
Unit 2 - Study Session 2

Managing Conflict



Introduction

In Session 1, we explored the importance of understanding differences of perspective amongst colleagues in order to maintain harmony in the workplace. Conflict is however neither bad nor unusual in organisations. On the contrary: 

· One should not assume that co-operation is always normal, healthy and proper and that conflict and opposition are pathological, deviant or aberrant. 

· It is a mistake to assume that conflict arises because those in opposition are wrong, misled, confused or psychologically disturbed. Those who disagree can have views which are as reasonable and rational as ours. 

· Conflict and co-operation are both present in teams and organisations, like other social institutions such as families and leisure groups, often at the same time.

Conflict is normal and can be healthy; it can be useful for improving understanding and generating new ideas. However, conflict can also be painful and destructive and result in waste of time and resources. The challenge for a manager is to be able to recognise the symptoms of conflict and respond to them appropriately. A manager needs to acknowledge the differences between people and channel them in ways that result in positive outcomes for the parties involved as well as for the organisation. 

In this session we look at symptoms and sources of conflict in the work situation and at some strategies for managing conflict. We have included several academic activities to help you improve your strategic readings skills. You may wish to start by studying Reading 5, which introduces you to an advanced kind of mind-mapping: it is helpful both in reading actively and in recalling important information later for an assignment or exam. Once again, this session is relevant to your first assignment, so make a note of relevant parts of it while you study. 
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Timing of this session

This session contains one main reading (Reading 4) which is divided into four parts and an academic skills text (Reading 5) which can be read at any stage of the session. There are seven activities in this session. It is likely to take you at least three hours: a logical point to take a break would be at the end of section 4.

1
LEARNING OUTCOMES OF THIS SESSION



	Intended learning outcomes

By the end of this session, you should be able to:



	Management outcomes:

· Define conflict.

· Recognise a range of symptoms of conflict.

· Explain a range of sources of conflict.

· Apply different responses to conflict.

· Discuss the collaborative approach to handling conflict.
· Propose solutions to interpersonal problems.
	Academic outcomes:

· Develop a range of concepts and categories and apply them.

· Use previewing strategies to read more strategically.

· Select information from a text.

· Develop the skill of making graphic representations of the contents of a text.




2
READINGS AND REFERENCES



There is one main text for this session. You are invited to preview it in Task 3 and then to read it section by section. You will be directed to reading the relevant sections during the session.

	Reading 
	Publication details
	Page numbers



	4a-4d


	Whetten, B. A.. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins.
	4a: pp395-400

4b: pp400-403 

4c: pp407-410

4d: pp410-428

	5
	Jones, B., Pierce, J. & Hunter, B. (1989). “Teaching students to construct graphic representations”. Educational Leadership. Dec 1988/Jan 1989.
	pp 20-25

	References
	
	The page numbers are in the text

	
	George, J. (1990). “Why stress is a management issue” Health manpower management, Vol. 16, No.3, pp17-19. In Management Education Scheme for Open Learning (MESOL), The Open University. (2000). Managing in Health and Social Care, Module 2 Book 3. Milton Keynes: Walton Hall.
	

	
	Handy, C. (1993). Understanding Organisations. London: Penguin Books.
	

	
	Management Education Scheme for Open Learning (MESOL), The Open University. (2000). Managing in Health and Social Care, Module 2 Book 3. Milton Keynes: Walton Hall.
	


3
WHAT IS CONFLICT? 



3.1
Defining conflict

What do you understand by the word conflict and how do you feel about it as a manager? 

Conflict can be defined as: 

“… a struggle between opposing interests, principles, values, or feelings …” (MESOL, 2000: 48)

This definition is very generalised. To clarify your understanding, apply the definition to your workplace by identifying some opposing interests that could lead to conflict: think of a principle over which people might disagree e.g. whether staff should get time off for their studies. Identify some diverse values which could cause conflict e.g. women’s right to choice in relation to abortion, or some feelings which could cause conflict e.g. support for a new manager who is a woman. These situations could result in very different kinds of conflict.

 “… People’s feelings and values may coincide over a wide range of issues, and yet they may find themselves in conflict over whether one department or another should have access to certain resources. This would be a conflict of interest. Alternately, two people may have no actual conflict of interest, but they may nevertheless clash because one happens to say something, knowingly or not, which offends the other’s feelings. 

There is also the possibility that a conflict may arise ‘by mistake’, through misunderstanding of each other. One person may think that a colleague has certain values or feelings e.g. that they are racist, or that they are being obstructive. However, they could be mistaken in their assessment. They could be making assumptions on the basis of a stereotype, for example, ‘The finance people can never understand the nursing staff’s difficulties’ or ‘All white people think they are superior’. Alternately, an incorrect assessment of a normally very polite person could be made if they behave in an uncharacteristically rude way during a time of severe stress …” (Adapted from MESOL, 2000: 48) 

The possibility of a true misunderstanding is always worth bearing in mind in situations of conflict.

3.2
Symptoms of conflict

“… Conflict does not always manifest itself in overt strife, battles round the meeting table or ’blood on the carpet’. The bitterest conflicts are sometimes conducted with perfect manners, perhaps without the underlying cause ever being mentioned …” (Adapted from MESOL, 2000: 49) This can be quite confusing for the people involved and those around them.

How can you as a manager tell when conflict has arisen or whether it is likely to surface in the future? 


In addition to symptoms of interpersonal conflict, symptoms of organisational conflict may be manifested in a more generalised way. Handy categorises the symptoms of organisational conflict as follows:

“… Poor communications laterally and vertically: 

Decisions are taken on the wrong information. Group A is unaware that Group B is working on another part of the same problem. Two levels in the same division are moving in different directions on the same problem. 

Inter-group hostility and jealousy: 

This usually comes out in statements beginning:

‘Department A is only concerned with keeping their lines straight …’

‘Division B is totally unaware that …’

’If it wasn’t for those people in X department …’

’They never tell us anything …’

‘They expect us to know by intuition …’

‘They seem to have the MD’s ear …’

Inter-personal friction: 
Relations between individuals, usually in different groups, deteriorate to icy formality or argument. Problems seem to get polarized around people and personalities.

Increase in need for arbitration: 

More and more inter-group conflicts are passed [upwards] for arbitration. The cross-over point [for arbitration] becomes ever higher in the hierarchy as successive levels of superiors take up the defence of their interested parties. For example, what started as a disagreement between a driver and a clinic midwife becomes a problem between the MCH co-ordinator and the logistics co-ordinator, which ends up having to be resolved by the district manager. 

Proliferation of rules and regulations, norms and myths: 

It becomes more and more difficult to do anything without over-stepping somebody’s regulations, somebody’s established way of doing things, somebody’s essential permission.

Low morale of the type expressed in frustration at inefficiency: 

‘We don’t seem to be able to get anything moving …’ 

‘It’s no use trying to be imaginative around here …’ 

‘You would think they didn’t want anything to happen …’

Most of this frustration under conditions of conflict is directed at the higher levels in the organisation. These symptoms will be found at some time in almost every organisation …To treat the symptoms will be ineffective if the underlying disease is left untouched. A plaster on a boil will cover it up but if the boil is the result of a deeper ailment, another boil will pop up somewhere else …The strategy for resolving conflict must be related to the disease, not the symptom. Diagnosis, therefore, differentiating between symptoms and cause, is the key to the proper management of conflict …” (Adapted from Handy, 1993: 299)

In addition to the symptoms described here, a further clue to conflict may be identified in the fact that staff members are displaying signs of stress as was described in Session 1 of this Unit.

4
SOURCES OF CONFLICT



Handy refers to two important causes of conflict in the extract above: inter-group jealousy and poor communication. There are many other possible causes. In the next task, you are asked to identify some of them.



The above example illustrates an important source of conflict: differences in expectations. The co-ordinator expected the team to accept the new staff member without question. The team expected to be involved in the decision. 

“… Conflict often has its origins in a breakdown of the psychological contract – the set of unwritten, often unspoken, but nevertheless implicit, expectations which exist in the minds of parties to [or participants in] enduring relationships.” (George, 1990: 47) 

“Conflict may occur if the expectations that one person brings to a situation are not matched by those of the other involved …” (MESOL, 2000: 47)
 We will examine the causes of conflict in further detail in the next section. 

5
MANAGING CONFLICT 



So far in this session, we have identified symptoms of conflict and have started to think about the causes of conflict. In this section, we will categorise the causes of interpersonal conflict and examine some strategies for managing such conflicts. At the same time, we will revise the strategy of reading effectively by previewing. The reading for this session is situated in the business context rather than the health sector, but the issues are relevant to both. While you read it, try to identify the parallels in your own work context.


5.1
Strengthen your strategic reading skills

Before you start reading, revise the strategy of previewing. It can save you a lot of time when reading to understand.


Try out this strategy for reading now, and time yourself on the previewing process (not more than 5 minutes). Then note how much time it takes you to read the text. 


5.2
Categorising the causes of interpersonal conflict

Teasing out categories of information is useful because it helps one to organise the information in one’s mind and to understand concepts on a deeper level. For example, in Session 1 of this Unit, we categorised values into three groups – individual, professional and group values. 

As you already know, Reading 4a explores the causes of interpersonal conflict. The writers argue that managers often wrongly attribute conflict to a worker’s personality defect. As an alternative, they propose four categories of causes of interpersonal conflict. Read Task 4 before reading 4a in detail.




5.3
Different ways of responding to conflict

Now that you have developed a framework for understanding the causes of interpersonal conflict, how do you as a manager respond to conflict? Reading 4b on “Conflict response alternatives” explores several kinds of responses according to their impact. (The section on negotiation is interesting but more relevant to the business sector so we will not study it further here.) Preview reading 4b and read the instructions for the task below as part of your previewing strategy. 



5.4
Choosing your conflict management approach

One of the points made in the reading (Whetten et al, 1991: 410) is that ineffective conflict managers fall into one of two traps: they either rely on the same strategies whatever the conflict situation, or they struggle to implement the collaborative approach. They argue that effective managers tailor their response to conflict according to the situation. We’ll deal with the issue of matching the conflict management approach with the situation first, using Reading 4c. Preview the text and then refer to Table 7.4 reproduced here from page 409.


	SITUATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
	CONFLICT MANAGEMENT APPROACH

	
	Forcing
	Accommodating
	Compromising
	Collaborating
	Avoiding

	Issue importance
	High
	Low
	Med
	High
	Low

	Relationship importance
	Low
	High
	Med
	High
	Low

	Relative power
	High
	Low
	Equal-High
	Low-High
	Equal-High

	Time constraints
	Med-High
	Med-High
	Low
	Low
	Med-high


(Adaptation of Table 7.4 Whetten et al, 1991: 409) 

What the table sets out to do is to show which of the five conflict management approaches are suitable in certain situations. On the left are the situational considerations which include assessing whether the issue is of high or low importance; whether the relationships between the different parties in the conflict are of high or low importance; whether the relative power of the different parties is very different (high), equal or low (not much difference) and whether there are significant time constraints or not. Having identified the situational characteristics of a conflict situation, one can see which approach is most appropriate.

For example, if there is an issue at stake which is of high importance e.g. an important visitor refuses to comply with safety procedures, forcing or collaborating would be the appropriate approaches. However, if it is important to maintain a good relationship with the person concerned, it may be better to use collaborating instead of forcing. However, if the visitor has more power than the manager, s/he may be led to think that accommodating might be the best approach: but if the issue is really important, and time is a constraint, then the manager should probably choose the forcing approach for time and safety reasons. The table offers guidance, but choices still have to be made.


If one considers the consequences of forcing, compromising or avoiding, all would be negative in this instance. Collaborating therefore seemed to be the most appropriate. In the next section, we will look at the collaborative approach in more detail.

5.5
Resolving interpersonal conflict using the collaborative approach

The collaborative approach is not an easy approach. It works best when time is not an issue, when the focus of the conflict is important and when the need for maintaining or rebuilding a relationship is significant. The manager involved has to be willing to give away some power in the process. 

The collaborative approach is described in Reading 4d. It is structured as a problem solving cycle, according to the perspectives of those involved in the conflict. A confrontation between two individuals involves an initiator and a responder. In the NGO example, the co-ordinator is the initiator; the fieldwork team are the responders. If the two parties are unable to resolve their differences by themselves, a mediator may be called upon to assist them in reaching a constructive solution. The reading suggests guidelines for each of the three roles, to assist with the problem-solving process. 


This is a long reading and contains some useful information in it. Try to develop a diagram which summarises the collaborative approach, and bear it in mind next time you encounter conflict. To help you to get to grips with the reading and to make more sense of it afterwards, read it with a sheet of paper at hand. Try to make a mind-map or graphic representation of it as you read, writing down only the main points. Divide the page horizontally into three columns: one for the initiator, one for the responder and one for the mediator. In each column, note down the stages of the process in sequence. If there is particular advice about what to do and what not to do, highlight these points as DO’s and DON’Ts. While you read, try to apply the process to a real situation that is familiar to you. A graphic like this does not have to look perfect at the end of the process, but it can be a useful way of reminding yourself of the contents of a reading. Compare your notes with the list of “Behavioral guidelines” on pages 425-428. 



6
 SESSION SUMMARY 



In this session we looked at symptoms and causes of conflict. We examined different ways in which people respond to conflict and then looked in detail at the collaborative approach to managing conflict.

Conflict management is an unavoidable part of a manager’s job. It requires perceptiveness, sensitivity and skill. As a manager you need to be able to stand back so that you do not become drawn into the conflict yourself, while at the same time having a clear understanding of the issues involved. Having some knowledge of different approaches to handling conflict can help you, whether you are in the role of initiator, responder or mediator. 

You have reached the end of Unit 2. In this Unit we looked at some of the skills which are important in managing people: how to understand people better and how to manage conflict. In Unit 3, we look at the leadership roles of the manager - motivating people, leading people and building teams.

TASK 1 – Identifying the symptoms of conflict





From your own experience, what kinds of behaviour among your staff would alert you to the possibility of conflict among them?





FEEDBACK





 “…  A useful way of thinking about the symptoms of conflict is to categorise them as either ’hot’ or ’cold’. ’Cold‘ conflict often creates an atmosphere of false cheerfulness … In other words, the person who is angry or upset tries to hide their tension by behaving in socially acceptable ways which are not really appropriate to the situation. [For example, even if someone is very upset with you, on the surface they may behave as though nothing is wrong. You need to be aware of this sort of behaviour in order to pick it up.] The person who is upset is often too unsure or too angry to risk expressing their feelings for fear of the consequences. ’Hot’ conflict, on the other hand, may be [much more] apparent. It reveals itself in outbursts of feeling and actions which leave little … doubt that … there is a problem. ‘Hot’ conflict is often easier to handle than ‘cold’ …” (Adapted from MESOL, 2000: 51)








TASK 2 – Identifying some of the causes of conflict





a)	Think of two episodes of work-related conflict in which you have been involved. Analyse what you think were the causes. 


b)	Think of two episodes of conflict among your staff which you had to help resolve. What do you think were the reasons for the conflict? 





Besides the obvious issues, try to use the concepts discussed so far (e.g. differences in values, realities or goals) as part of your analysis; try to think of some underlying factors which may not necessarily have been mentioned, but which could have contributed to the problems.








FEEDBACK





You will have come up with examples from your own context, but here is an example which illustrates some of the issues discussed:





A group of non-governmental health fieldworkers are surprised to find a new staff member working in the office as assistant to the co-ordinator. They have heard nothing about this appointment and feel that the resources would be better spent employing an extra fieldworker. They are asked to “make him feel welcome”, and then to help to induct him into his new role. They resist helping and make him feel very unwelcome. What are the causes of the conflict?





Probably, the causes included a combination of poor information-sharing on the part of the co-ordinator, and a sort of inter-group jealousy on the part of the fieldwork team. The co-ordinator has not taken the present stresses and expectations of the health worker team into account and has taken decisions without any discussion. She has overlooked the team’s expectations of due process in what they thought was a democratic organisation. The team members feel resentful that she does not regard their views as important.


 


One could also say that the co-ordinator and the team have different perspectives on how the pressures in the organisation would best be alleviated. The team feels that a staff increase is needed for the field; the co-ordinator may feel that if the central office was more effective, she could support the team better. One way or another, the team does not see the co-ordinator’s viewpoint, and nor does she see theirs, because of poor communication. She did not discuss the issue with them.





Reading 4: Whetten, B. A. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins, pp 395-428.





TASK 3 – Reading about conflict management





Previewing is a process that leads to what could be called intelligent or strategic reading. Prepare to read the chapter by Whetten et al by following these steps taking not more than 5 minutes:





Explore the text for any clues which the publication features provide – look for the author, clues to the purpose of the chapter, the date of publication, the place where it was published. What do these features suggest to you? Remember that you should be critically aware that not everything you read is going to be helpful: it may be biased or confined to a specific perspective, or out of date.


Scan through the text looking closely at the advance organisers. These are the text features which structure the text. These include headings, diagrams, sub-headings, summaries, photos, captions. Even skim-read the first and last paragraphs of the whole text, or of the different sections. By doing this, try to get an overview of the contents of the text. This means that there are no surprises ahead. Although this may seem like a loss of time to you, it creates a mental picture of what lies ahead. Experts on reading tell us that this gives you confidence as a reader, enables you to speed up, and allows you to skip over difficult phrases or parts that seem less important for your purpose. Now think of a few things that you already know about this topic. (This is important – it creates hooks for you to hang new information on, and it prepares your mind to be receptive to this topic.) 


Finally jot down two questions that you are going to bear in mind while you read the text e.g. What does this writer say are the causes of interpersonal conflict? and What strategies does the author suggest for managing conflict? The questions are suggested by the text, but should serve the reader’s needs too. This means that you are likely to read actively, searching for specific information, and maybe jotting down notes on these two topics too. You could also bear questions in mind which relate to your assignment.














FEEDBACK





Did you take the time to try this process or have you already developed your own reading strategies?  It is worth working on your strategy as it speeds up reading and enables you to concentrate and read actively. Try to monitor your own reading processes while you read – how long does it take, does your mind drift while you read? If it does, try to be more active while you read by answering a question or taking notes on a mind-map. If you have not skim-read Reading 5 yet, this would be a good time to do so.








Reading 4a: Whetten, B. A. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins, pp 395-400.





Task 4 – Reading for specific information from the text





a)	List the four broad categories of causes of interpersonal conflict described in the reading. 


b)	Try to identify an example of each category of conflict in your own experience. 


c)	Go back to the causes of conflict you identified in the Task 2. Group them according to the four categories.








FEEDBACK





a)	The four categories of conflict which Whetten et al identify are:


Personal differences.


Information deficiency.


Role incompatibility.


Environmental stress.





The feedback for questions (b) and (c) is combined:


The conflict between the co-ordinator and the fieldworkers of the NGO in Task 2 was probably a combination of three causes. Firstly, it is an example of information deficiency: the co-ordinator did not tell the team that she was going to employ someone to assist her, did not consult them and also did not disclose why she thought she should employ an assistant. If they had understood her rationale, they may have been less resentful. Secondly, the pressures on the fieldwork team added to their anger which is an example of environmental stress. But at another level, the roles of the manager and the fieldwork team are to some extent incompatible: management and fieldworkers are in competition to obtain more capacity and inevitably resources are limited. It seems that a number of these categories could overlap, but this in itself is helpful in understanding the cause of conflict more fully. 








Reading 4b: Whetten, B. A. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins, pp400-403.





TASK 5 – Responding to conflict





a)	While reading the section on “Conflict response alternatives” (pp400-403), list the five categories of response to conflict which are discussed. Take brief notes on each while you read and then write a definition of each type of response. Compare your definitions with those in the feedback before doing question (b). 





b)	In each of the examples of conflict you listed in Task 2, decide which kind of response was used to resolve it. Do you feel that this was the most appropriate response in each case?





FEEDBACK





a)	Here are the five responses to interpersonal conflict mentioned in the reading:


Forcing: This is an attempt to satisfy one’s own needs at the expense of the other individual’s i.e. “Do it my way.”


Accommodating: This response satisfies the other party’s concern while neglecting one’s own i.e. “Ok, we can do it your way.”


Avoiding: This is a response which neglects the interests of both parties by side-stepping the conflict or postponing a solution i.e. “I’d rather not deal with this right now.”


Compromising: This is an attempt to obtain partial satisfaction for both parties. Both parties are asked to make sacrifices to obtain a common gain i.e. “I’ll meet you half way”.


Collaborating: This response is an attempt to fully address the concerns of both parties. It is also sometimes called the Win/Win method i.e. “Let’s find the solution together.”  





b)	In our NGO example in Task 2, the conflict situation was resolved as follows. The co-ordinator was fairly quick to pick up the tension, both through her assistant’s reports and through her own observations. She called a meeting with the fieldworker to whom she felt closest and asked what the problem was. The fieldworker was direct in explaining what had offended the staff. The co-ordinator then called a meeting with the fieldwork team, but without the new assistant. She listened to their grievances and explained her perspective. She then agreed to meet with them for a planning session about their own sense of pressure in the field. She apologised for not sharing her plans with them, and together they discussed a future procedure for new appointments. They agreed to discuss it as part of organisational policy at the next General Staff Meeting. Her response was collaborative so far but would only continue to be so if she followed through on the team’s needs and found a way to resolve their problems. The consequences of not following through would be that she would lose credibility and would be seen as simply talking her way out of the problem in the short-term without any follow up. 











Reading 4c: Whetten, B. A.. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins, pp 407-410.





TASK 6 – Evaluating your own examples of conflict





a)	Analyse one of the conflict situations you identified in relation to the model presented in Table 7.4.





FEEDBACK





If we analyse the NGO example from Task 2, the situational considerations were, in my view, as follows:





Analysis of situational considerations�
Suitable conflict management approaches�
�
The conflict was over the use of resources 


(staff allocations) and communication; both 


were important issues.�
Forcing, collaborating.�
�
Maintaining good relationships was of high importance.�
Accommodating, collaborating.�
�
The manager seemed to have relatively equal power with the fieldwork team, although she exercised much more power in this instance.�
Accommodating, compromising, collaborating.�
�
Time was not a major issue.�
Compromising or collaborating.�
�






Reading 4d: Whetten, B. A. & Cameron, K.S. (1991). Developing Management Skills. Ch 7, “Interpersonal Conflict Management.” New York: Harper Collins, pp 410-428.








TASK 7 – Evaluating your conflict management skills





a)	Think about conflicts in which you have played a role. Were you the initiator, the responder or the mediator? 


b)	To what extent did you behave according to the suggestions in the guidelines? What could you have done differently? 





FEEDBACK





In this instance, your responses will be individual. Try to reflect critically on your conflict management skills, as this is a good way to strengthen your own skills. Remember also that the collaborative approach is best used when the issue is critical and when maintaining staff relations is important. 





Take a look at Reading 5 after you have completed this session: it provides further detail on the study skill of making graphic representations while you read. This is a very helpful academic skill to develop: it can make you more alert while reading and saves you time when doing an assignment or revising before an exam.








Reading 5: Jones, B., Pierce, J. & Hunter, B. (1989). “Teaching students to construct graphic representations”. Educational Leadership. Dec 1988/Jan 1989, pp20-25.
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