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The term “conflict” refers to perceived incompatibilities resulting typically from some form of interference or opposition. Conflict
management, then, is the employment of
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strategies to correct these perceived differences in a positive manner. For many decades, managers had been taught to view conflict as
a negative force. However, conflict may actually be either functional or dysfunctional. Whereas dysfunctional conflict is destructive and
leads to decreased productivity, functional conflict may actually encourage greater work effort and help task performance. Borisoff and
Victor point out, “We have come to recognize and to acknowledge the benefits dealing with conflict affords. Because of our differences,
we communicate, we are challenged, and we are driven to find creative solutions to problems.”

THE EVOLUTION OF CONFLICT MANAGEMENT
The early approach to conflict management was based on the assumption that all conflict was bad and would always be
counterproductive to organizational goals. Conflict management, therefore, was synonymous with conflict avoidance. This left the
people experiencing the conflict with essentially only one outcome: a win-lose scenario. In such cases, the loser would feel slighted and
this, in turn, would lead to renewed belligerence. Therefore, most managers viewed conflict as something they must eliminate from their
organization. This avoidance approach to conflict management was prevalent during the latter part of the nineteenth century and
continued until the mid-1940s.
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In most cases, conflict avoidance is not a satisfactory strategy for dealing with conflict. Conflict avoidance usually leaves those people
who are being avoided feeling as if they are being neglected. Also, conflict avoidance usually fails to reconcile the perceived differences
that originally caused the conflict. As a result, the original basis for the conflict continues unabated, held in check only temporarily until
another confrontation arises to set the same unresolved tensions into motion again. Therefore, conflict avoidance strategies are not
especially useful in the long run.

The human relations view of conflict management dominated from the late 1940s through the mid-1970s. This viewpoint argued that
conflict was a natural and inevitable occurrence in any organizational setting. Because conflict was considered unavoidable, the human
relations approach recommended acceptance of conflict. In other words, conflict cannot be eliminated and may even benefit the
organization. It was during this time period that the term “conflict management” was introduced, according to Nurmi and Darling.

Since the mid-1970s a new position on organizational conflict has emerged. This theoretical perspective is the interactionist approach.
This viewpoint espouses not only accepting conflict, but also encouraging it. Theorists are of the opinion that a conflict-free, harmonious,
and cooperative organization tends to become stagnant and nonreponsive to market change and advancement. Therefore, it is
necessary for managers to interject a minimum level of conflict to maintain an optimal level of organizational performance. For example,
Shelton and Darling suggest conflict is a necessary condition for both individual and organizational progression. They encourage
managers to “embrace conflict and use it for continuous transformation.”

In the twenty-first century, conflict management is commonly viewed in the context of organizational culture. In “The Conflict Skilled
Organization,” Lynne Elsaguirre describes how companies that operate with a clear purpose can benefit from conflict. A business team
in a successful corporate culture is able to engage in a high level of debate regarding substantive issues while avoiding disputes.
Creating an organizational culture that encourages opposition can diversify a company's knowledge and maintain a balanced power
structure.

SOURCES OF CONFLICT
According to both Daft and Terry, several factors may create organizational conflict. They are as follows:

Scarce Resources. Resources may include money, supplies, people, or information. Often, organizational units are in
competition for scarce or declining resources. This creates a situation where conflict is inevitable.
Jurisdictional Ambiguities. Conflicts may also surface when job boundaries and task responsibilities are unclear.
Individuals may disagree about who has the responsibility for tasks and resources.
Personality Clashes. A personality conflict emerges when two people simply do not get along or do not view things
similarly. Personality tensions are caused by differences in personality, attitudes, values, and beliefs.
Power and Status Differences. Power and status conflict may occur when one individual has questionable influence over
another. People might engage in conflict to increase their power or status in an organization.
Goal Differences. Conflict may occur because people are pursuing different goals. Goal conflicts in individual work units
are a natural part of any organization.
Communication Breakdown. Communication-based barriers may be derived from differences in speaking styles, writing
styles, and nonverbal communication styles. These stylistic differences frequently distort the communication process.
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Faulty communication leads Page 122  |  Top of Article to misperceptions and misunderstandings that can lead to long-
standing conflict. Additional barriers to communication may emerge from the cross-gender and cross-cultural differences of
participants. Such fundamental differences may affect both the ways in which the parties express themselves and how
they are likely to interpret the communication they receive. These distortions, in turn, frequently result in misreading by the
parties involved. Moreover, it is common for the parties involved to be oblivious to these false impressions. The resultant
misunderstandings subsequently lead the parties involved to believe that a conflict based on misunderstood behavior
exists when, in fact, no conflict actually does exist. Miller and Steinberg call this misreading “pseudoconflict,” that is,
perceived conflict rather than actual conflict. Much of what managers take to be an actual conflict is the product of such
pseudo-conflict.

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT METHODOLOGIES
Management theorists have developed and suggested a range of options for handling organizational conflict. Figure 1 outlines the
various components of the Conflict Resolution Grid, which is the result of widely accepted research presented by Thomas and Kilmann.

Thomas and Kilmann identified a conflict-handling grid comprised of five conflict management styles based on two dimensions:
assertiveness and cooperativeness. Assertiveness is the motivation of an individual to achieve his/her own goals, objectives, and
outcomes, while cooperativeness assesses the willingness to allow or help the other party to achieve its goals or outcomes. Any of the

 
Figure 1 Based on Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument 
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five conflict resolution styles might be appropriate based on the circumstances of the situation and the personalities of the individuals
involved.

1. Avoiding Conflict Resolution Style. The avoiding style is low on both assertiveness and cooperativeness. In other
words, the manager is not very cooperative in helping the other individuals to achieve their goals, but neither is he/she
aggressively pursuing his/her own preferred outcomes in the situation. The original problem, conflict, or situation is never
directly addressed or resolved. However, avoiding behavior might be appropriate when the issue is perceived by the
manager to be trivial. It might also be an appropriate approach to use when there is no chance of winning or when
disruption would be very costly.

2. Competing Conflict Resolution Style. The competing style of resolving conflict is also known as the win-lose approach.
A manager using this style, characterized by high assertiveness and low cooperativeness, seeks to reach his/her own
preferred outcomes at the expense of other individuals. This approach may be appropriate when quick, decisive action is
needed, such as during emergencies. It can also be used to confront unpopular actions, such as urgent cost cutting.

3. Accommodating Conflict Resolution Style. This style reflects a high degree of cooperativeness. It has also been
labeled as obliging. A manager using this style subjugates his/her own goals, objectives, and desired outcomes to allow
other individuals to achieve their goals and outcomes. This behavior is appropriate when people realize that they are in the
wrong or when an issue is more important to one side than the other. This conflict resolution style is important for
preserving future relations between the parties.

4. Compromising Conflict Resolution Style. This style is characterized by moderate levels of both assertiveness and
cooperativeness. Compromise can also be referred to as bargaining or trading. It generally produces suboptimal results.
This behavior can be used when the goals of both sides are of equal importance, when both sides have equal power, or
when it is necessary to find a temporary, timely solution. It should not be used when there is a complex problem requiring a
problem-solving approach.

5. Collaborating Conflict Resolution Style. This approach, high on both assertiveness and cooperativeness, is often
described as the win-win scenario. Both sides creatively work towards achieving the goals and desired outcomes of all
parties involved. The collaboration style is appropriate when the concerns are complex and a creative or novel synthesis of
Page 123  |  Top of Article 
ideas is required. The downside of this approach is that the process of collaborating mandates sincere effort by all parties
involved and it may require a lot of time to reach a consensus.

Of the five modes described in the matrix, only the strategy employing collaboration as a mode of conflict management breaks free of
the win-lose paradigm. It has become almost habitual to fall back on the win-win alternative, but this was not the authors' original
intention. They did not reject win-lose configurations out of hand. Instead, strategic considerations for managing conflict according to
varied circumstances were identified. For instance, in a conflict centered on bids by two alternative suppliers, the best choice might well
be a competing strategy with a winner and loser. After all, the objective in such a situation is to win the contract for one's own company.
In most cases, winning the contract can be accomplished only at the expense of the competing supplier, who by definition becomes the
loser.

In contrast, a competing approach almost never works well in the interpersonal conflict of people working in the same office (or even the
same organization). Unlike the case of competing suppliers, coworkers—both the winner and the loser—must go on working together.
Indeed, in many conflicts revolving around office politics, an accommodating strategy may actually enable individuals to strengthen their
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future negotiating position through allowing themselves to lose in conflicts over issues they do not feel particularly strongly about. In
such situations, accommodating can be seen as a form of winning through losing. For instance, a manager may choose to concede an
issue to an employee who is experiencing considerable stress as a means to motivate him or her. Similarly, an individual might choose
an accommodating strategy to add balance to negotiations in which one's counterpart has already had to give up several other points.
Indeed, a winner in a win-lose scenario who fails to put forth some effort to accommodate the other party may even provoke a backlash
in the form of lack of commitment or open resistance.

Even the traditional approach of conflict avoidance has its place as an occasionally acceptable strategy. While conflict avoidance has
justly been the subject of considerable condemnation, it can be rather useful in allowing both parties to cool off or in buying time until all
the facts of a matter have been gathered. A manager might choose to avoid an employee in the throes of an emotional outburst, for
example, until the employee has had sufficient time to calm down.

Finally, compromise is often a useful strategy when dealing with relatively small concerns. This differs from an accommodating strategy,
in which the conceding party finds an issue unimportant that the opposing party considers comparatively important. A manager might
enlist a compromise approach most effectively when both parties consider the issue to be of moderate or little importance. In such
cases, compromising saves both parties the time required to employ problem-solving techniques to address the fundamental core of the
conflict.

While all of these modes have their place among the strategies available to the manager, the collaborating approach to conflict
management represents the most beneficial mode for most types of conflict management. In the collaborating mode, conflict itself acts
as a managerial tool. The manager utilizes the conflict to guide the conflicting parties to address what essentially are obstacles faced by
the organization. Through collaborative behavior, the conflicting parties pool their creative energies to find innovative answers to old
problems.

It is in this key respect that the collaborative mode of conflict management differs from the other four conflict-handling modes.
Accommodating, avoiding, competing, and compromising—as permutations of the win-lose scenario—are simply forms of conflict
interventions. Collaboration as a conflict-handling mode, on the other hand, represents an attempt to channel conflict in a positive
direction, thus enabling the manager to use conflict as a tool to resolve otherwise incompatible objectives within the organization. In
other words, this method of handling conflict acts less as a conflict intervention and more as true conflict management.

However, any of the five conflict resolution styles may be appropriate and effective depending on the specific situation, the parties'
personality styles, the desired outcomes, and the time available, The key to becoming more prepared is to understand the advantages
and disadvantages of each method.

THE FIVE A'S TECHNIQUE
Borisoff and Victor identify five steps in the conflict management process that they call the “five A's” of conflict management:
assessment, acknowledgement, attitude, action, and analysis. They assert that these five steps allow for a sustained, ongoing process
of problem-solving-oriented conflict management.
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Assessment. In the assessment step, the parties involved collect appropriate information regarding the problem. The parties involved
also choose which of the conflict-handling modes is most appropriate for the situation. The parties collectively decide what is and what
is not central to the problem. The parties involved also indicate areas in which they may be willing to compromise, and what each party
actually wants.

Acknowledgement. The acknowledgement step is one in which each party attempts to hear out the other.
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Acknowledgement allows both parties to build the empathy needed for the motivation of a synergistic solution to the problem. The
acknowledgement acts as feedback to the other party and it demonstrates that one understands (without necessarily agreeing with) the
other party's position. Acknowledgement goes beyond merely responding to what is said, however; it involves actively encouraging the
other party to openly communicate its concerns. This is aided by the use of active listening techniques and overt, nonverbal
encouragement.

Attitude. The attitude step tries to remove the foundation for pseudo-conflict. Stereotypical assumptions about different, culturally-based
behaviors are uncovered. For example, a member of a high-context culture may misinterpret what a member of a low-context culture
says as being needlessly blunt or even rude. Conversely, a member of a low-context culture may misinterpret what a person from a
high-context culture says as being needlessly indirect or even outright deceptive. Such communication variations (as the works of
Edward Hall have explained) have little to do with the actual intent or content of the messages, but represent instead culturally learned
approaches to using implicit versus explicit communication styles. Similarly, in the attitude step, one acknowledges differences in the
way that men and women are generally conditioned to communicate. Experts such as Borisoff and Merrill, for example, have delineated
clearly differentiated communication styles between men and women, which are compounded by sex-trait stereotyping regarding issues
of assertiveness, interruptive behavior, and perceptions of politeness. Finally, in the attitude step, one analyzes potentially problematic
variations in styles of writing, speaking, and nonverbal mannerisms. Such differences may blur meanings. It is the role of the effective
conflict participant to maintain an open mind toward all parties involved.

Action. The action step begins to actively implement the chosen conflict-handling mode. If the selected mode is the problem-solving
approach, the manager conveys the opportunity for a conflict resolution based on trust and ongoing feedback on those points on which
the parties have already agreed. Simultaneously, each individual evaluates the behavior of the other parties (often, little more than
subtle hints) to ascertain where potential trouble spots might arise. Also, each individual must remain aware of his or her own
communication style and general behavior. Finally, all parties must stay alert to new issues that are raised and look for productive
solutions.

Analysis. In this last step participants decide on what they will do, and then summarize and review what they have agreed upon. Part of
the analysis step is to ascertain whether every participant's requirements have been addressed (and met, if possible). Finally, the
analysis step initiates the impetus for approaching conflict management as an ongoing process. Analysis enables participants to monitor
both the short-term and long-term results of the conflict resolution.

QUANTUM SKILLS
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Shelton and Darling suggest a new set of management skills, more appropriate for the ever-changing, conflict-ridden contemporary
organization. They refer to these skills as the quantum skills. The suggested managerial skills are derived from the field of quantum
physics. They are as follows:

1. Quantum seeing. This skill is defined as the ability to see intentionally. When conflict occurs, managers must explore their
own assumptions about the parties and search for the underlying intentions that are creating the conflict. Each party must
then come to recognize the relationship between individual thought processes and perceptions, and set clear intentions for
positively resolving the situation.

2. Quantum thinking. This skill involves the ability to think paradoxically. Effective conflict resolution is a paradoxical
process. “Win-win solutions require paradoxical thinking. They require the ability to find a fully acceptable solution to
divergent points of view” (Shelton and Darling 2004, p. 30). In other words, collaborative solutions to conflicts that involve
diametrically-opposed positions are unlikely to be achieved through linear problem-solving processes and thus require
more unorthodox thinking.

3. Quantum feeling. This skill is defined as the ability to feel vitally alive. It is based on the premise that the level of
organizational conflict is influenced by the negative emotions pervasive throughout the business world. As schedules have
become more fast-paced and jobs have become more stressful, the level of organizational conflict has increased.
Managers committed to the quantum feeling technique of conflict management must train themselves to view even
negative events positively. They must challenge all parties in conflict to utilize creative, brain-storming techniques in an
effort to construct “impossible” win-win solutions.

4. Quantum knowing. This skill is the ability to know intuitively. Managers wishing to develop this skill must integrate times
of relaxation and reflection into their work routines. This skill focuses on staying mindful or aware of the organizational
environment. Managers involved in conflict situations must guide Page 125  |  Top of Article 
all parties towards a more centered response to the negative emotions.

5. Quantum acting. This skill is based on the ability to act responsibly. Quantum acting is predicated on the belief that
everything in the universe is a part of a complex whole in which each part is influenced by every other part. Therefore, a
manager's thoughts affect the entire organizational unit. Thus, if managers want to encourage more creative responses to
conflict, they must begin by modeling this behavior themselves.

6. Quantum trusting. This skill is the ability to trust life's process. It is derived from chaos theory. This theory suggests that
without chaos organizations will become stagnant and, if left alone, they will return to a non-chaotic state. This skill may be
appealing to managers experiencing conflict. It suggests that managers must simply “ride the rapids of conflict, fully
participating in the dance without attempting to actively manage the course of resolution” (Shelton and Darling 2004, p.
37). The organizational unit will eventually self-organize.

7. Quantum being. This skill is the ability to be in a relationship, specifically, “the ability to literally become so connected to
another that one can see the world through the other's eyes” (Shelton and Darling 2004, p.38). This skill provides the
foundation for all parties to learn from and understand each other. It is a relationship of continuous learning.

This set of skills is grounded in a new science: world-view. These skills provide a whole-brained alternative for managing people and
conflict.

Conflict management is an ongoing procedure. It entails continual communication and supervision. “Conflict-handling behavior is not a
static procedure; rather it is a process that requires flexibility and constant evaluation to truly be productive and effective” (Borisoff and
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Victor 1998).

SEE ALSO Diversity ; Management Styles
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