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ABSTRACT

Organizational conflict is both inevitable and multifaceted, and have the potential for constructive or deleterious
outcomes. This article provides a conceptual review of organizational conflict, drawing primarily on Managing
Conflict in Organizations (3rd ed., 2001) by M. Afzalur Rahim, a foundational and seminal work in the field of
conflict management. We synthesize key frameworks, typologies, and strategies from selected chapters (1-2, 4—
9) of Rahim’s work to illuminate how conflict operates at intrapersonal, interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup
levels. We clarify the dual nature of conflict — how moderate, task-oriented conflict can spur creativity and
performance, whereas unmanaged affective conflict impedes effectiveness. We review prominent conflict
management frameworks, from classic two-dimensional style models to comprehensive five-style taxonomies,
and examine strategies for conflict resolution and management, including the importance of organizational
learning and structural interventions. Through an analytical synthesis, we demonstrate that effective conflict
management transcends mere reduction of discord; it involves leveraging conflict for learning and innovation
while mitigating its dysfunctional aspects. Contemporary relevance is discussed, affirming that the frameworks
and strategies reviewed remain vital in today’s organizations. The partial scope of this review (limited to select
chapters of Rahim’s book) is acknowledged as a constraint, suggesting avenues for further exploration. This
conceptual review shows that with appropriate frameworks and proactive strategies, conflict can be transformed
from a source of organizational disruption into a driver of growth and effectiveness.

Keywords: Organizational conflict; Conflict typologies; Conflict management; Conflict resolution; Conflict

styles; Intrapersonal conflict; Interpersonal conflict; Intragroup conflict; Organizational learning

INTRODUCTION

Conflict is an inherent feature of organizational life — an “inevitable phenomenon” wherever individuals
or groups interact with interdependent goals. In organizations, people hold diverse perceptions, values,
and interests, making some degree of conflict unavoidable in almost all cooperative endeavors. Early
management theorists traditionally viewed conflict as uniformly detrimental to efficiency and harmony.
Classical organizational scholars such as Henri Fayol, Frederick Taylor, and Max Weber regarded
conflict as a sign of dysfunction, assuming that if their mechanistic, bureaucratic principles were
applied, conflict would simply not occur in well-run organizations. Consistent with this view, conflict
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was seen as something to be minimized or eliminated, and these theorists did not explicitly incorporate
conflict resolution mechanisms into their models.

However, not all early thinkers agreed that conflict is wholly destructive. Mary Parker Follett, writing
in the early 20th century, argued that conflict is not only inevitable but can be constructive if properly
managed. Follett suggested that conflict, far from signaling organizational failure, can be an opportunity
to “measure our progress” and stimulate development and creativity. Later scholars built on this idea,
forming what became the modern view: conflict need not be intrinsically harmful; in fact, a certain
amount of task-related conflict can be beneficial — even necessary — for high-quality decision-making
and organizational adaptation. Contemporary research and practice largely support this perspective. A
complete absence of conflict may indicate stagnation or complacency, whereas moderate levels of
constructive conflict can spur innovation, critical evaluation of ideas, and performance improvements.
On the other hand, excessive or mismanaged conflict — especially of an interpersonal, affective nature
— can erode job satisfaction, teamwork, and productivity.

Thus, the challenge for organizations is not to eliminate conflict (an impossible endeavor in any case)
but to manage it effectively. Effective conflict management involves encouraging functional conflict
that contributes to organizational goals (often called substantive or task conflict) while preventing or
resolving dysfunctional conflict (often rooted in personal friction or emotions) that undermines
relationships and performance. Understanding the nature of conflict — its types, sources, and trajectories
— is a prerequisite to managing it. Equally important is understanding the frameworks and strategies
available to address conflict constructively. Over the past several decades, a rich body of work has
emerged to classify conflict types and to propose models for conflict resolution and management within
organizations.

This article reviews those conceptual foundations, with a particular focus on the frameworks, styles,
and strategies delineated in M. Afzalur Rahim’s seminal book Managing Conflict in Organizations. By
examining key chapters of Rahim’s book, we seek to provide a structured overview of organizational
conflict: from fundamental conflict typologies and levels (individual, group, intergroup), to classic and
contemporary conflict management frameworks, to practical styles and interventions for handling
conflict. We also discuss the implications of these concepts for today’s organizations. In doing so, we
aim to demonstrate how enduring these conflict management principles are, even as organizations
evolve in complexity.

Before proceeding, we note that this review is conceptual in nature, synthesizing existing theories and
models rather than reporting new empirical findings. The methodology and scope of the review are
outlined next, followed by thematic sections on conflict typologies, conflict management frameworks,
intra- and interpersonal dimensions, group and intergroup conflict, and a discussion of contemporary
applications. The article concludes with reflections on key insights and the importance of managing
conflict for organizational effectiveness.

METHODOLOGY

This article is a theoretical and qualitative review of organizational conflict concepts, derived from a
focused selection of chapters of Rahim’s Managing Conflict in Organizations. Specifically, we
reviewed Chapters 1-2 and 4-9 of Rahim’s book, which were identified as the most conceptually rich
and broadly applicable chapters for understanding the nature and management of conflict in
organizations. These chapters encompass the core frameworks and ideas in the book: Chapter 1
introduces the social construct of conflict, Chapter 2 discusses the nature and types of conflict,
Chapters 4-5 present fundamental conflict resolution and management frameworks (including links to
organizational learning and effectiveness), Chapters 6-7 examine conflict at the intrapersonal and
interpersonal levels, and Chapters 8-9 address conflict at group and intergroup levels.
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Chapter 3 of Rahim’s book, which dealt with empirical studies of conflict resolution in organizational
contexts, was not included in this review due to assignment scope constraints. This omission is
acknowledged as a limitation; however, the chosen chapters sufficiently cover the theoretical
groundwork (definitions, typologies, and models) and thus form a coherent basis for a conceptual
review. The selection was justified on the grounds that these chapters collectively provide a
comprehensive framework for framing organizational conflict — from micro (individual) to macro
(intergroup) levels — and include the pivotal theories, taxonomies, and strategies that inform effective
conflict management. In essence, the review prioritizes breadth of conceptual coverage over narrower
empirical details that were beyond our scope.

Our methodology involved a close reading and synthesis of the content of the selected chapters. We
extracted key themes, definitions, and theoretical models and then reorganized this content into thematic
sections for this paper. In synthesizing Rahim’s ideas, we also preserved the linkages to original
scholarly work cited in the book. All concepts are presented in paraphrased form with appropriate
attribution to their original sources as given by Rahim. No external sources beyond Rahim’s text (and
its cited references) were introduced, in order to maintain fidelity to the chosen conceptual framework.
The review is therefore grounded solely in the literature and perspectives provided by Rahim and the
scholars he cites, ensuring consistency and authenticity of the conceptual analysis.

Through this method of selective literature review, we aim to construct an integrative narrative that
captures the state-of-the-art understanding of organizational conflict and its management. The following
sections address, in turn: typologies of conflict, major frameworks for conflict resolution and
management, conflict at intra- vs. inter-personal levels, group and intergroup conflict dynamics, a
discussion of contemporary relevance and limitations, and concluding remarks.

® Conflict Typologies

A logical starting point for understanding organizational conflict is to delineate what types of conflict
can occur. Conflict manifests in different forms and can be classified along several dimensions. Rahim’s
framework (synthesizing prior scholarship) identifies multiple typologies of conflict, reflecting both the
content of conflict (what it is about) and the level or context at which it occurs. Below, we summarize
the key conflict types and categories:

e Content-Based Types — Substantive vs. Affective Conflict: One fundamental distinction is
between substantive conflict and affective conflict. Substantive conflict (also called task
conflict) refers to disagreements related to the work itself — differences in ideas, opinions, or
approaches to a task or decision. This type of conflict, when kept at moderate levels, is often
functional and can lead to better problem-solving and innovation. By contrast, affective conflict
(also known as relationship or emotional conflict) is rooted in personal incompatibilities, such
as clashes of personality or values, and tends to be dysfunctional. Affective conflict often
produces anxiety, tension, and hostility, impeding communication and cooperation. Effective
conflict management aims to foster substantive conflict (to leverage its creative benefits) while
minimizing affective conflict, which can be destructive if unchecked.

e Resource and Value Conflicts: Conflict frequently arises from perceived incompatibilities in
interests, resources, or values. A conflict of interest occurs when parties compete over scarce
resources or rewards — for example, when two departments fight over budget allocations or
when individuals’ personal goals (raises, promotions) collide. Similarly, goal conflict or value
conflict denotes situations where underlying values or desired outcomes differ. For instance, if
one team prioritizes speed to market and another prioritizes quality, their conflicting goals can
create friction. These conflicts of interest or value are common in organizations and can be
substantive (if debated over policy) or turn affective if personalized.

o Realistic vs. Nonrealistic Conflict: Borrowing from conflict theory, Rahim highlights a
distinction between realistic and non-realistic conflict. Realistic conflict is grounded in
substantive issues — a genuine disagreement over tasks, policies, or resource allocation that has
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an objective basis. Nonrealistic conflict, in contrast, occurs when conflict arises not from a
concrete issue but as a means for one or both parties to release tension, express frustration, or
exert hostility without a constructive goal. In nonrealistic conflict, parties may fight “for the
sake of fighting,” and the ostensible issues may be trivial or symbolic. This typology reinforces
the importance of discerning the underlying drivers of a clash: addressing a realistic conflict
involves problem-solving on the merits of the issue, whereas nonrealistic conflict may require
addressing emotional needs or misperceptions that fuel the hostility.

o Institutionalized vs. Non-institutionalized Conflict: Conflict can also be categorized by the
extent to which it follows normative rules or occurs within established processes.
Institutionalized conflict is conflict that is played out according to agreed-upon rules or
channels — for example, a labor dispute handled through formal grievance procedures or
contract negotiations. Such conflict is often predictable and moderated by the institution’s
norms (it might even be seen as “functional” conflict built into the system). Non-
institutionalized conflict, on the other hand, lacks these regulating norms or structures. It is
more anarchic or ad hoc, and behavior in such conflicts can be less predictable and potentially
more destructive (since parties are not constrained by agreed rules of engagement). An example
would be a sudden eruption of personal accusations in a meeting, outside any formal process
or code of conduct.

o Retributive Conflict: Some conflicts escalate to a retributive stage, wherein the primary goal
of at least one party is to retaliate or harm the other — essentially to “destroy” the opponent’s
standing or wellbeing. In retributive conflict, conflict ceases to be about the original issue and
becomes about punishing the other side. This is an extreme dysfunctional form, often resulting
from protracted disputes or perceived injustices, and it can be highly damaging to organizations
if not defused.

o Misattributed and Displaced Conflict: These categories refer to cases where conflict is directed
incorrectly. Misattributed conflict occurs when the cause of conflict is incorrectly assigned —
for instance, two departments might clash due to poor results and blame each other, when the
real cause was an external factor or a third department’s actions. Displaced conflict is when
conflict is directed at an innocent target: for example, a manager frustrated by upper
management decisions might take it out on a subordinate — the conflict manifesting in one
relationship is actually about another issue entirely. Both misattributed and displaced conflicts
represent misunderstandings of causality or appropriate target, and resolving them requires
correctly identifying the root issues and relevant parties.

o Level-of-Analysis Typologies: Conflict can further be classified by the level at which it occurs
in an organizational context. Rahim delineates conflict at four principal levels within
organizations:

o Intra-individual (Intrapersonal) Conflict: conflict that occurs within an individual —
a psychological conflict involving competing goals or values within the person. For
example, an employee torn between work responsibilities and family commitments
experiences intrapersonal conflict. While internal to the person, such conflict can affect
their behavior and decision-making in the workplace.

o Interpersonal (Inter-individual) Conflict: conflict between two individuals in an
organization. This often refers to conflicts between coworkers, or between a superior
and a subordinate, where their interests, styles, or personalities clash. Interpersonal
conflict is one of the most visible and studied forms of conflict in organizations, given
its impact on teamwork and morale.

o Intragroup Conflict: conflict within a group or team. Here, multiple members of the
same work group or department are at odds, perhaps splitting the group into factions
over a strategy disagreement or role ambiguity. It’s stipulated that a disagreement
involving only two people in a group might be seen as interpersonal, but if it affects
several members and the group’s functioning, it qualifies as intragroup conflict.

o Intergroup Conflict: conflict between different groups or units in an organization.
Classic examples include conflict between departments (e.g., marketing vs.
engineering) or between hierarchical groups (e.g., line staff vs. management).
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Intergroup conflicts often have an “us vs. them” character and can be especially
challenging, as each group of individuals aligns together against the other side.

Another category outside intra-organizational conflict is inter-organizational conflict — conflict between
separate organizations (for example, between competitors or between an organization and an external
stakeholder group). Rahim’s focus is primarily on conflict within organizations, but the principles of
conflict management can apply analogously at the inter-organizational level as well.

These various typologies are not mutually exclusive; any given conflict instance may be described by
multiple dimensions. For example, two engineering teams (intergroup) might have a substantive conflict
over project goals, which becomes emotional (affective) and perhaps partially misattributed, and they
handle it through institutionalized means (e.g., escalation to higher management). Understanding the
type of conflict in play is crucial because different types of conflict have different implications for
management. Functional, substantive conflicts at a moderate level can be encouraged to spur
improvement, whereas affective or retributive conflicts demand immediate intervention to prevent
harm.

Finally, embedded in the nature of conflict is the idea of conflict as a process. Conflict typically unfolds
in stages — from latent tensions to perceived conflict, to manifest conflict, and eventually to outcomes
or aftermath. While various stage models exist (some with three stages, some with five), most agree
that conflict is not a static condition but rather a dynamic sequence that can escalate or de-escalate. For
instance, one process model outlines that conflict can begin with antecedent conditions (e.g., resource
scarcity, goal incompatibility), leading to perceived conflict and felt conflict (parties become aware of
and emotionally involved in the conflict), which then results in manifest conflict (actions and behaviors
of conflict, such as arguments or competition), and finally conflict aftermath — the situation after the
conflict is resolved (or suppressed), which can affect future relations. Notably, even after a conflict
seems resolved, if one party feels they lost unfairly, negative feelings may linger (a hostile aftermath),
potentially sowing seeds for future conflict. Recognizing these stages helps managers intervene
appropriately: for example, addressing issues in the latent stage can prevent escalation, while managing
the aftermath is important for long-term harmony.

In short, conflict in organizations comes in many forms. By categorizing conflict — by content (task vs.
relationship), source (resource, value, etc.), form (overt vs. covert, realistic vs. nonrealistic), and level
(within-person, between individuals, within group, between groups) — managers and scholars can better
diagnose the situation. This diagnosis forms the foundation for deciding how to respond to the conflict,
which leads us to the frameworks and strategies for conflict resolution and management.

® Conflict Resolution & Management Frameworks

Having outlined what kinds of conflict can occur, we turn to how conflicts can be resolved or managed.
Over the years, a variety of frameworks have emerged to describe approaches to handling conflict in
organizations. These frameworks range from simple dichotomies to nuanced multi-dimensional models,
reflecting the evolution of thought in the conflict management field. Rahim’s work integrates many of
these contributions and is especially known for advancing a robust five-style conflict management
model. In this section, we review major frameworks and strategies for conflict resolution and
management, as presented in Rahim’s synthesis (Chapters 3—6 of his book, with Chapter 3 content
inferred from related discussion in Chapters 4-5 due to our focus on those chapters).

® Conflict-Handling Styles and Frameworks

One influential stream of conflict management literature categorizes styles of handling interpersonal
conflict. Early formulations offered two-style models. For example, Morton Deutsch (1949) originally
proposed a simple dichotomy of cooperation versus competition as fundamental orientations to conflict.
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In a cooperative approach, parties seek mutual benefit and work together to resolve differences; in a
competitive approach, each party pursues its own interests at the other’s expense. This basic distinction
paved the way for later models and is conceptually akin to the idea of win—win vs. win—lose mindsets
in conflict. Similarly, another two-style dichotomy framed conflict behavior as either engagement or
avoidance (a model suggested by Knudson, Sommers, and Golding in 1980). Under this view,
individuals either address a conflict head-on (engaging with the issue/other party) or steer clear of it
(ignoring or withdrawing). While instructive, two-style models are quite coarse and do not capture the
full range of behaviors people exhibit in conflict.

Researchers soon recognized intermediate approaches and thus three-style models were developed. One
such model by Putnam and Wilson (1982), based on communication strategies in organizations,
identified three conflict styles: non-confrontation (avoiding or accommodating the conflict), solution-
orientation (collaboratively problem-solving), and control (asserting one’s position to dominate).
Another three-style scheme (noted by Rahim) came from Hocker and Wilmot (1991), who, after
reviewing the literature, concluded that conflict behaviors cluster into three types: avoidance,
competition, and collaboration. Despite different terminologies, these three styles broadly align with
the ideas of avoiding conflict, confronting conflict unilaterally, or working together for an integrative
solution. Three-style models added nuance beyond the binary view, but they still left out at least one
important approach: compromise.

To address this, four-style models emerged. Dean Pruitt (1983) proposed a fourfold taxonomy: yielding,
problem-solving, inaction, and contending. These correspond to (1) yielding — giving in to the other
side (similar to accommodating), (2) problem-solving — working together (integrating), (3) inaction —
doing nothing (avoiding), and (4) contending — exerting one’s will (dominating). Pruitt’s model was
based on two underlying dimensions: concern for self and concern for others (a conceptual framework
similar to earlier ideas by Blake and Mouton in 1964 and later by Thomas, 1976). Notably, Pruitt’s
four-style set did not explicitly include compromise as a distinct style (as yielding and contending are
extreme, and problem-solving aims for win-win, leaving compromise as an intermediate that some
four-style models merged with others). Around the same time, another four-style model by Kurdek
(1994) was developed in the context of personal relationships, distinguishing problem-solving, conflict
engagement, withdrawal, and compliance. These mirror similar concepts (with “conflict engagement”
akin to confrontation and “compliance” akin to yielding). Four-style models were more developed than
earlier ones, but researchers continued to observe that compromising behavior — finding a middle
ground — was a distinct mode not adequately captured.

The field thus converged on five-style models as the most comprehensive framework. The five styles
of handling interpersonal conflict were foreshadowed by Mary Parker Follett’s work in 1926, where
she described three primary ways to address conflict (domination, compromise, and integration) and
noted two secondary ones (avoidance and suppression). Modern five-style models, including Rahim’s,
echo Follett’s categories but with updated terminology. Rahim’s conflict management model — often
called the dual-concern model (after the two axes of self vs. others’ concern) — outlines five distinct
conflict-handling styles:

1. Integrating (Problem-Solving) Style: Characterized by high concern for both self and others,
this style aims to find solutions that fully satisfy both parties (a win—win approach). An
integrating individual or manager confronts the conflict directly and collaboratively, seeking to
discuss the issue openly, understand differing perspectives, and creatively resolve the
underlying problem. This style is most effective for complex problems requiring cooperation,
and it tends to produce the most lasting and mutually beneficial outcomes. However, it is time-
and energy-intensive. It may not be practical for trivial issues or urgent decisions, and it
assumes that both parties are willing and able to participate in good faith problem-solving.

2. Obliging (Accommodating) Style: This style reflects low concern for self and high concern for
the other party’s needs. An obliging person tends to give in or yield to others, smoothing over
differences to maintain harmony. This can be appropriate when the issue is much more
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important to the other party, or when preserving the relationship is more crucial than the
particular outcome. It is also useful if one is in a weaker position and cannot prevail — by
accommodating now, one may gain goodwill to use later (“I’1l concede this time, hoping you’ll
reciprocate next time”). However, obliging is ineffective if the issue matters greatly to you or
if the other party is behaving unethically or taking advantage of the accommaodation. Overuse
of obliging can lead to resentment or an imbalanced relationship.

3. Dominating (Competitive) Style: Here, the individual has high concern for self and low concern
for others. The dominating style involves pursuing one’s own solution or interests assertively,
often at the expense of the other party’s goals. This win—lose approach can be effective in
certain situations — for instance, when quick, decisive action is needed in an emergency, or
when the issue at hand is trivial to the other side but critical to you. It can also be appropriate
when one must stand firm on vital principles or when facing parties who would exploit more
cooperative overtures. However, a competitive approach is counterproductive if the conflict is
complex and requires joint input, or if the parties have roughly equal power — it can lead to
impasse and escalation. Over-dominating behavior can damage relationships and discourage
open communication, since the other party’s perspective is not taken into account.

4. Avoiding Style: This style reflects low concern for both self and others — essentially,
sidestepping or ignoring the conflict. Avoidance can take the form of withdrawing from a
contentious situation, postponing a discussion, or simply not addressing the issue. This
approach can be wise when the conflict issue is trivial or when the timing is wrong (e.g.,
emotions are too high, or more information is needed). It can also serve to temporarily “cool
off” a heated conflict that would benefit from a break. However, chronic avoidance is
problematic if the issue does need resolution; it may allow problems to fester or resentment to
build. Avoiding is inappropriate when a decision is urgently required or when one has a clear
responsibility to intervene and address the conflict. In organizational settings, avoidance might
mean conflicts get pushed to higher management or recur repeatedly.

5. Compromising Style: The compromise approach is intermediate on both self- and other-
concerns. It seeks a middle-ground solution where each party gives up something to reach an
agreement. Compromising is often considered the pragmatic approach when parties have equal
power and mutually exclusive goals — it breaks deadlocks by splitting differences or exchanging
concessions. The result is not fully optimal for either side, but acceptable to both. This style is
useful when time pressures demand a quick solution or when prolonged conflict would be too
costly. However, compromising is suboptimal if one party has significantly more leverage (in
which case that party might secure a better outcome through another approach), or if the issue
is complex and integrative solutions are possible (as compromise might settle for a less creative
half-half outcome rather than an expansive win—win). Also, repeated compromising without
exploring integrative possibilities can lead to mediocre outcomes that satisfy no one fully.

These five styles — integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding, and compromising — form the core of
Rahim’s conflict management model. They align closely with the well-known Thomas-Kilmann
conflict mode instrument and other similar frameworks in the literature. Underlying the five styles are
the dual concerns (self vs. other), and Follett’s distinction between integrative and distributive
approaches can be mapped onto them: Integrating and (to some extent) compromising are considered
integrative or cooperative approaches (aiming for joint gains or balanced outcomes), whereas
dominating or obliging in pure form are distributive (favoring one side at the expense of the other).
Avoiding sits apart as a style that essentially delays or defers the distributive/integrative choice. Follett
herself framed conflict handling ultimately as either integration (finding a solution satisfying both) or
domination (one side wins) — with compromise being an intermediate that neither fully integrates nor
fully dominates. In Rahim’s framework, each style is seen as situationally useful: there is no one “best”
style for all conflicts, a point emphasized by the contingency perspective on conflict management.
According to contingency theory, effective conflict management depends on matching the style to the
specific context of the conflict — considering factors such as the importance and complexity of the issue,
time urgency, relative power of parties, and the quality of relationships.
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Research evidence suggests that over the long term, an integrating (problem-solving) style tends to
correlate with the most positive outcomes (like higher performance and satisfaction) because it
addresses root causes and strengthens relationships. For example, resolving conflicts through
collaboration has been found to increase employees’ dedication and trust in leadership. However,
integration is not always feasible; thus developing the flexibility to employ different styles as needed is
key. A capable manager might avoid a trivial quarrel, compete firmly in a negotiation with a deadline,
accommodate a valued partner on a minor point, compromise when resources must be split, and
collaborate on strategic decisions — all within a short span, depending on the situation. This adaptive
use of styles is guided by diagnosis of the conflict situation, a theme we will return to shortly.

CONCERN FOR SELF
HIGH Low

25 OBLIGING
e B

—

(@]

&

e COMPROMISING

=

2 2 .

g = DOMINATING AVOIDING

Fig. 2. Rahim and Bonoma's two-dimensional model of five styles of handling interpersonal conflict.
Adapted from Rahim, A., & Bonoma, T. V. (1979). Managing organizational conflict: A model diagnosis and
intervention. Psychological Reports, 44, 1327.

® Conflict Resolution vs. Conflict Management

It is useful to clarify an important distinction highlighted by Rahim: conflict resolution versus conflict
management. Conflict resolution refers to efforts to end or settle a conflict — typically by reducing or
removing the conflict issues. Traditional conflict resolution strategies include negotiation, mediation,
and arbitration. In negotiation, the parties in conflict communicate directly to reach a mutually
acceptable agreement. Mediation involves a neutral third party who facilitates a resolution by helping
the disputants communicate and explore solutions. Arbitration also involves a third party, but one who
listens to both sides and then imposes a binding decision. These methods are often employed within the
existing organizational structure and policies — they are ways to resolve conflicts within the current
system (what Argyris termed “single-loop learning”). In other words, negotiation, mediation, and
arbitration typically address the specific conflict at hand without altering underlying organizational
arrangements or assumptions. They can be very effective in achieving settlements, but they might not
guestion whether the policies or processes themselves need change.

Conflict management, as Rahim emphasizes, is a broader concept. It does not imply eliminating conflict
per se, but rather designing effective strategies to handle conflict so as to enhance organizational
learning and effectiveness. Managing conflict involves not only resolving immediate disputes but also
proactively stimulating healthy conflict where needed and creating an environment in which conflicts
can be channeled productively. A key proposition in Rahim’s work is that organizations should
encourage a moderate level of substantive conflict (especially for non-routine, complex tasks that
benefit from debate and diversity of thought) while minimizing or mitigating affective conflict across
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all tasks. This implies that conflict management is an ongoing process of calibration — raising conflict
when complacency or groupthink looms, and reducing conflict when it becomes disruptive or personal.

To manage conflict effectively, an organization often must look beyond surface disputes and consider
structural or systemic adjustments. Rahim integrates the concept of organizational learning into conflict
management: conflict can be a catalyst for learning, but only if organizations adopt a double-loop
learning mentality. Single-loop learning is solving problems within existing frameworks (“fixing errors
so the system works as designed”), whereas double-loop learning entails questioning and changing the
underlying frameworks themselves when they produce conflicts or errors. For example, if two
departments constantly conflict over resource allocation, single-loop learning might negotiate a
compromise each time, but double-loop learning might revise the budgeting process or clarify roles to
prevent such conflicts in the first place. Rahim argues that truly effective conflict management promotes
double-loop learning — encouraging organizations to reflect on whether policies, goals, or assumptions
need to change to reduce dysfunctional conflict and improve adaptability. In practical terms, this could
mean altering reward systems that inadvertently pit employees against each other, or decentralizing
decision-making to reduce bottlenecks that cause conflict. It aligns with creating a “learning
organization” that can evolve its conflict norms.

An example Rahim gives is how conflict resolution strategies confined to an existing policy (say,
mediating according to current HR procedures) might settle a dispute but not change the conditions that
led to it. In contrast, a conflict management approach informed by double-loop learning might reform
those HR procedures or address defensive routines in the culture that discourage people from raising
concerns early. Thus, conflict management has a transformative potential — it can lead to organizational
improvements and innovation, not just stop fights.

Crucially, Rahim notes that effective conflict management is not just about reducing conflict frequency
or intensity. It is a paradigm shift in how conflict is viewed: from a purely negative occurrence to a
potential opportunity for problem-solving and improvement. Conflict situations should be used as
learning opportunities — managers should ask, “What can this conflict teach us about our organization
or our assumptions, and how can we use it to make things better?”” For instance, conflict can highlight
process inefficiencies, emerging risks, or deeply held values that need reconciliation. By systematically
analyzing conflicts (what Rahim calls diagnosis, discussed below) and following through with
appropriate interventions, organizations move toward a state where conflict contributes to continuous
improvement.

® Maitching Styles to Situations: The Contingency Approach

As alluded to earlier, a hallmark of Rahim’s framework is the contingency theory of conflict
management. This perspective holds that each of the five conflict-handling styles has its situational
advantages and disadvantages, and the effectiveness of a style depends on context. Some key situational
factors and guidelines include:

e Issue Importance and Complexity: For complex, significant issues, especially those requiring
creative solutions, an integrating style is usually preferable. It ensures that diverse viewpoints
are integrated and that the final decision is well thought-out and commitment is secured from
all sides. For trivial or simple issues, integration may be overkill —a quick dominating decision
or a simple compromise might suffice to save time. If an issue is not important to one party but
very important to the other, obliging can be a gracious and efficient choice.

e Time Urgency: When a rapid decision is needed (e.g., a crisis scenario), dominating or
compromising styles might be more practical than time-consuming collaboration. Avoidance is
usually ill-advised if time is critical and a decision must be made, unless delay is strategically
used to gather vital information very briefly.

o Power Balance: The relative power of the parties influences which styles will work. If one

party has clear authority or power advantage (such as a manager over a subordinate), they might
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effectively use dominating — though a wise manager will still consider integration to maintain
goodwill. When parties have equal power and differing interests, compromise is often the
equitable path to break deadlocks. If one side attempts dominating against an equally strong
opponent, the result can be stalemate or ongoing battle. In such cases, either integration or
compromise is indicated. Power differences also affect the viability of obliging — obliging can
be a strategic choice for a lower-power party to preserve relationship capital, whereas a higher-
power party obliging frequently to a lower-power one might be unnecessary or even
counterproductive (it could diminish the higher-power party’s effectiveness or cause role
confusion).

e Relationship and Trust: If preserving a long-term relationship is a priority, integrating or
sometimes obliging styles are more relationship-centric (demonstrating respect and
collaboration). A history of trust between parties also facilitates integrative negotiation. In
contrast, dominating can strain relationships if used habitually, and avoidance can lead to
unresolved tensions that erode trust over time. Obliging can maintain short-term harmony but
if one person always obliges, it might breed unspoken resentment. Thus, managing the
relational dimension is important: for example, two departments that need to cooperate
frequently will benefit from a collaborative norm rather than constant competition.

e Conflict Culture and Climate: The broader organizational culture can dictate which styles are
feasible or encouraged. In some organizations, open dialogue (integrating) is valued; in others,
hierarchical decision-making (dominating by bosses) is the norm. A supportive climate that
encourages speaking up will allow more integration. A fearful climate might push conflicts
underground (avoidance) or into bureaucratic channels (formalized compromise or arbitration).
Leaders can shape the culture to favor more constructive styles by rewarding collaborative
conflict resolution and not penalizing employees for raising dissenting views (thus avoiding the
spread of avoidance behavior).

Rahim’s model stresses diagnosis as the first step of conflict management. Diagnosis means assessing
the nature of the conflict (as per the typologies in the previous section) and the situational variables
noted above. It involves asking questions like: What kind of conflict is this? What are its sources (goals,
personalities, resources)? How intense is it? Who is involved and what is the power dynamic? What
outcome is desired (innovation, quick decision, relationship repair)? And how critical is this conflict to
organizational goals? Various tools can aid diagnosis, from conflict surveys and instruments (Rahim
developed the ROCI — Rahim Organizational Conflict Inventory — to measure conflict styles and
incidence), to interviews and root cause analysis. A proper diagnosis guides the manager in selecting
the appropriate intervention strategy.

® Conflict Intervention and Organizational Effectiveness

The term intervention in conflict management refers to any deliberate action or set of actions taken to
influence the course of a conflict. Based on Rahim’s conflict management design (Chapter 5), there are
two broad types of interventions: process interventions and structural interventions.

e Process Interventions: These target the people and interactions involved in the conflict,
without altering the formal structure of the organization. Process interventions often aim to
improve communication, understanding, and conflict-handling skills. For example, a manager
might mediate a discussion between feuding team members, guiding them through a problem-
solving process (a form of process intervention at the interpersonal level). Training programs
that enhance employees’ skills in negotiation or their awareness of integrative conflict styles
are also process interventions. Another example is establishing ground rules or protocols for
conflict (how to raise issues constructively, how to listen actively, etc.), which shape the process
of conflict engagement. In an interpersonal conflict scenario, Rahim suggests developing
individuals’ understanding of the integrative style and fostering a culture of double-loop
learning — essentially changing mindsets so that employees view conflicts as problems to be
jointly solved rather than battles to be won. Process interventions can also involve bringing in
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a facilitator or using an ombudsman — a neutral party within the organization who confidentially
helps employees resolve issues through counseling and normative solutions. The ombudsman
role is a classic process intervention: it doesn’t change hierarchy or rules, but provides a safe
channel for grievances to be addressed fairly. Overall, process interventions enhance conflict
resolution within existing structures by improving the way people engage in conflict.

e Structural Interventions: These aim to change the organizational structures or systems that
either cause or exacerbate conflicts. Structural changes might be necessary when conflicts are
recurrent and traceable to deeper organizational design issues — what Rahim terms moving from
a traditional to a learning organization structure. Examples of structural interventions include:

o

Altering task interdependencies: If two units are constantly in conflict because of
tightly coupled processes (e.g., one’s output is another’s input creating bottlenecks), a
structural solution might be to decouple some of their activities, add buffer roles, or
clarify the workflow to reduce friction.

Changing reward systems: Conflicts often arise when departments or individuals have
incentives that put them at odds (for example, a sales team rewarded solely on volume
vs. a production team rewarded on efficiency). Adjusting the reward and evaluation
system to align goals (perhaps rewarding collective success or balanced metrics) can
structurally mitigate conflict.

Redistributing authority (Appeal to authority): Sometimes, if lower-level parties
cannot agree, the structure may specify to escalate to a higher authority who can make
a decision. While this might resolve a conflict in the short term by fiat, it’s not always
optimal for long-term relationship building — however, it is a structural method to
prevent paralysis in decision-making.

Rotating personnel or reassigning roles: In intergroup conflicts, one structural tactic
is to rotate members between groups to foster empathy and cross-unit understanding.
By having, say, a liaison from Department A work in Department B for a while, each
group gains insight into the other’s challenges. Similarly, adding integrator roles or
cross-functional teams can reduce intergroup misunderstandings.

Formal conflict resolution systems: Installing systems like an official grievance
procedure, conflict resolution committees, or an organizational ombuds office are
structural solutions that provide a safety valve for conflicts. They institutionalize how
conflicts should be handled, ideally before they turn destructive.

Cultural and policy changes: Although more intangible, changing the organizational
culture (which can be seen as a structural facet) is crucial. Leaders might implement
policies that encourage open communication, or engage in transformational
leadership that models constructive conflict engagement (as Rahim notes, strong
leadership commitment is needed to shift a traditional conflict-averse culture to one
that embraces learning from conflict). This often means rooting out “defensive
routines” — habits that employees use to avoid embarrassment or threat, which Argyris
noted can hamper learning and conflict discussion. By encouraging transparency and
reducing fear of blame, structural-cultural interventions enable healthier conflict
dynamics.

Rahim’s integrated conflict management model thus envisions a combination of interventions. The
conflict management process in an organization would involve: (1) Diagnosis — using tools (surveys,
analysis) to determine the nature and sources of conflict; (2) Selecting appropriate conflict-handling
styles for the situation (contingency approach) — e.g. deciding whether to encourage a compromise or
push for integration; and (3) Implementing interventions at the process and/or structural level to either
resolve the specific conflict or to adjust the organizational conditions causing conflict. Over time, as
these steps are iteratively applied, the aim is to transform the organization into one with greater
capability to handle conflict constructively — what Rahim describes as moving from a traditional
organization (where conflict is suppressed or uncontrolled) to a learning organization where conflict is
managed as a source of improvement.
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Notably, effective conflict management has been linked to organizational effectiveness in multiple
ways. By maintaining a moderate level of substantive conflict (which can improve decision quality and
innovation) and minimizing dysfunctional conflict (which would otherwise sap energy and morale),
managers can positively impact outcomes such as job satisfaction, productivity, and team cohesion.
Studies cited by Rahim indicate, for instance, that teams that engage in constructive debate outperform
those that do not challenge each other at all. Likewise, at the organizational level, units that handle
interdepartmental conflicts through collaborative problem-solving tend to be more effective (in terms
of adaptability and goal attainment) than those plagued by constant win-lose battles. One classic study
by Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) found that organizations in complex environments achieved higher
performance when they had both differentiation (subunits with different orientations) and integration
mechanisms to manage the conflicts among those subunits. In short, conflict managed well can improve
organizational learning, while conflict mismanaged or ignored undermines effectiveness.

To sum up this section: The landscape of conflict resolution and management frameworks has evolved
from simplistic views (avoid vs. fight) to sophisticated models that recognize multiple strategies.
Rahim’s five-style model encapsulates the main approaches individuals can take, and his broader
conflict management perspective embeds those approaches in a systemic, organizational context. Key
takeaways are that no single style works best in all cases — managers should be adept at all five and
know when to use each — and that managing conflict is as much about designing the environment and
process for conflicts as it is about dealing with each incident. In the following sections, we delve deeper
into specific contexts: first the intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions of conflict, and then group
and intergroup conflict, applying many of the concepts outlined here to those levels of analysis.

® Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Dimensions

Conflict is often perceived as an interpersonal phenomenon — a clash between people — but it is crucial
to recognize that the roots of conflict can lie within a person (intrapersonal) and that interpersonal
conflicts are deeply influenced by individual psychology and interpersonal dynamics. Chapters 6 and 7
of Rahim’s book focus on these human dimensions: intrapersonal conflict (conflict inside an individual,
such as role conflicts and personal dilemmas) and interpersonal conflict (conflict between individuals
in organizations). In this section, we explore both levels and consider how intrapersonal conflicts can
affect work behavior and how interpersonal conflicts can be understood and managed.

® Intrapersonal Conflict

Intrapersonal conflict (or intra-individual conflict) refers to the internal struggles or dilemmas that an
individual experience when making decisions or facing competing demands. Psychologists have long
studied these conflicts because they influence motivation, stress, and behavior on the job. Kurt Lewin
(1935/1948) famously identified three patterns of intrapersonal conflict, often cited in organizational
behavior:

e Approach—-Approach Conflict: This occurs when an individual must choose between two
equally attractive options. For example, a talented engineer might have two desirable job offers
and feels conflict about which to accept; both options have strong positives, and choosing one
means losing the other. This type of conflict, while a “good” problem to have, can still cause
stress as the person agonizes over the decision.

e Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict: This is the opposite scenario — a choice between two
unpleasant alternatives. An employee might be trapped in a situation of either accepting a pay
cut or facing a layoff. Such conflicts are inherently stressful; the person feels “damned if you
do, damned if you don’t.” Often, individuals procrastinate or seek escape when caught in
avoidance—avoidance conflicts because neither choice is palatable.

e Approach-Avoidance Conflict: Here a single option has both significant attractive and
unattractive aspects, pulling the individual in opposite directions. For instance, consider
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someone offered a big promotion (approach: higher salary, status) that requires relocation away
from family (avoidance: personal cost). The same opportunity induces both desire and fear.
Approach—avoidance conflicts are common with high-stakes decisions and can lead to
ambivalence and vacillation — the person may approach the goal, then pull back, repeatedly.

In organizational contexts, beyond these decision conflicts, a prevalent form of intrapersonal conflict is
role conflict. A role is the set of behaviors and tasks expected of someone in a given position. Employees
often occupy multiple roles (e.g., a person can be a project manager, a team member, a mentor, and a
parent, all at once) and each role comes with expectations. When these expectations collide, role conflict
arises. Kahn et al. (1964) provided a seminal analysis of organizational role conflict, categorizing it into
four types:

1. Intrasender Conflict: This occurs when a single role sender (e.g., one’s boss) conveys
conflicting expectations. For example, a manager tells a subordinate, “Be creative and take
initiative — but also strictly follow all procedures.” If fulfilling one part of the instruction
inherently violates the other, the subordinate experiences conflict. Another instance is being
asked to achieve a target that the manager implicitly knows is unattainable without bending
rules — the employee is caught between doing what the boss says and the organization’s norms.

2. Intersender Conflict: This happens when two or more people send inconsistent demands to the
role holder. A classic case is the proverbial “servant of two masters”: for example, an employee
in a matrix organization reports to both a functional manager and a project manager who give
contradictory directives. Obeying one instruction means disobeying the other. Many middle
managers face intersender conflict juggling directives from top management and the needs of
their subordinates.

3. Interrole Conflict: When an individual holds multiple roles simultaneously, the expectations
of different roles can conflict. Work—family conflict is a common example: the employee’s role
as a dedicated worker clashes with their role as a parent or spouse. Time and energy are finite,
so attending an urgent work meeting might mean missing a child’s school event, causing
personal conflict. Similarly, within an organization, someone serving on two committees might
find the meeting schedules or goals of the committees conflict. Interrole conflicts often force
prioritization decisions and can lead to feelings of guilt or inadequacy in one role or the other.

4. Person—Role (Intrarole) Conflict: This refers to a mismatch between the role requirements and
the individual’s own values or capabilities. If a job asks an employee to do something against
their ethical standards or contrary to their personal principles, the person experiences intrarole
conflict. For instance, a salesperson instructed to mislead customers to close deals will have
moral conflict if honesty is a core value. Likewise, if a role demands skills the person does not
possess, the person-role conflict manifests as stress and a sense of personal inadequacy.

Role conflicts are a significant source of stress (often termed “role stress”) in organizations. They can
result in anxiety, job dissatisfaction, and lowered performance if not managed. Additionally, role
ambiguity — the uncertainty about what one’s role actually entails or what others expect — is another
intrapersonal conflict trigger, often paired with role conflict. When employees are unsure about their
duties, authority, or how their performance is evaluated, they experience ambiguity that can be just as
distressing as overt conflict. Research by Netemeyer, Johnston, & Burton (1990) showed that role
ambiguity can lead to symptoms similar to role conflict: stress, reduced confidence, and intent to leave
the job if prolonged. In practice, role ambiguity often co-exists with conflict: unclear expectations can
produce conflicting interpretations and make it hard for an individual to reconcile demands.

Consequences of unresolved intrapersonal conflict include not only psychological strain but also
tangible work outcomes like burnout, errors in decision-making, and withdrawal behaviors
(absenteeism or quitting). For example, an employee facing chronic work-family interrole conflict
might become less engaged at work and start seeking a job with more balance. If an employee frequently
encounters intrasender conflict from a supervisor, they may become frustrated and perform poorly or
leave the position.
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Managing intrapersonal conflict largely revolves around diagnosis and intervention at the job design
and role definition level. Key strategies include:

o Role Clarification: Ensuring that role expectations are clearly communicated and, where
multiple stakeholders exist, brought into alignment. Techniques such as role analysis (meetings
where a role holder and role senders discuss and agree on expectations) help in reducing role
ambiguity and conflict. If a marketing manager is torn between instructions from sales and
production departments, a facilitated session to clarify priorities can reduce conflicting
directives.

e Job Redesign: If a particular role is inherently conflict-laden (say, a position that reports
to two bosses with competing agendas), structural solutions can be considered. Perhaps
the job can be restructured, or reporting lines adjusted, to reduce intersender conflict.
Or if an employee has excessive interrole conflict due to being assigned to too many
teams, management might lessen their load or provide additional support.

e Support Systems: Providing support to individuals facing intrapersonal conflicts can mitigate
negative effects. This includes training in time management for juggling multiple roles,
counseling or employee assistance programs for stress due to work-life conflict, and ensuring
supervisors are approachable for employees to discuss role strain. Sometimes just
acknowledging the conflict and showing flexibility (e.g., adjusting deadlines for someone
dealing with conflicting demands) can help.

e Aligning Personal and Organizational Values: Person—role conflict is addressed both by
ethical leadership (ensuring that employees are not asked to perform tasks that violate ethical
standards) and by realistic hiring and socialization. Matching people to roles that fit their values
and skills in the first place prevents severe intrarole conflict. Organizations that promote open
dialogue about ethical concerns can catch conflicts early — an employee uncomfortable with a
directive should feel safe to voice it so the issue can be resolved (possibly by adjusting the task
or reassigning it).

By proactively managing roles — clarifying expectations, removing unnecessary contradictions, and
giving employees voice and coping resources — organizations can reduce intrapersonal conflict and its
harmful effects. Notably, doing so not only improves individual well-being but can also preempt many
interpersonal conflicts. A significant portion of interpersonal frictions in the workplace actually stem
from role-related issues: for instance, two people may clash (interpersonally) simply because their roles
are poorly defined or they have overlapping responsibilities. Fixing the role definition can remove the
basis of the fight.

® Interpersonal Conflict

Interpersonal conflict in organizations refers to the disagreements or incompatibilities between two or
more individuals (colleagues, supervisor-subordinate, or other work relationships) who must interact in
the course of their jobs. The defining feature is that the parties are interdependent — one person’s actions
or goals affect the other’s ability to act or achieve goals. Interpersonal conflicts are often the most visible
and immediately disruptive kind of organizational conflict, manifesting as arguments, rivalries, or
persistent friction between people.

The sources of interpersonal conflict are numerous: competition over resources or recognition,
differences in work style or personality, misunderstandings or poor communication, perceived breaches
of trust, or power dynamics (e.g., a boss vs. an employee over a decision). Sometimes conflicts arise
from substantive issues (like how to approach a project) and sometimes from emotional issues (feeling
disrespected or treated unfairly).

Research in organizational behavior sometimes uses game theory metaphors (like the Prisoner’s
Dilemma) to illustrate interpersonal conflict dilemmas. These show how rational actors might not
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cooperate even when it’s in their interest, due to mistrust or misaligned incentives. In real organizations,
one can observe similar dynamics: two coworkers might avoid sharing information with each other
hoping to individually get credit, but as a result, both perform worse — a lose—lose outcome born of
interpersonal competition.

As discussed in the conflict styles framework, five main styles apply directly to interpersonal conflict:
integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding, and compromising. Each person may have a predisposition
or default style (sometimes called their conflict management style profile), influenced by personality,
cultural background, or past experiences. Indeed, differences in conflict style between people can
themselves cause friction — for instance, an assertive dominating individual might continually run into
conflict with a colleague who has an avoiding style, because the assertive person might interpret
avoidance as lack of commitment or honesty, whereas the avoider feels bullied.

One conceptual model of interpersonal conflict (Rahim refers to several) views conflict as a process
with stages, similar to what was mentioned under conflict typologies. A comprehensive model might
include the following elements:

Latent Conditions: underlying factors that set the stage (e.g., scarce resources, ambiguous

jurisdictions, or previous conflicts).

o Perceived Conflict: when parties become aware that their differences are causing problems.

o Felt Conflict: when the conflict becomes emotional — parties feel stress, anxiety, or hostility.

e Manifest Conflict: visible behavior — arguments, opposing actions, complaints, etc.
Communication often breaks down at this stage; people might engage in direct confrontation
or subtle sabotage.

o Conflict Aftermath: results of the conflict, which can be resolution, stalemate, or suppression.

Importantly, as noted, even if resolved, interpersonal conflicts can leave lingering resentment

(one party feels they “lost” or were treated unjustly). This aftermath can influence trust and the

willingness to cooperate in the future.

During interpersonal conflict escalation, several changes occur in perception and behavior: parties often
develop biased perceptions of each other (stereotyping the other as “the enemy” or assuming malicious
intent). Trust erodes and communication tends to become distorted or cut off — they may start
withholding information or become defensive. The conflict can become self-reinforcing: for example,
misperceptions breed further miscommunications, which deepen the conflict. As interpersonal conflicts
intensify, individuals might also seek allies, turning a one-on-one conflict into a group issue (structure
formation — coalitions building). Decision-making then becomes adversarial; rather than seeking a
mutually acceptable solution, each side aims to win (a win—lose orientation). This often precludes
compromise or integrative solutions. If eventually one side does win or the conflict ends by other means,
any unresolved grievances can carry into the future (the conflict aftermath problem where one feels like
a loser and harbors bitterness).

Managing interpersonal conflict effectively is critical because unresolved interpersonal issues can
poison team dynamics and cause stress organization-wide. Based on Rahim’s synthesis, key approaches
include:

e Promotion of Integrative Style: Whenever feasible, parties in interpersonal conflict should be
encouraged to engage in problem-solving dialogue. This means shifting from personal attacks
or positional arguments to a focus on the underlying problem or need. For instance, two
department heads fighting over budget could be guided to jointly analyze what the organization
needs and find creative reallocations rather than each defending their turf. Training in conflict
resolution can help individuals adopt integrative tactics (like active listening, identifying
common interests, brainstorming options). Research indicates that when managers use
integrative approaches with subordinates, it increases employee commitment and improves
outcomes.
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o Negotiation Skills and Principles: Rahim, referencing negotiation literature (such as Fisher &
Ury’s principles), advocates that individuals follow key principles of effective negotiation: (1)
Separate the people from the problem — in other words, don’t let the conflict get personal;
maintain respect while tackling the issue. (2) Focus on interests, not positions — explore why
each person wants something, rather than sticking rigidly to what they initially demand. Often,
underlying interests are compatible or can be satisfied in multiple ways. (3) Generate options
for mutual gain — be creative and don’t prematurely lock into a single solution; consider
multiple solutions that could satisfy both parties. (4) Use objective criteria — when possible,
resolve differences by referring to external standards or fair benchmarks (e.g., market prices,
expert guidelines) rather than who has more power. By training employees and managers in
these principles, conflicts are more likely to be handled in a rational, less adversarial way.

e Diagnosis of Conflict Style and Source: Similar to the earlier discussion, diagnosing
interpersonal conflict entails understanding if the conflict is primarily over substantive issues
or is it a relationship (affective) conflict. If it’s substantive, a mediator can focus parties on data
and solutions. If it’s personal, the intervention might first address emotional aspects (perhaps
an apology for a slight, or clarifying misunderstandings). Also, if conflict styles differ (say one
is very confrontational and the other conflict-averse), acknowledging that can help — sometimes
conflicts escalate simply because each misunderstands the other’s approach. Personality clashes
(e.g., one person’s directness offends another person who is more sensitive) might require
coaching both to adapt a bit or at least not attribute ill intent to the other.

o Intervention by Third Parties: If interpersonal conflicts become too heated or entrenched, a
third party intervention may be needed. This could be a manager arbitrating a solution, an HR
facilitator mediating the discussion, or an ombudsman or conflict resolution specialist stepping
in. For example, a supervisor might impose a temporary solution (appeal to higher authority) if
two subordinates cannot agree, with a plan to revisit later under calmer circumstances.
Alternatively, mediation aims to get the parties themselves to agree by improving
communication — often the mediator helps each side see the other’s perspective, which can
humanize the conflict and open possibilities for agreement.

e Process vs. Structural fixes: Many interpersonal conflicts can be resolved or at least improved
by process interventions — guiding how the two individuals communicate and problem-solve
(as discussed above). However, sometimes a structural change can eliminate the source of
friction. For instance, if two employees always conflict because their jobs have overlapping
responsibilities and ambiguous boundaries, management could redesign the workflow or clarify
job descriptions to reduce overlap. If personality clash is extreme and irreconcilable,
transferring one party to a different team (structural separation) might be a last-resort solution
to restore peace — though ideally after trying other measures.

Additionally, Rahim points out factors that can influence interpersonal conflict management, such as
individual differences. Personality traits (e.g., agreeableness or neuroticism), cultural background
(collectivist cultures might favor avoiding or obliging more than individualist cultures, for instance),
and even gender or generational differences can affect preferred conflict styles. Awareness of these can
help tailor conflict resolution approaches. For example, if two colleagues from different cultural
backgrounds have a conflict, cultural training or a culturally sensitive mediator might be needed to
bridge communication styles.

In conclusion, intrapersonal and interpersonal conflicts are about the human element in organizations:
the inner struggles individuals face and the struggles between individuals. Effective conflict
management at these levels requires empathy, communication, and often creative thinking. By helping
individuals resolve their internal conflicts (through role clarification and supportive policies) and by
equipping them with skills and avenues to resolve interpersonal disputes constructively, organizations
can maintain a healthier work environment. The next sections will extend the discussion outward — to
conflicts that occur in groups and between groups — which add further layers of complexity but build
on many principles already covered.
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® Group and Intergroup Conflict

Conflicts do not only occur between individuals; they often emerge within groups (teams, committees,
departments) and between different groups or divisions in an organization. Chapters 8 and 9 of Rahim’s
book delve into intragroup and intergroup conflict, respectively. These forms of conflict are inherently
multi-person and can significantly impact organizational performance and climate. In this section, we
examine the nature of group-level conflicts and intergroup conflicts, and how they can be managed.

® Intragroup Conflict

An intragroup conflict is a conflict that occurs among members of a group or team. The group could be
a formal organizational unit (like a department or project team) or an informal group (like a clique of
colleagues or a friend circle at work). For a conflict to be considered intragroup, typically more than
two members are involved or affected. If only two members of a group are at odds, that’s an
interpersonal conflict which may or may not spill over to the group; intragroup implies a broader
contention that engages multiple members or factions within the group.

Common causes of intragroup conflict include: task conflicts (disagreements on what should be done
or how), process conflicts (disagreements on how to organize work or allocate responsibilities), and
relationship conflicts (personal incompatibilities among group members). Other sources can be
differences in values or attitudes, competition for leadership or influence within the group, and external
pressures that create stress (like unrealistic deadlines leading group members to blame each other).

Groups have certain characteristics that influence conflict dynamics: they have norms, statuses, roles,
and often a shared goal. Conflict can be healthy in a group if it is about the task — research indicates
that task conflict, when kept at a moderate level, can enhance group performance by preventing
groupthink and stimulating creativity. For example, in a product development team, a spirited debate
about design ideas (task conflict) can yield a better outcome than if everyone quickly agrees with the
first suggestion. On the contrary, affective conflict in a group (personal friction, egos clashing) tends to
lower morale, split the group, and reduce effectiveness.

Thus, echoing earlier themes, the goal is not to eliminate all conflict in groups, but to manage intragroup
conflict such that it stays largely substantive and doesn’t become destructive. Some groups avoid
conflict to maintain harmony, but too much harmony can lead to complacency or suppressed dissent
that later explodes. Other groups might have chronic conflict and dysfunction. Effective teams find a
balance, often through norms that encourage open discussion of ideas but discourage personal attacks.

Rahim notes that certain structural and composition factors affect intragroup conflict. For instance,
group composition matters: very homogeneous groups might have fewer overt conflicts (due to similar
perspectives) but may also lack innovation; highly heterogeneous groups have more diverse ideas
(leading to task conflicts that can be constructive) but also risk more misunderstandings or value
clashes. The optimal mix can depend on context, but managing a diverse group’s conflict requires
conscious facilitation to ensure differences become a source of creativity rather than division.

Another factor is group size and interdependence. In larger groups, cliques or subgroups can form,
creating potential for subgroup conflicts. Smaller groups might have more intense interpersonal
relations. Highly interdependent tasks (where group members need each other to complete work) can
either unify a group (everyone must cooperate) or spark conflict if one part is perceived as failing the
others. Conversely, if tasks are too independent, the “group” might not feel cohesive and conflicts might
be more interpersonal than truly group-level.

To manage intragroup conflict, Rahim suggests both process and structural interventions at the team
level:
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e Conflict Diagnosis within the Group: The team (or a leader) should identify what conflicts
exist and their nature. A useful tool mentioned is Rahim’s own instrument, ROCI-I, which can
measure intragroup conflict levels. Sometimes teams conduct retrospectives or surveys to
surface conflicts that might not be openly discussed. Is the conflict mostly about tasks (e.g.,
disagreements over strategy)? Or is it interpersonal (maybe two members have a rivalry)? Is it
a split along subgroups (e.g., engineering vs. marketing mindset within a cross-functional
team)? Understanding the pattern is a first step.

e Team Building and Process Consultation: As a form of process intervention, groups benefit
from team-building exercises that improve trust, communication, and cooperative skills. Rahim
references using organizational development (OD) techniques such as team-building
workshops to help group members better understand each other’s working styles and to align
around common goals. In these sessions, team members might openly discuss grievances or
confusion about group processes in a structured way, facilitated by a consultant or trained
manager. The aim is to shift the mindset from “individualistic thinking” to focus on overall
team effectiveness. For example, a team might collectively reflect on how they handle
disagreements and establish new norms like “We will debate ideas vigorously but won’t make
it personal, and once a decision is made, we all support it.”

o Clarifying Structure and Roles within the Team: If intragroup conflict stems from ambiguity
or overlapping roles (one of the sources mentioned), a structural fix is to clarify who is
responsible for what, or adjust the workflow. Also, establishing clear group norms (structure in
a behavioral sense) can mitigate conflicts. For instance, a norm that everyone gets to speak in
meetings can prevent conflict from quieter members feeling unheard. A norm for how to handle
deadlines or how to give feedback can preempt process conflicts.

e Leadership Actions: A group’s leader or an external facilitator might need to intervene if
conflicts get heated. This can include mediating disputes between group members, or
sometimes reshuffling the group composition to break up toxic dynamics. For example, if two
employees in a team cannot work together despite efforts, a manager may decide to transfer
one to a different team where their skills can be used without the friction — effectively a
structural intervention at the group membership level. Similarly, adding a new member who
has a calming influence or who bridges the two feuding parties could help (though adding
members can also create new dynamics to manage).

e Altering Structural Conditions: In some cases, the root of intragroup conflict lies in how the
organization has set up that team’s environment. If the group is competing with another group
for scarce resources, intragroup unity might suffer (members start blaming each other for not
securing resources, etc.). The organization can intervene by ensuring adequate resources or
adjusting how resources are allocated to reduce pressure. If a compensation scheme pits team
members against each other (like a forced ranking performance system), that structural factor
may need change to foster more collaboration.

e Self-Management and Conflict Skills: Group members themselves should be encouraged or
trained to manage conflict proactively. This includes listening skills, empathy, and constructive
communication techniques. When team members have a foundation of trust and respect, they
can often sort out task conflicts among themselves without managerial intervention. As such,
investing in soft-skills training for teams pays off by enabling them to navigate intragroup
disagreements in a healthy way.

The benefits of well-managed intragroup conflict are notable. Studies have found that teams with
diversity of perspectives perform better when they manage the ensuing conflicts constructively. Teams
that can debate and then decide on the best course of action (integrating multiple viewpoints) tend to be
more innovative and effective than teams that either never disagree or that disagree destructively with
no resolution. On the flip side, teams beset by affective conflict often experience reduced cohesion,
lower satisfaction, and higher likelihood of members exiting the team. So, conflict management is a key
part of team leadership.
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® Intergroup Conflict

Intergroup conflict refers to conflict between different groups, departments, or divisions within an
organization. This could be line vs. staff units, union vs. management, or cross-functional conflict (e.g.,
the perennial tension between sales and production, or R&D and marketing). Intergroup conflict is in
some ways analogous to interpersonal conflict but scaled up: each group behaves as a unit with its own
interests, and often the dynamics involve group identities and coalitions.

Rahim defines intergroup conflict in organizations as collective differences and incompatibilities
between functional departments, work units, or other identifiable groups regarding goals, resources,
processes, or values. A classic scenario: the production department and the sales department experience
conflict because Sales wants to fulfill customer orders quickly (even if it strains production with rush
jobs), while Production prioritizes efficiency and adherence to a stable schedule. Their differing
departmental goals and metrics set them up for conflict. Other examples include conflicts between
headquarters and field offices, between technical staff and management, or between project teams that
need the same resources.

Several factors contribute to intergroup conflict:

o Goal Incompatibility and Differentiation: Different groups often have different objectives and
perspectives (what Lawrence & Lorsch termed differentiation). For example, one department’s
success metrics might be at odds with another’s (like cost control vs. innovation). Departments
also develop their own subcultures and jargon, which can lead to misunderstandings — each
group sees issues through its own lens.

e Task Interdependence: The more two groups must interact to complete tasks, the more
potential for conflict, especially if their tasks are tightly coupled. High interdependence can
cause friction if not well-coordinated (e.g., if one group’s output is frequently the other’s input
and problems with one disrupt the other’s work). Conversely, if groups are fully independent,
they might have little conflict simply due to lack of contact — but in a cohesive organization,
few units are truly independent.

e Limited Resources: When resources (budget, manpower, space) are scarce, groups compete,
and this competition can turn into conflict. Each group fights for a greater share to achieve its
goals, sometimes at the expense of others (this is a structural cause: many intergroup conflicts
trace back to how budgeting or resource distribution is done).

e Ambiguities in Jurisdiction: If it’s not clear which group is responsible for what, or if there is
overlap in domains, conflict can arise over territory. For example, two product teams might
argue over who gets to develop a new feature that lies at the intersection of their product lines.

e Group ldentity and Bias: Social identity theory explains that people derive part of their identity
from the groups they belong to, and they tend to favor their own group (ingroup) while viewing
other groups (outgroups) in a less favorable light. In organizations, this can manifest as
departmental silos and stereotypes (e.g., engineers thinking “marketing people” are flaky, while
marketing folks think “engineers” are rigid). Such biases can exacerbate conflicts as each side
is quick to blame the other and slow to empathize.

As intergroup conflict escalates, it follows a pattern akin to inter-individual conflict but with group-
level phenomena. For instance:

e Within each conflicting group, cohesion often increases in the face of an external enemy (the
other group). They “tighten their relations” and present a unified front. Dissent within the group
might be suppressed for the sake of group unity against the other side.

o Groups develop a more rigid structure and leadership to coordinate against the other group. A
leader or spokesperson may emerge to represent the group’s interests, and internal hierarchy
may stiffen as orders need to be followed to compete with the rival group.
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e Communication between groups plummets and miscommunication rises. Stereotyping of the
outgroup becomes prevalent; group members emphasize the differences and often negative
qualities of the other side, while accentuating the positives of their own. Each side may start
attributing any malfeasance or mistakes to the other’s malicious intent or incompetence
(attribution error).

o Decision-making becomes polarized: within each group, moderate voices might be drowned
out as the conflict encourages more extreme positions (“hawkish” stances). The possibility of
integrative or win-win solutions diminishes as each group focuses on winning or not losing to
the other.

o If resolution is forced (say top management intervenes and resolves an issue in favor of one
group), the losing group may carry resentment (conflict aftermath) similar to interpersonal
cases. This can surface later in sabotage, lack of cooperation, or rekindled disputes.

Given the broad impact of intergroup conflicts on organizational effectiveness (they can stall projects,
reduce information flow, and demoralize employees), managing them is a critical leadership task.
Strategies for managing intergroup conflict include:

e Overarching Goals and Vision: One of the most powerful tools is establishing superordinate
goals that both groups share and can only achieve together (this concept was originally shown
in classic social psychology experiments like Sherif’s Robbers Cave study). In an organization,
leadership can emphasize common organizational objectives that transcend departmental goals
— for example, “delighting the customer” is a goal that both Sales and Production ultimately
share. If both groups refocus on that higher goal, they might find more willingness to
compromise and cooperate. Incentive systems can be aligned with these overarching goals to
reinforce collaboration (for instance, a bonus that is contingent on overall company
performance rather than siloed metrics).

e Negotiation and Third-Party Facilitation between Groups: Much like interpersonal
negotiation, intergroup disputes can be resolved through structured negotiation. Often, this
involves managers from each group coming to the table (potentially with a senior leader or
neutral facilitator mediating) to discuss their needs and constraints. Techniques like
organizational mirroring are sometimes used: representatives from each group meet to openly
reflect on how the other perceives them and to clear misconceptions. For example, an
organizational development consultant might hold a session where Department A and
Department B each share how they view the other’s contributions and challenges, leading to
mutual understanding and identification of misattributions.

o Structural Realignments: If two units consistently conflict because of structural reasons,
management can consider altering the structure. This might involve changing
interdependencies — e.g., creating a buffer or liaison role between two departments to handle
interactions smoothly, or adjusting the workflow so that conflicting units have fewer friction
points. Another structural fix is adjusting resource distribution mechanisms to be perceived as
fair — possibly by moving certain resources under a common budget overseer rather than pitting
departments directly against each other, or by formalizing a rotation (this year one department
gets priority, next year the other does, for example).

e Personnel Rotation and Integrators: Swapping or rotating personnel across groups can
humanize the other group and reduce “us vs. them” attitudes. If an engineer spends a few
months in the sales department, they may gain appreciation for the pressures salespeople face,
and vice versa. Another approach is to have integrator roles — individuals or teams whose job
is to coordinate between departments (product managers often serve this role between
engineering and marketing, for instance). These people ideally have credibility with both sides
and can preempt conflicts by smoothing communication.

e Intergroup Team-Building or Conflict Resolution Meetings: Bringing the conflicting groups
together in a conflict resolution workshop can be effective. They might engage in activities that
require cooperation, or jointly attend training on collaboration. In a controlled setting, groups
can air grievances and respond to the other’s concerns with the guidance of facilitators. A
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technique known as “organizational confrontation meeting” (developed by Beckhard in 1967)
is a one-day meeting where many organizational groups come together to identify issues and
action plans — a way to surface and begin resolving intergroup conflicts quickly across the
organization.

o Appeal and Review Systems: Establish channels for groups to appeal decisions or raise
intergroup issues to higher management fairly. If, say, two departments cannot agree on
resource allocation, there could be a standing committee or an executive arbitration system that
reviews the case. Knowing that a fair process exists can reduce the tendency of groups to engage
in destructive conflict, because they trust the issue will be resolved impartially.

e Cultural Change: Over the long term, fostering an organizational culture of collaboration and
mutual respect is key. This includes top management modeling collaborative behavior (if
executives fight among themselves, silos trickle down), rewarding cross-departmental teams,
and creating formal networks (like Communities of Practice) that cut across groups. When
employees have informal relationships and empathy for people in other units (because they’ve
worked together on prior projects or meet in cross-functional committees), intergroup conflicts
are less intense; people see each other as individuals, not just faceless “others” from that
department.

The outcome of intergroup conflict management efforts can significantly influence organizational
performance. For instance, an oft-cited study by Lawrence & Lorsch found that the ability to manage
conflict between differentiated subunits (through integrative devices) was characteristic of high-
performing firms. More recent research similarly indicates that integrative conflict management (like
collaborative problem-solving between departments) correlates with better innovation and adaptability.
In contrast, unresolved intergroup conflict can lead to inefficiencies, with departments working at cross
purposes or withholding information that could benefit others (the left hand not talking to the right).

In summary, intergroup conflict is a natural outgrowth of specialization and division of labor in
organizations — each part focuses on its own piece of the puzzle, which can create friction with others
focusing on theirs. The role of effective management is to knit these pieces together, aligning them with
overarching goals, facilitating communication, and adjusting structures so that the whole can function
synergistically. Conflict between groups, if well-managed, can stimulate important discussions at the
organizational level (for example, a conflict might reveal that the organization’s strategy is unclear or
that resources are misallocated). But if left unmanaged, intergroup conflict can severely undermine
organizational coherence. Therefore, interventions at both the human level (improving intergroup
relations) and the systems level (aligning structures and incentives) are required for sustainable harmony
and effectiveness across an organization’s units.

DISCUSSION

Through this review of Rahim’s frameworks and the associated literature, it becomes evident that
organizational conflict is a double-edged sword — one that today’s organizations must handle with
nuance. On one edge, conflict can cut into the organization, causing dysfunction: persistent
interpersonal feuds, paralyzing group infighting, and inter-departmental rivalries all detract from
performance and erode the social fabric of an enterprise. On the other edge, conflict properly managed
can be a tool for cutting through complacency and stimulating improvement: it can surface hidden
problems, drive innovation through diverse viewpoints, and strengthen teams that learn to overcome
differences.

Contemporary Application: In today’s fast-paced, complex organizational environments, the ability to
harness conflict constructively is arguably more important than ever. Modern organizations are often
characterized by cross-functional teams, flatter hierarchies, global and culturally diverse workforces,
and knowledge-based work — all conditions that can increase the potential for conflict but also the
potential benefits of conflict when managed well. For example, cross-functional product development
teams are deliberately set up with members from R&D, design, marketing, etc., precisely to generate a
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healthy level of debate and integration among different perspectives. The frameworks reviewed (such
as the five conflict handling styles and contingency approach) remain highly relevant in guiding how
these teams navigate their inherent differences. A project manager today might consciously foster an
environment where task conflict is encouraged in early brainstorming (to promote creativity) but
relationship conflict is swiftly addressed through team norms of respect and perhaps intervening if
personal attacks start. The negotiation principles (separating people from problems, focusing on
interests, etc.) are cornerstones of the now widespread practice of collaborative negotiation and
alternative dispute resolution in organizations.

Moreover, current emphases on emotional intelligence and communication skills in leadership echo
Rahim’s insistence on process interventions — leaders are coached to be mediators and facilitators, not
just decision-makers. The idea of encouraging “double-loop learning” fits well with contemporary
pushes for learning organizations and continuous improvement cultures. For instance, agile and scrum
methodologies in software development include retrospectives where the team reflects on conflicts or
issues and adjusts its process — a real-time example of conflict leading to learning and structural
tweaking on the team level.

Practical Relevance: In practical terms, organizations increasingly train employees in conflict
management, deploy internal mediators or ombuds, and use conflict management systems to handle
disputes (particularly in large companies). The Rahim Organizational Conflict Inventory (ROCI-II)
itself has been widely used to assess conflict styles in workplace training, helping individuals
understand their default approach and learn to adapt. The five styles framework has permeated
managerial training — many managers can identify whether they tend to avoid or compete, and are taught
the virtue of collaboration (integrating) when feasible. This reflects the penetration of these theories
into practice.

It’s worth noting that while Rahim’s work provides a strong theoretical baseline, limitations due to
partial coverage of the book in this review should be acknowledged. We concentrated on conceptual
chapters, which means some applied areas Rahim might cover (for example, conflict management in
specific contexts like cross-cultural settings, or the role of technology in conflict — topics that could
appear in later chapters or newer editions) are not addressed here. The world of work has evolved with
remote teams and digital communication (e.g., conflicts playing out over email or Slack), which
introduce new challenges and slight twists to conflict dynamics (tone can be misread in text, etc.). While
the fundamental principles still apply, future research and practice have been extending these
frameworks. Similarly, this review did not cover Chapter 3 of Rahim’s book, which presumably dealt
with empirical studies linking conflict strategies to outcomes like learning and effectiveness. That
means our analysis leans heavily on the conceptual assertions rather than detailed evidence or case
studies that might be present there. Including the omitted chapter could have enriched the discussion,
for instance by providing data on how conflict management interventions tangibly improved
organizational metrics.

Another consideration is that Rahim’s framework, originally developed decades ago, has largely stood
the test of time but some terminology and approach might be updated by contemporary scholars. For
example, Rahim’s five styles align with Thomas and Kilmann’s, but now there is also work on how
conflict style usage can vary with context (like handling conflict upwards to a boss might require
different tactics than with a peer — power context matters). Additionally, research into cultural
differences in conflict management (some of which Rahim cites in later references) suggests that the
“best” style can depend on cultural norms — e.g., an integrating approach is ideal in many Western
contexts, but in some East Asian contexts, a high value on harmony might make a more indirect
approach advantageous in certain scenarios. These nuances highlight that effective conflict management
is not one-size-fits-all; it must be attuned to situational and cultural factors.

Alignment with Contemporary Trends: Encouragingly, much of Rahim’s conceptualization aligns with
current ideas of healthy organizations. Modern organizational health indices include measures of open
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communication and low levels of destructive conflict, which correlate with higher engagement and
innovation. For instance, Google’s well-known research on team effectiveness (“Project Aristotle”)
found that psychological safety — a climate where interpersonal risk-taking (like voicing dissent) is safe
— is the number one factor in successful teams. This reinforces Rahim’s point that conflict should be
allowed and managed, not stifled: psychological safety doesn’t mean no conflict; it means people can
disagree openly without fear, which is essentially a plea for integrative, constructive conflict.

Limitations and Future Directions: Due to focusing on only chapters 1-2 and 4-9 of Rahim’s book,
this review did not touch on all conflict domains (e.g., conflict with external stakeholders, or perhaps
personal conflict styles in depth if Chapter 3 had those details). There is also the reality that conflict
management, while conceptually neat in frameworks, can be very messy in practice. One limitation of
the classic models is that they somewhat idealize rational behavior — in real conflicts, emotions can
override calculated use of styles. Future coverage (and indeed, Rahim’s later editions) likely discuss
emotion in conflict, and concepts like emotional intelligence in conflict management. Another nuance
is the role of third-party conflict resolution mechanisms (ADR, peer review panels, etc.) which were
only briefly alluded to (ombudsman, appeal systems) and could be expanded upon, as many
organizations now have institutionalized ways to handle conflicts beyond the direct parties.

Additionally, technological changes have given rise to virtual conflict — remote teams may have
conflicts that are harder to detect and resolve because of lack of face-to-face cues. Our review did not
specifically cover such scenarios, but the principles arguably still apply, perhaps with greater emphasis
on clear communication norms and proactive trust-building in virtual settings.

The partial nature of our source also means we relied on references available up to the mid-1990s.
Conflict management research has progressed, for example exploring links between conflict and
creativity (some studies by Jehn in 1995 and 1997) and noting that moderate task conflict can increase
creativity up to a point, after which it becomes detrimental. In practice today, some organizations even
deliberately create structures to encourage debate (like Amazon’s famous “disagree and commit”
philosophy, where dissent is encouraged during decision-making, but once a decision is made everyone
commits — resonating with integrating style in decision phase, then obliging/complying after decision).
This underlines that conflict management is dynamic and context-dependent.

In conclusion, the concepts from Rahim’s selected chapters provide a robust framework that remains
very applicable: understanding conflict types and levels sets the stage for diagnosing issues; the five
styles and contingency approach guide individual conflict behaviors; the importance of learning and
change underscores strategic conflict management for organizational improvement. The challenge and
opportunity for organizations today is to instill these understandings such that conflict becomes a
catalyst for positive change rather than a force of destruction. For many organizations, that involves
training leaders in conflict competence, developing cultures that value respectful dissent, and designing
systems that reward collaboration across boundaries. By acknowledging that some conflict is not only
inevitable but even desirable (the notion of “functional conflict” for non-routine tasks), companies can
avoid the pitfall of conflict avoidance which often breeds unseen resentments and poor decisions. At
the same time, by recognizing the warning signs of dysfunction (e.g., conflicts becoming personal or
intractable), they can intervene early — employing the right mix of process dialogue and structural fixes.

The partial coverage of Rahim’s work provided in this review still illustrates a timeless message:
effective conflict management is at the heart of effective organizational management. Organizations are
social systems replete with differing interests, and it is through the constructive reconciliation of those
differences that organizations adapt and thrive. As Follett presciently noted and Rahim elaborated, the
goal is not to rid ourselves of conflict, but to use it — to manage conflict such that it becomes a driving
force for innovation, coordination, and improvement, rather than a drag on performance. Future research
and practice will undoubtedly continue to refine the tools and approaches (incorporating cultural,
emotional, and technological dimensions), but the foundational frameworks described here will
continue to inform those advancements.
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CONCLUSION

Conflict in organizations is unavoidable, but as this review has shown, it need not be unmanageable.
By systematically examining conflict through multiple lenses — typologies (what types of conflict arise),
levels (from intra-personal to intergroup), and management frameworks (styles and intervention
strategies), we gain a comprehensive understanding of how to navigate and leverage conflict. The key
findings can be succinctly restated as follows:

o Conflict is a multifaceted construct: It carries both potential benefits and harms. Functional
conflict, usually task-related and moderate in intensity, can spark creativity, better decisions,
and change. Dysfunctional conflict, often affective or extreme, can damage relationships and
performance. Total conflict avoidance is neither feasible nor desirable; instead, organizations
should aim for an optimal level and type of conflict.

o Multiple frameworks aid conflict analysis: We identified numerous conflict typologies (e.g.,
task vs. relationship, role conflicts, etc.) and a robust five-style model of conflict handling
(integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding, compromising). This model, anchored in concern
for self vs others, is a valuable tool for individuals and managers to reflect on their approach to
conflict. The contingency perspective underscores that each style can be effective, depending
on the situation — reinforcing the importance of diagnostic thinking in conflict situations.

o Effective conflict management transcends conflict resolution: Rather than simply ending
disputes, it involves creating conditions for constructive conflict and learning. This includes
fostering an organizational culture of openness, instituting processes for collaborative problem-
solving (e.g., training in principled negotiation and communication), and when necessary,
making structural changes to reduce chronic sources of conflict. Conflict management is thus
an ongoing, proactive function of management, integral to organizational development and
effectiveness.

o Intrapersonal conflicts (like role stress) and interpersonal conflicts are critical “human”
factors: They must be addressed through role clarification, support, and skill development, as
they often underlie more visible group conflicts. Healthy organizations pay attention to
individual well-being and provide channels (such as coaching or counseling, and a fair
grievance process) to help individuals reconcile internal and interpersonal discord.

e Group and intergroup conflicts, while often structural in origin, can be mitigated by
structural solutions and by improving intergroup relationships: Techniques such as setting
superordinate goals, rotating staff, and forming integrative teams can reduce the “us vs. them”
mentality and align groups towards common interests. Leadership has a vital role in monitoring
intergroup dynamics and intervening before conflicts become organizational silos or turf wars.

In applying these findings, managers and practitioners should recognize that managing conflict is both
an art and a science. The “science” is in understanding frameworks and evidence (like knowing that
integrative solutions often lead to better outcomes, or that role ambiguity will likely cause conflict).
The “art” is in reading the subtleties of each conflict situation — the emotions, the history, the
personalities — and tailoring interventions accordingly. This review, grounded in Rahim’s conceptual
chapters, provides a solid foundation, but managers will need to adapt these concepts to the particulars
of their organizational context and the evolving nature of work.

Finally, we acknowledge that this review covered only selected chapters of Rahim’s book due to
assignment constraints. While those chapters encapsulate the core conceptual insights, a full treatment
of the subject would include additional chapters and contemporary developments. For example,
incorporating Rahim’s Chapter 3 might have enriched the connection between conflict management
strategies and organizational learning outcomes, and exploring later chapters or newer editions could
shed light on conflict in emerging forms of organization (virtual teams, etc.) or the role of power and
ethics in conflict (areas alluded to but not deeply discussed in our source). Consequently, one limitation
of this review is that it gives a strong framework but readers should be cautious to consider context and
updates when applying it.
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In conclusion, conflict should neither be viewed with undue alarm nor with neglect. As Rahim and
many scholars emphasize, it is a natural part of organizational life that, if properly understood and
managed, can be transformed into a force for effective organizational change and innovation. By
combining theoretical frameworks with reflective practice, organizations can develop robust conflict
management competencies — turning potentially divisive frictions into opportunities for integration and
growth. This conceptual review thus serves as a stepping stone for both scholars and practitioners: it
summarizes time-tested knowledge on organizational conflict and invites continued learning and
application to meet the conflicts of tomorrow constructively.
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