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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to outline various organizational as well as wider 
social issues which relate to the way in which organizational members 
conceptualize and deal with conflict encounters in their workplace. Using open
ended interviews, I examined the way in which employees in two divisions of a 
Greek bureaucratic organization resolved conflict situations experienced in the 
context of their division. The analysis of the case study material led to the 
development of a net model, which revealed (a) common conflict resolution 
strategies both within as well as across eoch of the two divisions; (b) employees' 
involvement in a decision making process which directly alluded to the specific 
organizational context and the wider social conditions within which the bureaucratic 
organization was embedded. Having offered insights into which aspects of the social 
and organizational context have a bearing on the way in which conflict situations 
are processed by organizational members, the paper concludes with some 
suggestions for the design of decision support systems which are sensitive to the 
contextual elements described. The design and the implementation of such a 
support system aims to increase the possibility for taking into account positive 
effects of conflict for organizational functioning. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

As a social phenomenon, conflict is a persistent fact of organizational life. 
Research on organizations is often seen as incomplete unless it offers an 
unders1anding of conflict and of techniques for its management (Robbins, 1974). 
Especially nowadays, with the increasing complexity both of organizational life and 
of task interdependence, conflict is an indispensable and vital aspect of evezyday 
organizational reality. 

Conflict within organizational groups has so far been little studied, even though 
its importance has been highlighted by existing organizational research. Research 
has demonstrated that frictions among group members reduce employees' 
satisfaction regarding their work group, their overall job satisfaction and, 
consequently, organizational effectiveness (Jehn, 1992). The importance of conflict 
occurring in organizational groups is determined by the fact that people in 
organizations mainly work in groups. Since the work that members of the same 
group perform is usually interdependent, effective organizing cannot take place 
unless such interdependencies are managed effectively. The mainstream of conflict 
research at an intra-group level has focused primarily on conflicts of goals within 
the group (Levine and Moreland, 1990), having disregarded the fact that most 
organizational groups are common-goal groups. Nevertheless, conflict interfaces 
between employees working in the same group can still occur and may range from 
competition over resomces and struggles for power, to failure to coordinate their 
efforts and to discrepancies in the way in which personal relationships are handled. 

Having as a point of departure the fact that there has been little consensus on 
the defmition of conflict as a social phenomenon, in the context of the present 
study, I have adqJted a social psychological perspective on conflict research and 
defined conflict in terms of perceived incompatibilities as far as views, 
wishes, desires and/or actions are concerned. Such incompatibilities should, at a 
minimum, be pt7ceived by one of the parties directly involved in mJer for a 
situation to be called a conflict. Even though conflict in organizations does not 
usually take the form of overt hostilities, or necessitate official negotiation and the 
intervention of third parties for the differences to be resolved, such differences are 
embedded in the interactions between organizational members in the course of their 
daily activities, and may take the form of ongoing skirmishes or small ·vengeances' 
(Kolb and Putnam, 1992). Having associated the conflict concept with the 
perception of differences, conflict was then recognized as being one of the most 
challenging problems organizational members have to face and, often, one of the 
most troublesome (Putnam, 1988). 

2 CONFLICf SOLUTION OR CONFLICf RESOLUTION? 

Classical organization theory (e.g. Weber, Mayo, Taylor) assumed that conflict ~ 
detrimental to organizational functioning and, thus, examined conflict with a view 
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to reducing it, or even eliminating it altogether, from the work context. 
Elimination or minimization of conflict was attempted through the development of 
hierarchical and rigid organizational structures and pucedures which restricted 
creativity and led to 'behind-the-scenes' types of problems. Organization theorists 
have cwrently reached a consensus that a moderate amount of conflict is necessary 
for attaining an optimum organizational effectiveness. While, on the one hand, 
conflict may have dysfunctional effects (such as putting at risk the emotional well
being of individuals by the rupture of their social relationships with other 
individuals within the group, become the source of misperceptions and/or of 
suspicious, hostile attitudes which increase sensitivity to differences and threats), 
some optimum level of conflict - and associated personal stress and tension - is 
necessary for progress and productivity (Pondy, 1967). It eliminates sources of 
dissatisfaction and serves as a means of change and of an increase in an 
organization's adaptability, since the latter learns to adapt to changing internal 
pressures. 

Taking into account that conflict may have positive effects, while keeping in 
mind that organizational groups are complex networks of interdependencies, giving 
rise to constant and inevitable sources of conflicts, there is no longer any question 
of how to eliminate conflict from the worlq>lace. Rather, there is a rising interest in 
understanding the conditions that lead to the effective management of conflict 
situations. Since the negative effects of conflict have often been associated with 
instances where conflict escalated to a point that failed to be managed, detecting 
mechanisms leading to either escalation or resolution of this situation will be of 
vital importance for both organizational researchers and practitioners, in the sense 
that it will provide 'a link for moving from abstract conceptualization to 
organizational application' (Kochan and Verma, 1983; p.21). 

3 CONFLICT RESOLUTION AS A DECISION MAKING 
PROBLEM 

In this study, conflict resolution is apJmached as a decision making problem. The 
rationale behind this approach lies in the fact that decision making is conceptualized 
as the process during which individuals who fa:e a problem choose among 
alternative courses of action (Janis and Mann, 1977). Looking at conflict resolution 
as a decision making process calls for an understanding of both the choice of 
communicative strategy made by the individual, as well as of how the decision was 
made, (that is, what led the individual to choose one particular course of action 
rather than another). 

Conflict resolution is a personal decision problem in the sense that it is the 
employee who fa:es the conflict incident and has to fmd a way to deal with it. 
However, even though, when facing a conflict situation, employees experience it as 
a personal issue (i.e., they may personalize it, keep it for themselves and so on), in 
the meantime, the way that conflict is managed bears organizational consequences, 
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and may also have organizational solutions. As any personal decision problem, the 
conflict management process is likely to be affected by the characteristics of the 
individuals who are involved in this process, arxl may thus vary depending on the 
individual. Such characteristics entail cognitive and motivational aspects, the 
coping patterns people use, as well as the degree and type of uncertainty they can 
handle (Jungermann, 1980; Hogarth et al., 1980; Berlreley and Humphreys, 1982). 
However, examining the way that organizational members deal with conflict 
situations only in the light of the characteristics of the employee directly involved 
in it, fails to capture the complexity of the phenomenon. Rather, the way in which 
employees conceptualize and deal with conflict situations within their work context 
is also framed by the work environment itself. This is due to the fact that conflict 
incidents in an organizational setting and their resolution do not occur in a vacuum, 
but within a social environment. Even though these relationships and interactions 
among organizational members apply to a variety of organizational settings, there 
are bound to be differeoces depending on the various characteristics of work 
organizations (e.g., technology employed, structure of the organization). 

4 CONTEXTUALIZING CONFLICT RESOLUTION - THE 
EXAMINATION OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION STRATEGIES IN A 
BUREAUCRATIC CONTEXT 

The present study examined the strategies of conflict resolution as used by 
employees in two divisions of a Greek bureaucratic organization. This organization 
(E.P .E.) can be best described as a heavy industrial company which is project-OOsed 
and manufactures large and complex machinery on an one-off basis. I shall now 
briefly refer to the way in which employees perform their tasks and relate to each 
other, which is typical of organizational bureaucracies. 

The central features of bureaucratic organizations are the existence of an 
accountability system, the hierarchy of subordinate-supervisor relationships arxl 
prescribed role responsibilities (Weber, 1948; Baum, 1987). As it was also the case 
in E.P.E., the essence of the hierarchical authority structure is that the manager 
delegates some of the work to others, for whose work s/he is accountable. These 
networks of role relationships form in the particular organization a pyramid-shaped 
hierarchical structure, which is characteristic of bureaucratic systems. Employee's 
role, and the corresponding role expectations that others have of the person in that 
role, are clearly demarcated and defined by formal rules. As in any bureaucratic 
organization, E.P.E. was basically managed through reguJated channels of 
communication and ftxed rules which limited employees' actions and specified the 
way in which employees holding the same position were expected to act. 

Even though these characteristics portray all organizations to a certain degree, 
the extent to which bureaucratic systems display these characteristics has often 
added pejorative connotations to the bureaucracy concept (Clegg et al., 1988). For 
example, as in any bureaucratic company, E.P.E. had too many levels of 
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organization which made reaching decisions a lengthy process. Moreover, job 
descriptions would sometimes become so fixed that employees felt constrained from 
getting on with the work in hand, or with the changing work requirements. 

5 METHOD 

For the purpose of this research, I examined the way in which organizational 
members resolved their conflict incidents in a bureaucratic context, using a Greek 
industrial company (E.P .E.) as the organizational context of the ~ study. The 
case study data was collected using open-ended interviews with employees from two 
divisions of the organization; fourteen of the employees interviewed worked in the 
Research and Design Division and twelve in the Supplies Division. The 
interviewees were chosen to be representative of all the different ranks in the 
departmental hierarchical structure. 

In order to cover the diversity of conflict incidents in the workplace, informants 
were asked to refer to conflicts with people working in different hierarchical 
positions (i.e., colleagues, supervisors and/or subordinates), as long as these people 
were working in the same division. The discussion focused on actual conflict 
incidents which the informants reported having experienced in the past, as well as 
on episodes which may have happened in the past, but they did not contain any 
reference to either a specific person or a particular point in time, and which were 
thus presented in a hypothetical way. However, instances where employees would 
make generalized comments on their conflict behaviour were not included in the 
analysis. In total, 112 episodes were reported and further analyzed (45 actual 
episodes and 67 hypothetical episodes). The analysis of these episodes was two
fold. First, they provided the basis for the generation of a conflict handling model 
which illustrated how conflict incidents are handled in each of the two divisions 
examined. Second, these episodes were further analyzed to examine what Jed 
employees in their choice of the particular conflict resolution strategy used in each 
of these incidents. 

6 THE NET MODEL OF CONFLICI' RESOLUTION STRATEGIES 

Employees' behavioural patterns, as revealed in their accounts of conflict episodes 
experienced in the context of their division, were modelled using the basic 
principles of net modelling (Berkeley et al., 1990). As the analysis indicated, the 
generic structure of the way in which conflict incidents were handled in each of the 
two divisions was the same. The frequencies reported in the course of the interviews 
are presented in Figure 1, adjacent to each transition point (i.e., process branch) of 
the net model. These frequencies need to be treated only as indicative of the patterns 
of conflict handling behaviour likely to be used by employees of the two divisions. 
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Moreover, since the analysis indicated that no major differences were found 
regarding the frequencies with which employees in each of the two divisions used 
particular conflict resolution strategies, as well as regarding the frequencies of these 
strategies in actual and hypothetical conflict episodes, these frequencies were treated 
invariably for the purpose of this study. 

As indicated in Figure 1, the conflict episode starts when the person perceives a 
situation as conflict ridden. At this point, there are two different pathways which 
employees can choose from. First, employees may choose not to communicate the 
conflict experienced to the other party and thus use what conflict research has called 
'avoiding' behaviour. This way of dealing with conflict is not an 'effective' way of 
dealing with a conflict situation, in the sense that respondents have often reported 
feelings of frustration and anger in instances where the conflict experienced has not 
been communicated to the other party; in these situations, employees often reported 
a need to express such feelings, even outside their work context and, in this way, 
fmd an 'outlet' for their emotions. Since no satisfactory solution has been found for 
the conflict experienced within the work context, the conflict episode has not really 
come to an end. 

The alternative pathway that employees were found using was to 
communicate their disagreement to the other person. In such cases, the 
parties got involved in a conversation about the conflict issue, during which they 
expressed their viewpoints in an attempt to resolve the controversy. Research on 
negotiation and conflict management has referred to the behaviour encountered on 
such occasions in terms of 'problem solving' or 'integrative behaviour'. The tactics 
used in the various episodes reported included concession-making, information 
seeking and providing, disclosure, definition of issues and argumentation. As 
indicated in both divisions, employees most often express the conflict experienced 
to the other party. 

What happens when attempts at reaching an agreement are not successful? How 
do employees deal with such conflict situations? A close examination of the 
conflict episodes analyzed illustrated that the pathway employees followed at this 
stage of the model (i.e., when there had been an initial failure to resolve conflict) 
was determined by the power position of each of the two participants in the conflict 
situation. Research on organizational bureaucracies has already highlighted the 
prominence of the power issue within bureaucratic organizational structures. 
However, despite the fact that power position was a determining factor for the 
pathway that employees followed in the bottom part of the model, in most of the 
episodes reported, there was no explicit reference to the power position of the other 
party as a criterion for following a certain pathway; this finding can be seen as 
indicative of the fact that such assessment was more an automatic, rather than a 
conscious, assessment. 
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The Other Party is a Subordinate 
When the conflict situation involved a supervisor and a subordinate - and the 
conflict has not been resolved at an earlier stage of the model - then the supervisor 
was found to ~ his opinion on the other person. This conflict behaviour is 
not surprising when we take into account the prominence of the role of the 
supervisor for the accomplishment of the tasks delegated in bureaucratic 
organizations. Since the supervisor is held responsible for the work delegated to his 
subordinates, the organization provides him with the power to enforce his line of 
thinking and action to the employees working under his/her supervision. In 
general, organizational studies have illustrated that supervisors rely on 'forcing' 
behaviour as their most characteristic way of handling conflicts (Putnam and Poole, 
1987; Roloff, 1987). Moreover, studies on Greek managers have found that they 
tend to behave in a power-oriented manner and use more authoritative modes of 
leadership and management (Cummings and Schmidt, 1972; Bourantas et al., 
1990). What is worth noticing in these cases is that, even though managers 
considered the conflict situation to be sorted out in a satisfactory manner (for both 
parties), this view is not necessarily shared by the subordinate who is the other 
party in the conflict; as a result, and as we shall see next, these conflict incidents 
remain outstanding. 

The Other Party is the Supervisor 
There are two conflict behavioural patterns that subordinates have reported 
following when they are engaged in a conflict situation with their supervisor; 
assessment of the conflict situation at hand sometimes directs them towards 
complying with the supervisor while, at other times, guides them towards referring 
to the supervisor-one-level-higher in the organizational hierarchy. Looking at the 
frequencies reported by employees, compliance is, by far, the most common case 
reported in the interviews conducted, even though, in all of these cases, the 
subordinate still disagrees with the supervisor. In organizational bureaucracies, 
employees' compliance has often been viewed in terms of their making use of 
bureaucratic rules and regulations in <rder to protect themselves from personal 
responsibility for the consequences of the actions taken (Diamond, 1993). 

However, even though subordinates sometimes talk about the conflict issue as 
being 'over', complying with the supervisor - without agreeing with him - does not 
necessarily 'remove' the conflict situation, at least as far as the subordinate is 
concerned. As demonstrated in employees' discourse, the outstanding conflict 
episode may lead to a 'new' conflict episode (loop with the first part of the model); 
for instance, the employee may once again face the dilemma of whether to express 
their disagreement or not. S/he may become 'trapped' in such a conflict cycle for a 
while, until s/he decides to change her/his previous way of dealing with the 
situation and thus choose an alternative behaviour (e.g., not to voice her/his 
disagreement at all and thus, return to the upper part of the model indicates). 
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The other pathway that subordinates have reported following in only two 
occasions was refenal to the supervisor one-level-higher in the organizational 
hierarchy in <rder to resolve the conflict Both employees worlred in the R&D 
Department and were well-experienced. Unlike cases in which subordinates chose to 
comply with the supervisor (and then handled the grievance privately), these 
employees took an 'active' step, in the sense that they refared to somebody higher 
up in the hierarchy, and thus found a way to deal with the conflict within their 
work context. Even though this way of dealing with the conflict situation can be 
seen as a means of responsibility diffusion ('upward buck-passing'), it is a more 
effective way of dealing with conflict - as compared to the alternative pathway 
usually followed - in the sense that, in these cases, subordinates reported being 
more satisfied with the way they handled the conflict. However, given the fact that 
this alternative is rarely chosen by employees, I believe that these two incidents 
should be treated as exceptions. For this reason, even though the model indicated 
that employees assessed the situation at this phase of their conflict resolution 
process before choosing which pathway to follow, in evezyday practice, they 
aweared to comply with the supervisor without deliberating about whether there 
was any other option available to them. 

Conflict between Colleagues 
In such conflict instances, employees could choose to withdraw from the conflict 
situation - even by pretending it no longer exists - and, consequently, leave the 
conflict unresolved. This mode of conflict behaviour has been refared to in the 
conflict resolution literature as 'smoothing' or 'yielding' behaviour. Alternatively, 
they could choose to insist on their points of view (i.e., impasse); in such cases, 
the situation comes to a deadlock and, thus, the conflict remains outstanding (at 
least, within the given conflict episode). Another way of dealing with conflict 
between colleagues, was to ask for intervention from somebody else who will 
take responsibility for solving the conflict between the two colleagues. The 
frequent role of a supervis<r acting as 'third party' in conflict situations stems from 
his position in the organization's hierarchy, which offers him the authority am 
legitimate power to deal with conflicts where his subordinates are involved. Referral 
to the supervisor as a means of dealing with problems in general alludes to the 
issue of diffusion of responsibility and is a normal occmrence in bureaucratic 
organizations. In a way, bureaucratic structures, by the JXOCedures they propose, 
further 'reinforce' this practice; in fact, employees' discourse in such situations 
abounds with references to bureaucratic procedures. For instance, employees ask for 
their supervis<r's intervention when they regard the issue in dispute as being 
beyond the scope of their responsibility; in these cases, the supervisor will also be 
held responsible for the decision taken. Moreover, the analysis indicated that 
employees would less frequently invite another colleague to mediate in their 
dispute. However, as organization research has illustrated, while intervention often 
contributes towards reaching an agreement and, consequently, prevents a h'eakdown 
in negotiation, this practice may result in organizational actors' becoming 
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unwilling to attempt to resolve their discml on their own. Other studies have 
suggested that third-party decision making may contribute to a constructive 
'solution' to the controversy, but it often fails to address the underlying sources of 
the problem (Ross, 1993). 

As the model indicates, in most of the cases where the conflict situation 
between colleagues has escalated in the bottom part of the model, the disagreement 
was left outstanding; not only did employees admitted that they were not happy 
with the way the situation was handled, but moreover, despite their comments 
about the conflict being over, it often poved to be the case that the same conflict 
recurred Ullder the same or a different guise. Looking at the frequencies of the 
resolved versus the non-resolved episodes, we can see that the conflict resolution 
strategies used by employees of both divisions in E.P.E. are not effective, since a 
great number of conflict incidents fail to be resolved. 

7 ACCOUNTING FOR THE CONSISTENCIES IN THE 
STRUCfURE OF THE CONFLICT HANDLING MODEL 

So far, the analysis of the conflict episodes reported has indicated a high degree of 
consistency in the structure of the model in the episodes reported in both divisions. 
The uniformity in the conflict handling practices used by employees in conflict 
situations reflects the existence of an underlying framework which is .:6Gd by 
them and which, to a great extent, determines the way in which they make sense of 
conflict situations in their worlcplace, and, subsequently, handle such situations. 
The framework shared among employees is two-fold and refers to the social and the 
organizational context within which employees interact. 

First, the wider socio-cultural environment (i.e., Greece) within which E.P.E. 
functions serves as a point of reference for employees outside - as well as inside -
the work context. Greek culture is mainly pmrayed in the structure of the upper 
part of the model which is mostly charactaized by direct and argumentative 
resolution practices. The generic structure of this part of the model indicates 
organizational members' preferences for direct modes of conflict resolution; 
employees prefer expressing their disagreements to the other and reasoning about 
them, rather than getting involved in other modes of conflict behaviour (e.g., 
avoiding confrontation altogether, or asking for intervention without ftrst 
confronting the other person). This way of dealing with conflict alludes to dialectic 
practices and methods of argumentation, as exemplified in early forms of democracy 
in Ancient Greece. The idea of democracy, as first developed and put into practice in 
Ancient Greece, presupposed - and relied upon - an open communication IDl 
exchange of idt31 among the citizens. This shared cultural background - which, 
since antiquity, has been a point of reference worldwide - has especially served as an 
anchoring point in Greek tradition, the latter being enacted in employees' 
experiences within, as well as outside, the particular work context. The Greek 
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culture also provided the background within which employees have develqJed high 
respect and submission to authority figures (Hofstede, 1980). 

Secondly, the particular organizational context also provides a framework, 
occording to which employees make sense of the work environment and relate to 
each other. More specifically, in cases in which disagreements failed to be resolved 
at the upper part of the model, the analysis suggested that the behavioural options, 
from among which employees chose their handling patterns, are very limited ard 
determined by the power conditions of the participants in the conflict situation. In 
general, the standardization in the process of conflict resolution portrays the 
extensive reliance on bureaucratic rules and power status, and is reflected in the 
various nodes presented at the bottom part of the model: 
• employees' tendency to comply with the supervisor usually without assessing 

any other possible alternatives; 
• supervisors' over-reliance on their legitimate power as a means of resolving 

conflicts with subordinates; 
• employees' preference to delegate responsibility for conflict resolution to 

authority figures. 
The organizational context is mostly reflected in the structure of the bottom part 

of the model, which is characterized by more indirect and 'bureaucratized' resolution 
procedures; as the analysis indicated, employees made frequent use of these 
bureaucratic procedures as a means of handling conflict situations. So far, the frrst 
part of the analysis has focused on~ employees handled conflict situations in the 
context of their division; this analysis revealed that certain features of the socio
cultural as well as the bureaucratic organizational context are portrayed in the 
generic structure of the conflict resolution strategies used by employees. Having 
identified these resolution strategies, we shall now focus on what led employees to 
the particular behavioural patterns used. 

8 THE USE OF FRAMES IN EMPLOYEES' DISCOURSE-
UNRA YELLING EMPLOYEES' SOCIAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
ASSUMPTIONS 

As in any real-life decision making p-ocess, when facing a conflict situation, 
employees are engaged in a process of representing the conflict situation they 
encounter. During this process, employees proceed from an initial conceptualization 
of the problem situation, to assigning, progressively, more structure to the 
problem, till they commit themselves to a particular course of action. When 
developing a strategy in mler to assign more structure to the problem, the 
employee, as any other decision maker, makes use of~. which serve as a 
means of structuring and analyzing the various components of the conflict problem. 
Ftames are coherent structures within which the different attributes of the problem 
situation are linked together. 
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Since the way in which individuals perceive a conflict situation is subjective, 
different employees may use different structures for the representation of their 
conflict management problem (Pinkley, 1990); thus, the choice of a particular 
frame on the behalf of the decision maker leads to different ways of analyzing a 
given problem. The following examples give an illustration of each of the three 
frames that employees were found using in ooJer to structw'e their conflict 
problems. For the purpose of this study, the analysis selectively focused on 57 
conflict episodes; further analysis of these episodes revealed the way in which 
employees framed the conflict, in cases where they decided to 
• avoid the conflict situation altogether; 
• comply to their supervisor; 
• ask for his intervention; or 
• withdraw from the situation. 

In cases that employees used a Rule-based frame, the conflict resolution 
strategy chosen by the employee was prescribed by one or more rules. 

'I don't express my disagreement because I may be afraid of my 
supervisor. I am afraid of losing my job .. that is what usually happens 
when somebody has a low position in the hierarchy.' 

When using a MAU Frame, two or more alternative behavioural practices were 
presented by the employee and are assessed according to certain criteria. 

'There were times when I wanted to say something [i.e., express my 
disagreement] to a colleague but I just left it for another time. Because I 
see that the other person was stressed out and I knew that, if I discussed 
it with him then, I'd make him even more stressed. Since people from 
another department have pressed him, I guess I shouldn't do the same, 
since I'm his colleague. This is not the right thing to do.' 

When using a Futw'e Scenario Frame. the employee presented possible 
contingency plans and sets goals over a period of time; these futw'e plans were 
presented as a sequence of events and consequences. 

'I just forgot the issue (withdrew). I told myself that I shouldn't make a 
big deal out of it, even though I was right. I believe that, in this way, he 
will soon realize that he did not behave in the right way. So far, I have 
seen that this method has been proved effective.' 

As shown in Table 1, the Rule-based frame was the most frequent frame unit 
used by employees (25 out of 37 frames found). The principles which served as 
IUks in the Rule-based frames analyzed are listed below. The first three rules 
applied to almost all cases (22 out of 25 episodes) where employees reasoned about 
their decision to comply to their supervisor, ask for his intervention or avoid 
expressing the disagreement to him altogether. The last two principles were used as 
rules in almost all cases (11 out of 12 episodes) where employees referred to their 
choice of avoiding expressing their disagreement to a colleague, or withdrew from 
their disagreement with him/her. 
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Table 1 Classification of Episodes in the Three Frames 

Decision MAU Future Rule- No Total 
N<xJe Scenario based Framing 

Avoid 5 2 10 4 21 

Comply 2 1 4 12 19 

Intervent. - - 9 3 12 

Withdraw - 2 2 1 5 

Total 7 5 25 20 57 

• Employees must not question the orders coming from the upper hierarchy. 
• The supervisor is responsible for solving problems in the workplace. 
• Questioning the supervisor may lead to losing your job. 
• There is always good intention in social interactions among friends. 
• When the other person has bad intentions, there is no chance of finding a 

solution to the problem. 

As Schoenfeld (1983) postulated, these rules can only be appreciated within the 
specific context upon which they are based. As it becomes apparent, the first two 
principles clearly draw on bureaucratic rules. As stated earlier, strict hierarchy of 
subordinate-supervisor relationships is a core principle of bureaucratic structures, 
within which the supervisor is responsible for delegating the work to his 
subordinates and, thus, accountable for the latters' work. However, the use of these 
two rules has to be seen in connection to the third principle. Thus, obedience to 
hierarchical authority, and OOherence to bureaucratic rules and regulations, provide 
employees with a means of maintaining job security; this feeling of security is 
even more important for the employees in E.P.E., given the problematic financial 
situation of the company and their consequent fear of finding themselves without a 
job. The last two principles, which were found to underlie employees' reasoning 
about conflict situations with their colleagues, are drawn from their values as 
fmned in the wider social context. These beliefs allude to the 'ingroup/outgroup' 
concept which is a core tenet for the Greeks; the Greek's social behaviour has been 
found to be strongly dependent on whether the other person is a member of his 
ingroup (where relations are characterized by trust and mutual help), or his/her 
outgroup (where relations are essentially competitive) (Triandis and Vassiliou, 
1972). 

The consequences of employees' frequent use of Rule-based frames when 
deciding which conflict resolution strategy to use is that the rules used restricted 
employees' freedom of choice, since they were not able to explore other alternative 
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solutions beyond the constraints set by the rule espoused. In this sense, framing the 
conflict situation in a rule-based structure has created an artificial situation of 
'automatic' decision making in most conflict situations reported, since the rule med 
would refrain employees from reflecting on different alternative solutions to the 
conflict experienced. However, this kind of 'automatic' decision making is artificial 
since the choice of conflict handling behaviour is not rule-based (e.g., there is a 
variety of alternative conflict handling patterns). 

When structuring their conflict problem within a MAU frame, employees 
referred to two alternative courses of action which they considered available to them 
under the particular circumstances; their choice was determined by the evaluation of 
these alternatives according to certain criteria. For an adequate understanding of the 
issues entailed in a MAU frame structure, it is important to identify the alternatives 
explored by the employee, as well as the gjtma on the grounds of which 
employees discriminated between the alternative courses of action explored. 
Examination of the alternatives employees incorporated in their MAU frames 
indicated that the options explored were: avoid-express disagreement and comply
keep on disagreeing; surprisingly enough, the option of 'referral to the supervisor 
one-level-higher in the organizational hierarchy, which was used by certain 
employees and which constituted a relatively more 'effective' way of resolving 
conflict with the supervisor, was not explored by employees. In all seven MAU 
frames identified by the analysis, employees chose either avoiding or complying 
behaviour. Looking closer at the criteria they used in their evaluation of these 
options, we can see that the criteria which led them to the alternative chosen were 
the same organizational and cultural rules and beliefs which were used as rules in 
the Rule-based frames. For instance: 

'There are times when I want to say something (express disagreement) 
[to a colleague] <ftrst alternative> but I just leave it for another time 
(avoid) (second alternative). Because I see that the other person is stressed 
out and I know that if I discuss it with him then, I'll make him even 
more stressed [ .. ] This is not the right thing to do; he is my colleague. 
That's what friendship is all about (rule).' 

In general, the analysis of the frames used by employees revealed the frequent 
use of these rules (as portrayed in both Rule-based and MAU frames) in employees' 
discourse. This fmding suggested that the employees working in both divisions 
examined were substantially constrained in the way they deliberated about which 
resolution strategy to use. This finding needs to be seen as indicative of the fact 
that these rules are drawn from employees' values and belief systems and, for this 
reason, are used unchallenged and may not even be stated explicitly. Everyday 
bureaucratic practices are approoched as 'common sense' practices, which thus 
comprise tacit assumptions as well as 'automatic' actions. In this light, we can 
understand the lack of explicit references to the assessment of power conditions 
when conflicts escalate to the bottom part of the model, as well as the more or less 
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'automatic' ways of handling conflict situations, as pOOl'ayed in most parts of the 
model. 

9 IMPLICATIONS FOR DESIGNING DECISION SYSTEMS FOR 
SUPPORTING CONFLICI' RESOLUTION 

The analysis of the conflict resolution process in any bureaucratic organization, like 
E.P .E., needs to be complemented by a creative synthesis of the information 
collected in mJer for this infonnation to be useful to the particular organization. 
Putting together all these pieces of infonnation and synthesizing them into 'new 
patterns and cmfigurations' (Humphreys et al., 1996), one can move from 'what is' 
to 'what could be better' in the future. In particular, and as far as the implications 
for decision support systems are concerned, the aim of a system for supporting the 
process of conflict resolution in an organizational context is to enable possibilities 
for a more effective ways of resolving conflict situations in the workplace. Taking 
as a point of departure the fact that conflicts are constructive for the organization, 
provided they are solved in an integrative way, the possibilities suggested will refa
to possible reduction of destructive conflicts, whilst promoting the constructive 
ways for their resolution. 

Eil11. as the analysis suggested, personality, socio-cultural and organizational 
influences have a bearing on the way in which conflict situations are resolved in 
E.P.E. and, by induction, in any organizational context Consequently, a system 
for supporting organizational members' process of dealing with their conflicts need 
to take into account explicitly which personality, cultural and bureaucratic rules 
guide them towards choosing one particular resolution strategy rather than another. 

SmD~. the present analysis indicated that promoting more effective ways of 
dealing with conflict requires more than learning problem-solving techniques aro 
making changes at the behavioural level. Rather, effective conflict resolution 
necessitates changes in the way in which employees perceive and approach conflict 
situations in their workplace. On the basis of the analysis conducted, and taking 
into account that the importance of m-ganizational teams (in the fonn of work 
teams, departments or divisions) lies, in large part, in their allowing for diverse 
contributions and perspectives and forging them into an integrated approach 
(Tjosvold, 1991), as well as that m-ganizational debate and cooperative efforts are 
fostered by 'positive' conflict, designing a system for supporting organizational 
actors when resolving their conflicts need to have a two-fold focus. On the one 
hand, it needs to facilitate employees towards developing mechanisms for dealing 
with conflicts which have failed to be resolved, and thus have become destructive 
(i.e., see bottom part of the net model); on the other hand, it needs to promote 
further and enhance the problem-solving strategies already in use. 

As far as the issue of escalated conflicts is concerned. the net model of conflict 
handling behaviour pointed out a great numba- of occasions where conflicts 
escalated to the bottom part of the model and had the potential to become 
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destructive. In such cases, a decision support system needs to prime employees to 
reflect on possibilities to express their concerns. For instance, the cases of the two 
employees in the R&D Department who referred to the supervisor one-level higher 
in the organizational hierarchy in ocder to resolve the disputes with their bosses, 
can be seen as an alternative resolution strategy which can be akeady in use at any 
particular organizational bureaucracy. As a consequence, employees' repertoire of 
conflict resolution strategies can be increased. However, the first step of any such 
support system should be to facilitate employees to become aware of their 
assumptions when engaged in a conflict situation, and of how these affect the way 
they deal with conflict situations in their worlcplace. For instance, we have a1ready 
seen how practices like asking for the supervisor's intervention when in 
disagreement with a colleague, as well as the use of enforcement or compliance 
according to the other's hierarchical position without seeking alternative solutions, 
reinforce the existing authority structure and centralized way of functioning in 
organizational bureaucracies. 1berefore, replacing these assumptions with more 
'viable' ones will most likely lead to more productive solutions to the conflict 
situations. By acknowledging the fact that the inadequacy of the procedures of 
conflict resolution currently in use in a bureaucratic organization thwarts 
innovation, a decision support system, which will prime members of an 
organizational bureaucracy to be aware of their tacit assumptions when engaged in a 
conflict situation, will also enable them to challenge these assumptions as well as 
the existing centralized procedures of decision making in that particular 
organization. 

As far as the issue of the use of problem-solving strategies is concerned, a 
decision support system needs also to support organizational actors' efforts when 
confronting the other person in conflict. For instance, in the case of E.P.E .• we 
have seen that, even though, most often, both parties in a conflict situation were 
engaged in negotiation activities, their efforts to reach a joint agreement would fail, 
thereby escalating the disagreement. A close look at the episodes collected from the 
case study organization revealed that, when confronting each other, employees 
would often make efforts to convince the other about the 'superiority' of their 
viewpoint in the argument made, while the interaction phase was characterized by 
proposals and counter-proposals between the participants; such interactive 
behaviour in conflict situations reflected a competitive approach to conflict 
resolution. Moreover, the habitual way in which employees referred to conflicts 
implied that they look for a winner and the loser in such situations, and who is 
'right' or who is 'wrong'. The idea underlying such a win-lose approach is that 
employees often assumed that their objectives were opposite and that the conflict 
was competitive. Consequently, at this point of the conflict resolution process, a 
support system could aid employees working in different organizational contexts to 
enhance the quality of their negotiation activities. By enabling employees to 
understand better how they handle their disputes in the workplace, as well their win
lose assumptions when confronting a conflict situation, a support system can 
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facilitate employees' efforts of engaging themselves in constructive dialogue nl 
adopting an integrative and collaborative approach when handling disagreements. 

The above discussion should be seen as an explomtion of various possible ways 
in which the process of conflict resolution among organizational members in 
E.P .E. - and, by induction, in organizations with chamcteristics similar to those of 
the case study organization - could improve at a future stage of the organization's 
development To start with, a prerequisite of a viable tmnsformation of any such 
organization necessitates developing a positive appr<>a:h towards conflict. The 
recognition of conflict as an integml component of organizational growth nl 
maintenance is particularly relevant nowadays as companies confront ongoing 
change and uncertainty. In onJec for organizations to survive and prosper in such 
conditions, they are required to innovate and adapt, which is a particularly arduous 
procedure for bureaucratic organizations. For this reason, a creative tmnsformation 
of a bureaucratic organization would be feasible only after the organizational 
members explore the various alternative possibilities f<r further development of 
their organization and proposals for the tmnsformation of its processes. 
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