and Sockalingam, 
2005) and control mechanisms for task coordination and appropriation concerns 
(Dekker, 2004) have received much attention in discussions of networks. Inter-
organizational collaboration research (Huxham and MacDonald, 1992) has focused 
particularly on domain formation (Trist, 1983) and cross-sectoral collaboration 
(Gray, 1996, 2008) to identify factors and processes that lead to effective collab-
oration. In terms of inter-organizational coordination (Alexander, 1993; Orton 
and Weick, 1990), the search for determinants of well-functioning coordination 
has undergone foundational changes from viewing coordination as a matter of 
designing and planning (Mintzberg, 1983; Thompson, 1967; Van De Ven et al., 
1976) to studying the role of meaning in coordinating collective action between 
organizations, emphasizing a floating, interactive and relational form of coordi-
nation (e.g. Reff Pedersen et al., 2011; Weick, 1993).

CONFLICTS IN CONTEXT
Analysts within the field of organizational conflict have argued that the context 
of conflict is a critical variable in assessing conflict in organizations and requires 
the examination of different sources of conflict – for example, the allocation of 
work between entities, power and resource distribution, rules, norms and values 
existing in the organizational systems (Gray et al., 2007; Kolb and Bartunek, 1992; 
Morrill, 1989, 1995; Sheppard, 1992). Rather than assuming that conflict is a spe-
cial case to be treated in special ways, it is assumed to be part of the social fabric 
in organizations. Conflict occurs as part of the routines of work and the norms 
for handling it that are embedded in everyday organizational activities (Bartunek  
et al., 1992; Dubinskas, 1992; Friedman, 1992; Friedman and Antal, 2005; Gadlin, 
1994; Tucker, 1993; Van Maanen, 1992).

The conception of ‘conflict [as] part of the social fabric of organizations’ 
(Bartunek et al., 1992: 217) implies that interpretations of issues and problems that 
make up a conflict must be understood within the context in which the conflict 
occurs, highlighting the role that social context and social process play in shaping 
the form and trajectory of a conflict. Murnighan and Conlon (1991), for example, 
found that interpretations, together with many other factors such as experience, 
culture and goals, influence and underpin the disputants’ approaches to conflict 
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management. Accordingly, within this domain of conflict research, conflict is 
assessed as an organizational phenomenon embedded in social processes framing 
how conflict is recognized and made sense of and how it is handled within the 
organizational system (Brummans et al., 2008; Mikkelsen, 2013; Putnam, 2004). 
Such social processes are seen as equally important to our understanding of the 
strategies used in conflict management.

Within this strand of conflict research, preference is given to the term dispute 
instead of ‘conflict’. The change in language stems from a desire to be dissociated 
from existing descriptive and normative approaches to organizational conflict 
(Kolb and Putnam, 1992).

The assumptions that underlie this development of conflict research constitute 
conflict as a social construction because the focus is on how conflict is given 
definition and shape within an organizational setting as disputants take action. 
An article by Felstiner et al. (1980) on ‘Naming, blaming, and claiming’ laid the 
foundation analysis of conflict as a social construction by arguing that conflict, as a 
thing in itself, is meaningless: ‘[D]isputes are not things: they are social constructs. 
Their shapes reflect whatever definition the observer gives to the concept’ (1980: 
631–2). In a comment on his study of conflict management among the British 
police force, Van Maanen (1992) similarly articulated the importance of meaning 
in conflict: ‘Meaning is so critical because there is absolutely nothing inherent in 
the notion of conflict that is strictly independent of human observation and the 
making of meaning’ (1992: 55).

Attention should be given to how disputants interpret a specific conflict, how 
they talk about the conflict and how the conflict is acted out at different times 
and in different places. Consequently, conflict should be seen as a performance in 
which the involved parties and third-party observers attach different meanings that 
may change over time and which can be talked about in any number of different 
ways. Observers of organizational relationships using the concept of conflict as 
an analytic category are not captive to any parties’ particular definition of the 
situation; instead they focus on the social construction of conflict.

By assuming conflict as omnipresent and normal, scholars working within this 
frame do not see conflict as necessarily overtly understood by all participants 
to its expression but acknowledge that conflict can be expressed in subtle ways 
(Bartunek et al., 1992; Martin, 1992; Morrill, 1995). Conflict is therefore not always 
assumed to be visible nor is it always acknowledged or verbalized.

The conceptualization of conflict as a social construction is underpinned by 
qualitative research methodologies inherent in a constructivist research para-
digm. Qualitative researchers aim to attain an insider’s view of the phenomenon 
of conflict in order to reflect the definitions that participants use. Conflict, from 
this perspective, is embedded in mundane human interaction as organizational 
members go about their daily activities. Conflict is embedded in the cultural and 
structural context. From a constructivist perspective, conflict should be studied 
as an organizational phenomenon, which means that conflict and the forms it 
may take are shaped by the context in which it occurs.

A good example of conflict being studied in context is the discussion by 
Courpasson et al. (2012) of resisters at work. They observe instances of produc-
tive resistance by branch managers against headquarters’ strategies that have 
the effect of generating conflict that is productive. The notion of productive 

By introducing a 
dispute perspective 
to organizational 
conflict, conflict 
research seeks to 
capture the complex 
interaction of players, 
issues, context, and 
dispute processes.

Conflict seen as a 
social construction 
emphasizes the 
role that the social 
context plays in its 
interpretation and 
conceptualization.
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resistance refers to those forms of protest that develop outside of institutional 
channels (such as unions) and are concerned with concrete activities that aim to 
voice claims and interests that are usually not taken into account by management 
decisions. In this case, the productive resistance began when branch managers 
met and discussed their distaste for a centralized policy initiative; they organized 
and came up with an alternative that was eventually accepted and implemented 
in the organization. Productive resistance’s goal is to foster the development of 
alternative managerial practices that are likely to benefit the organization as a 
whole. Because of the case marshalled by the branch managers against some 
instances of managerialism that did not make sense in the context to which it was 
being applied, the organizations came to reconsider their strategies and refined 
them in line with the resisters’ views.

Resistance is not just an oppositional structure of action that encourages 
actors to isolate and to think of themselves as organized exclusively around 
their specific interests and values, thus shaping resistance as ‘misbehaviour’ 
(Ackroyd and Thompson, 1999). Resistance is rather more an ongoing social 
and material accomplishment, something to achieve, constituted and sustained 
by the work of actors who overtly engage in a given struggle. To be productive, 
resistance requires more than a legitimate claim, a strong leadership, extensive 
resources and wide collective mobilization, as most theories of resistance would 
suggest (Spicer and Böhm, 2007), including those studying powerless resisters 
(Scott, 1990). Resistance also requires a true competence in ‘resisting work’, 
encompassing an ability to generate compelling social and material productions 
defined as successful when they temporarily displace normal power relations.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

You utterly oppose a strategic management initiative. You talk to other colleagues at the 
same rank as you in the organization and find that your views are widely shared. How 

would you organize amongst yourselves to try and produce a different outcome? What would 
be the crucial steps that you would take?

SHIFTING VIEWS OF CONFLICT
Early works on organizational conflict viewed conflict as dysfunctional, often 
depicting it as part of a conflict–cooperation dichotomy. Accordingly, conflict 
was conceptualized as a distinct behavioural phenomenon because it was found 
to be visible in the breakdown of the relationship and in one party’s deliber-
ate interference with the goals of the other party, resulting in the blocking of 
cooperative dynamics.

A functional view of organizational conflict sees it as a positive rather than a 
negative aspect of organizations and emphasized how conflict can be a productive 
force rather than a dysfunctional breakdown. As normative ideas about conflict 
management receded, researchers began studying the de facto management of 

WHAT WOULD 
YOU DO?
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conflict. The traditional view of conflict as comprising dyadic interactions came 
under increasing challenge to include a conceptualization of conflict as a more 
meso-level organizational phenomenon.

The move towards viewing conflict as constructive emphasized that conflicts 
can result in positive dynamics and positive consequences for organizations. Much 
conflict research has embraced a functionalist view of organizational conflict 
that focused on how to reduce those conflicts that are bad for organizations and 
stimulate productive conflicts.

Given the focus on what makes one type of conflict better than another in 
organizations, the research objectives are irremediably normative because they aim 
to reduce conflicts that are ‘bad’ for the organization and stimulate ‘productive’ 
conflicts. Doing so is profoundly difficult, even where it is considered analyti-
cally desirable, because the nature of any conflict varies with the ‘here and now’ 
(Schutz, 1967) from which it is viewed. Nevertheless, the theoretical underpinnings 
of this shift bear witness to the current widespread conceptualization of conflict 
as an instrumental means to achieve something else existing within the domain 
of organizational conflict.

Research about what should be done assumes that managing conflict includes 
a blend of cooperative and competitive motives. While cooperative or competitive 
interests each yield different processes of conflict handling, this blended approach 
emphasizes how conflict is manifested in activities, revealing theoretical under-
pinnings that regard conflict as a distinct behavioural phenomenon. The move 
to focus on what is done in real-life conflict management and the development 
of survey instruments to measure actors’ conflict management styles emphasizes 
strategies for personal conflict management that lead to productive outcomes. 
Theoretically, these approaches regard conflict in purely instrumental terms as a 
means to authoritatively sanctioned ends. The goal is to make conflict productive 
for the organization because it can surface innovative or neglected ideas; it can 
introduce new issues and actors to decision-making arenas, questioning values 
that are taken for granted in organizations that have become complacent.

A majority of normative and functional conflict research explores conflict in 
dyadic interactions with an implicit assumption in the literature that the dyadic 
level of analysis represents all organizational conflict. Theoretical underpinnings 
of conflict as a dyadic phenomenon follow the same principles found in normative 
and functional conflict research: that is, if the ‘right’ kind of conflict is attained 
and managed correctly, conflict can be used to the organization’s advantage. The 
shift to viewing conflict as an organizational phenomenon emphasizes two impor-
tant aspects of how conflict should be conceptualized: its embeddedness in the 
context of social relationships and the meaning that is attached to it. Accordingly, 
with this shift conflict is conceptualized as a social construction because in itself, 
as an event, any conflict is meaningless and is only given shape and definition in 
and through social interaction and organizational, group and individual labelling.

It is clear that the study of organizational conflict has undergone three major 
shifts that have established diverse traditions of theorizing, creating specific 
grounds for contestation: the first theoretical shift, from viewing conflict as 
dysfunctional to the pursuit of order to viewing it as constructive, created con-
testation over the functional essence of the term; the second theoretical shift, 
from normative prescriptions to descriptions of what disputants actually do in 

07_CLEGG_5E_CH 07.indd   242 23/01/2019   12:24:18 PM



MANAGING CONFLICT 243

conflict, generated contestation over the descriptive essence of the term; the third 
theoretical shift, from psychologically oriented analyses to studying conflict as a 
practice that occurs as an organizational phenomenon, generated contestation over 
the performative essence of the term. While these shifts have occurred separately 
over periods of several decades, each of them has broadened and generated new 
strands of conflict research.

Conflict is one of those ‘essentially contested concepts’ that Gallie (1956) noted, 
along with power (Lukes, 2005). To say it is essentially contested is to propose, 
with Garver (1978: 168), that:

The term essentially contested concepts gives a name to a problematic sit-
uation that many people recognize: that in certain kinds of talk there is a 
variety of meanings employed for key terms in an argument, and there is 
a feeling that dogmatism (‘My answer is right and all others are wrong’), 
scepticism (‘All answers are equally true (or false); everyone has a right 
to his own truth’), and eclecticism (‘Each meaning gives a partial view so 
the more meanings the better’) are none of them the appropriate attitude 
towards a variety of meanings.

The many different definitions of conflict arise from diverse epistemological, 
methodological and theoretical positions and are an inevitable consequence of 
diverse social science practices. These different positions involve endless disputes 
that cannot be settled by ‘appeals to empirical evidence, linguistic usage, or the 
canons of logic alone’ (Gray, 1977: 344). Essentially, contested concepts are eval-
uative, creating inherently indexical and complex concepts depicted in mutually 
incommensurable terms by positions that index different assumptions and tradi-
tions of theorizing. Because of this, there is no one best instance of an essentially 
contested concept although, in terms of their interpretative breadth and depth, 
some will be better, more useful, than others (Swanton, 1985).

The many different definitions of conflict are not a problem because they 
obstruct generalizability; the problem is rather the failure to be specific about 
which meaning of ‘conflict’ is being referred to in any specific case. It is this fail-
ure to be clear about terms rather than the absence of agreement on a common 
definition of conflict, which creates conceptual ambiguity and obscures conceptual 
advancements in conflict research. Each incommensurable theoretical position 
is rooted in significant philosophical presuppositions about what conflict is and 
what it means for the organization. Moreover, each theoretical position embraces 
distinct methodological orientations for researching conflict and holds distinct 
objectives for yielding scientific knowledge about conflict.

CONFLICT THEORY AND AUTOPOIESIS
Methodologies rest on assumptions about the real status of the phenomenon under 
study, constituted by an applied ontology and epistemology (Hatch and Yanow, 
2008; Johnson and Duberley, 2000). Having established that different conceptual 
positions concerning the nature of conflict are constituted by contestable differ-
ences, a significant question remains: why are these differences not explicitly 
discussed in the conflict research literature? We believe that this relates, first, to 
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the fact that organizational conflict research is overwhelmingly embedded within 
existing and foundational theoretical frameworks that are reinforced through an 
autopoietic system.

Approaches to organization conflict have been so diverse, and so resolutely 
embedded in their differences, that, despite seemingly addressing the same phe-
nomenon, they seem to be constituting it in different ways that are reflective of 
the systems of thought and research that generate them. Hence, there has been 
a reproduction of theoretical positions developed from positivist or objectivist 
research paradigms, the two dominant frameworks of conflict types and conflict 
management styles (see, for example, Jehn, 1995; Kilmann and Thomas, 1977; 
Rahim, 1983). Second, in practical terms, the field has been overridingly norma-
tively preoccupied with the instrumental outcomes of conflict. The upshot is, as 
Tjosvold (2008) argues, that current conflict definitions and research reinforce 
‘popular misconceptions rather than challenging them’ (p. 448).

In the past, there has been an almost total separation between the two major 
research strands that work with conflict types and conflict management approaches 
or styles, respectively. Although these two main research strands take a particular 
interest in conflict and its management at the interpersonal level of analysis, they 
are largely independent research areas. We have only recently begun to see studies 
that combine these research areas by examining the relationships between conflict 
management styles and conflict types (see DeChurch et al., 2013; Leon-Perez et 
al., 2015). As evidence of the latter, the literature on the positive versus negative 
effects of conflict has been meta-analysed no less than four times (DeChurch et al., 
2013; De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2012; O’Neill et al., 2013) since the 
turn of the millennium due to contradictory findings on the direct effects of task 
conflict on team outcomes such as productivity and performance. An overriding 
interest in the instrumental outcomes of conflict diverts attention from conceptual 
debate and those more sophisticated theoretical developments that capture the 
complex and dynamic nature of conflict. There is little discussion of multiple or 
contrasting interpretations of conflict within the different research strands.

We have provided insight into the context and dynamics of conflict research. 
Our examination of conflict research literature clearly reveals that much of 
modern conflict research views conflict and conflict management as a matter of 
types and styles, simplifying conflict rather than understanding it as a complex 
and dynamic phenomenon.

Conflict research is never a philosophy-free enterprise, isolated from onto-
logical commitments, whose diversity leads to different ways of conceptualizing 
and engaging with conflict. Ontologically, there is a division between those who 
see social order as the primary value in organization and those who stress that, 
without conflict, innovation and change would not occur. Although ontological 
commitments are rarely openly displayed within organizational conflict research 
literature and may often even be unrecognized by individual researchers, they 
are a key feature of the theoretical assumptions that influence how researchers 
make things intelligible.

In as much as managers read different accounts of organizational conflict and 
ontological commitments are implicit in them, they may develop views about 
conflict whose partiality they are unaware of. Good managers really do need to 
be aware, reflexively, of the assumptions that guide their behaviour. More often 
than not, they will start from a premise that conflict is not a good thing, that it 

Autopoietic 
systems reproduce 
and maintain their 
functioning. In the 
realm of ideas, 
certain intellectual 
positions develop 
their own forms 
of inclusive and 
exclusionary 
reference.
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is dysfunctional. Wise managers should not be so simple. They should be smart 
enough to realize that conflict that can be productively contained and directed 
can lead to innovative outcomes that might not otherwise have materialized.

EXTEND YOUR KNOWLEDGE

In de Graaf, G., Huberts, L. and Smulders, R. (2016) ‘Coping with public value conflicts’, 
Administration & Society, 48 (9): 1101–27, the authors start their analysis from the premise 
that good governance involves managing conflicting values. They ask and answer three 
questions: which public value profiles do public administrators have, which value conflicts 
do they experience, and which coping strategies are used? The article presents two 
case studies of a municipality and a hospital to show six different value clusters to which 
administrators adhere. They identify which value conflicts are typically experienced in 
various public sector organizations and which different coping mechanisms are used. You 
can access the article at the companion website https://study.sagepub.com/managingan-
dorganizations5e

Think about the absence of conflict, a situation where social harmony prevails, 
something that is often assumed to be a good thing. An organization devoid of 
conflict would be a place in which, because nobody ever conflicted with others, 
nothing would ever be learned, views would never be challenged; in fact, to all 
intents and purposes nothing much would seem to happen because everything 
would run on agreed routines.

March (1991) suggests that organizations tend to need both exploration and 
exploitation: exploration of what they don’t know and exploitation of what they 
do know. Failure to balance these can lead to either stasis in the case of too much 
exploitation of what is already known, or chaos as too much exploration and not 
enough exploitation throw the possibility of developing orderly routines out of the 
window. Usually, these points are made with regard to innovation (see Chapter 11) 
but they also pertain to organizational conflict. If there were not champions of 
different ideas prepared to express their differences with those in organizational 
authority, then the conflict of ideas would not occur. Without conflict between 
different ideas and those whose ideas they are, whether internal members of the 
organization or external stakeholders, change would not occur (see Chapter 11).

External sources of conflict are especially productive. They may come from 
another company that wants to take over an organization in order to redirect 
its energies, or they could from social movements or organizations that funda-
mentally question the organization’s values. In the former case, where there is a 
hostile takeover, conflict is usually guaranteed. To the extent that shareholders, 
unions and other interested parties such as communities have a voice, then the 
arguments about the future of the organization will be extremely valuable as dif-
ferent scenarios are contested. The overall stock of knowledge about what might 
happen, its value and probable consequences are advanced through the conflict 
of different interests and ideas.

READ THE  
ARTICLE
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While we agree with Coser’s (1956) argument that conflict may provide the 
impetus for positive developments and change, our examination of the conflict 
research literature clearly reveals that, instrumentally, there is less concern with 
the actuality of conflict and its lived experience and more with its managerial 
manipulation for authoritative ends. Much of it would be of little use in addressing 
complex cases such as the Adani mine case that we highlight next, in part because 
of the difficulty in finding neutral ground from which to analyse. Adani, an Indian 
company, is trying to fund a huge open cut mine in Queensland on land that is adja-
cent to the Barrier Reef and in an area of highly productive farmland. A coalition 
of interests has formed against the mine. A poll of 3312 people, conducted by poll-
sters ReachTEL on 25 January 2018 and commissioned by the Stop Adani Alliance, 
found 65.1 per cent of Australians opposed or strongly opposed Indian mining 
company Adani building the new coal mine in Queensland (Massola, 2018). As 
the related ‘In practice’ demonstrates, conflict is an essentially contested concept.

IN PRACTICE

Controversial mining in Queensland
A television documentary, produced by ABC’s Four Corners, ‘Digging into Adani’, is well worth 
watching to capture the full complexity of the inter-organizational conflicts that are occurring 
around the Adani mining project and how they are creating unusual and unexpected alliances. 
Green groups, local farmers, banks, political parties and marine biologists all oppose the 
mine on different grounds. The green movement is opposed to further fossil fuel extraction 
on the grounds of its contribution to global warming, as well as the dangers to the Barrier 
Reef of enhanced sea traffic shipping dirty coal. The banks, failing to see the commercial 
viability of the project in an era where coal consumption is in decline, have declined to loan 
it money. Farmers, who raise beef cattle in the surrounding land of central Queensland, 
oppose the mine because of its effect on groundwater. In this drought-prone region of 
Central Queensland, farmers fear the project could contaminate the groundwater they rely 
on for their cattle. Not only that, the farmers have joined ranks with the Green movement 
in opposing the mine; the Greens opposing it because it is one of the most water-intensive 
methods of generating electricity. About 200 litres of fresh water is required for each tonne 
of coal produced and Adani has stated that it will use 12 billion litres of water annually.

In the face of this opposition, it is, perhaps, surprising that Adani is still championing the 
project as well as the federal government. Adani’s interest is fairly clear: the proposed coal 
mine makes up half the book value of the parent company, Adani Enterprises. Admitting defeat 
would be halving the value of the company and doubling its debt to equity ratio overnight. 
Additionally, and perhaps more significantly, the coal-loading terminal that the company 
built to export the coal to India, needs the mine to be able to export coal in the future. The 
federal government’s support is less clear. In part, it may be because of a commitment by the 
conservative parties that form the government to support fossil fuels as an opposing point of 
difference to the Green opposition. However, other explanations have been countenanced:

The most plausible explanation is simply politics and political donations. There is no 
real-time disclosure of donations and it is relatively easy to disguise them, as there 
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is no disclosure of the financial accounts of state and federal political parties either. 
Payments can be routed through opaque foundations, the various state organisations, 
and other vehicles.

Many Adani observers believe there must be money involved, so strident is the support 
for so unfeasible a project. The rich track record of Adani bribing officials in India, as 
detailed by Four Corners, certainly points that way. But there is little evidence of it.

In the absence of proof of any significant financial incentives however, the most com-
pelling explanation is that neither of the major parties is prepared to be ‘wedged’ on 
jobs, accused of being anti-business or anti-Queensland.

There are votes in Queensland’s north at stake. Furthermore, the fingerprints of Adani’s 
lobbyists are everywhere. (West, 2017)

The future of the Adani mine project is still in the balance but it presents a fascinating case 
of inter-organizational conflict in which external parties, by forcing conflict through resist-
ing the organization’s rationales, are fostering social change. Adani is just one of a number 
of ecological and climate change related issues that are reshaping the fortunes of mineral 
resource extraction of coal in Australia. Whether these conflicts are regarded as functional 
or dysfunctional, or positive or negative, is entirely dependent on the values that one brings 
to the conflict. Much as with many inter-organizational conflicts, it is difficult to occupy a 
neutral ground.

Questions

1. In practice, what is your understanding of the value basis of the conflict over Adani?

2. Should the mine go ahead in your view?

3. What factors influence your decision?

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we have introduced some key ideas about approaches to conflict in 
organizations:

¢ There are different levels of analysis of 
conflict, ranging from those between 
individuals, through conflicts between 
groups, to inter-organizational conflicts.

¢ Three main approaches to different 
types of organizational conflict can be 
identified: the first takes a negative 

normative view – conflict is a bad thing 
and should be minimized. The second says 
that, in the right circumstances, conflict 
may be a good thing – that is, it can be 
functional for organizations. The third 
perspective tries not to be normative and 
seeks to be more analytically descriptive, 

(Continued)
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focusing on the social construction of 
organizational conflict.

¢ With the emergence of the realization 
that conflict was not necessarily 
dysfunctional and negative, a focus on a 
conflict typology framework, identifying 
task, relationship and process conflict, 
developed.

¢ The conciliation and arbitration approach 
was introduced as well as the idea that 
there is a third side to any conflict.

¢ The five styles of personal conflict 
management developed from Blake 
and Mouton’s theory of leadership 
effectiveness have been outlined. 
Overall, the shifts in conflict thinking – 
from a view of it as dysfunctional to seeing 
it as constructive, from a normative to 
a descriptive view, and from seeing it 
as principally a dyadic phenomenon to 
one that is organizational – have been 
outlined.

EXERCISES
1. Having read this chapter, you should be able to say in your own words what each of 

the following key terms means. Test yourself or ask a colleague to test you.

 ¢  Organizational conflict

 ¢  Conflict resolution

 ¢  Dysfunctional view

 ¢  Task conflict

 ¢  Normative view

 ¢  Relationship conflict

 ¢  Third side

 ¢  Arbitration and 
conciliation

 ¢  Process conflict

 ¢  Silencing

 ¢  Values conflicts

 ¢  Autopoiesis.

2. What are some of the main ways that organizations can use to minimize the proba-
bility of organizational conflicts? (Hint: recall Chapter 6, Managing Cultures.)

3. What are the positive aspects of organizational conflict?

4. What reasons can you advance for the proposition that progress depends on con-
flict in and between organizations as much as in and between states?

5. Is the absence of conflict the sign of a happy and healthy organization? Justify your 
reasoning by reference to the literature.

6. Compare what you know about Scandinavian and American approaches to manag-
ing conflict: what are the significant differences?

7. In your opinion, informed by relevant literature, are capitalist enterprises and organ-
izational democracy compatible?

(Continued)
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8. In a succession of board meetings, no conflict between members is observed. What 
are some different reasons why this might occur? Is consensus rather than conflict 
a good thing, normatively, in board deliberations?

9. Is resistance to organizational authority expressed in conflict justifiable? Under 
what conditions?

TEST YOURSELF
Review what you have learned by visiting:  
https://study.sagepub.com/managingandorganizations5e or your eBook

 ¢  Test yourself with  
multiple-choice questions.

 ¢  Revise key terms with the 
interactive flashcards.

CASE STUDY
The following case study is drawn from a wider study, the report of which is available as van 
Marrewijk, A., Ybema, S., Smits, K., Clegg, S. R., and Pitsis, T. S. (2016) ‘Clash of the Titans: tem-
poral organizing and collaborative dynamics in the Panama Canal megaproject’, Organization 
Studies (Special Issue on Temporary Organizations), 37 (12): 1745–69, which is available at the 
companion website https://study.sagepub.com/managingandorganizations5e It would be 
advisable to read the full article before attempting the case.

Collaboration in common projects between different organizations, different cultures, 
both organizational and national, is never easy. Tensions can develop between efficiency 
criteria and institutionalized policies and programmes that may be ceremonially adopted. 
Organizations maintain ceremonial conformity by developing loose coupling between formal 
structures and actual work activities. The nature of these loose couplings in practice may be 
hinted at in constitutive documents that create the project organization but are rarely speci-
fied in advance. The reasons are that plans and projects always have to be enacted in practice.

A case in point was the Panama Canal Expansion Program (PCEP) megaproject. The 
Autoridad del Canal de Panamá (ACP) hired US consultancy firm CH2M Hill (CH) jointly to 
manage the megaproject execution. Instead of the division of roles expected and custom-
ary for the consultants in which the programme manager (CH) led the execution and was 
responsible and accountable for the project outcomes (and the client organization deferred 
decision-making to the consultant project managers), the in-situ role in this project was 
that the client (ACP) was formally in charge of the project and the programme manager 
was assigned the role of mentor. This discrepancy between the contract requirements and  

(Continued)
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traditional project management roles resulted in what were, on occasions, tense negotiations 
and organizational conflict.

For ACP, the alliance was one of subcontract; for CH it was one in which they were hired 
as autonomous project managers. The actual statement of the foundation of the alliance 
stated that, in performing programme management services, the programme manager would 
work in close coordination with the ACP’s existing personnel to form a unified team capable 
of delivering the programme in accordance with ACP’s requirements. The key elements 
here are the notion of ‘close coordination’, ‘ACP’s existing personnel’, a ‘unified team’ and 
‘accordance with ACP’s requirements’. A great deal depends on how one reads these terms. 
In large part, interpretation depends on past experience and the dispositions that are thus 
created. For CH, used to running international projects globally from the command seat, with 
various national partners, in English, creating a unified team seemed obvious. It meant simply 
working to well-tried project principles with which they were deeply familiar, adopting these 
as project routines and expecting everyone to be or become familiar with them rapidly. For 
ACP, proudly Panamanian and Spanish-speaking, experienced in running the canal since its 
repatriation, the key elements were interpreted as stressing ‘ACP’s existing personnel’ and 
‘accordance with ACP’s requirements’. From this perspective, the ACP personnel not only 
set the requirements but their personnel were there to ensure a continuity of command and 
control. Some of the older staff had worked under American control in the past and were not 
unhappy to do so again, while for many of the staff it would be a new experience.

The project owner ACP did not find it easy to impose roles on CH consultants for whom 
the role of mentor, with ACP as the trainee, was radically new to them. The perceived discrep-
ancy between ACP’s expectations and actual experience triggered a constant negotiation 
over role enactment in a context of ambiguous hierarchies. Contractually, ACP was the 
project owner and therefore had clear authority and power. However, right from the outset 
of the project, ACP not only maintained its right to formal authority but also cast itself in the 
role of novice, having to learn from its counterpart and ‘chaperone’, CH, as mentor. In this 
situation, the hierarchy was temporarily turned into a mentor–apprentice relationship, which 
triggered colonial sentiments among some ACP employees.

A discourse of harmonization, equal relationships and a ‘One Team One Mission’ slogan, 
referencing historical roles in the Panama Canal operations, made hierarchies even more 
ambiguous. The everyday practices showed a mixture of different hierarchies at play. Project 
participants struggled to find satisfactory conditions for collaboration. In the daily execution 
of the Third Set of Locks project, each CH expert was coupled to a senior ACP employee to 
stimulate learning experiences. Consequently, coordination practices depended on individ-
ual actors’ gender differences, personal compatibility, language and individual characters, 
resulting in one-to-one collaboration that could be more or less difficult or smooth.

The collaboration in the project organization was thus a case of conflicting interests 
and identities and attempts to harmonize. The collaborating partners stood opposed or 
side by side in terms of formal authority versus expert power, apprentices and their tutors, 
Panamanians versus Americans. The power asymmetry between the two was remarkably 
diffuse and ambiguous. At times, ACP made decisions with CH coming in second best. At 
other times, CH made the actual decisions and ACP, despite its formal authority, signed 
the paperwork to formalize decisions. The egalitarian, hierarchy-denying slogan ‘one team, 
one mission’ was supposed to smooth out hierarchical differences and to remedy potential 

(Continued)
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frictions. However, the ambiguity – being able to draw on one’s formal position while lacking 
the expertise to legitimate this position (ACP) or, vice versa, playing an expert role while 
lacking formal authority (CH) – seemed to frustrate both parties.

Questions
1. In a temporary project organization in which two organizations with different cultural 

backgrounds and competencies come together under a one mission-orientation, is 
it best to establish at the outset which partner is dominant?

2. In what ways did the cultural differences between the partners exacerbate the 
conflicts that occurred in this project and how might these have been minimized?

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
 •  Organizational conflict is a staple of drama. Recent examples include 

The Crown, the Peter Morgan (2016) production, the series about the 
reign of Queen Elizabeth II, in which conflicts in her marriage and in 
her role as a monarch are explored, as well as political conflicts in the 
cabinets of the various prime ministers with whom she has dealt – in 
the first series between Churchill and Eden.

 •  Another recent movie that deals in organizational conflict is Miss 
Sloane, directed by John Madden (2016); it has a complicated plot in 
which inter-organizational politics is central, with a fascinating plot 
twist at the end of the story. If we detailed the plot, we would spoil 
the ending.

 •  In terms of bibliographic resources, the Handbook of Conflict 
Management Research edited by Oluremi B. Ayoko, Neal M. Ashkanasy 
and Karen A. Jehn (2014) is the obvious place to start. It is a seminal 
treasure trove of references.

 •  In terms of novels, the John Le Carré series about George Smiley 
offers great insight into organizational rivalries in MI6, especially the 
most recent book, A Legacy of Spies (2017). Le Carré is one of the few 
writers to make intra- and inter-organizational politics a central fea-
ture of his narratives; as an ex-spy it is assumed that he knows what 
he is writing about very well. Finally, another classic is C. P. Snow’s 
(1964) The Corridors of Power, a novel that has conflict over nuclear 
deterrence at its core.

 •  As we shall see in Chapter 14, when we discuss organizational designs, 
the degree of conflict is likely to vary with the level of employee 
democracy and participation or exclusion from decision-making. In 
Scandinavia, these levels of democracy and participation are high. 
There are evident consequences for the ways that organization con-
flicts are managed: see the web page of the Danish Centre for Conflict 
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Resolution for insight into how conflicts might be well managed, 
at http://mva.org/membership/member-benefits/danish-centre- 
conflict-management, where both short courses and testimonials from 
organizations that have used these services are available.

 •  The Society for Human Resource Management maintains an informa-
tive web page at www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/
toolkits/pages/managingworkplaceconflict.aspx, which provides an 
overview about how employers and employees can manage and 
resolve workplace conflict. It contains recommendations for building 
appropriate culture and managing conflict if it arises, and discusses 
employee communication and metrics pertaining to the management 
and resolution of workplace conflict.
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