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ABSTRACT :

The research-paper is based on a review of interdisciplinary research,
thus representing various methodologies, including experimental studies and
both quantitative and qucili!au’ve field research.Conflict constitutes an
inevitable and commonplace element of . social life. Hence, it is highly prevalent
in the organizational arena and is a significant element in the dynamics of

organizational work teams. Members of work groups and teams within

organizations experience and manage conflict with their counterparts on an

ev. y basis.
Keywords: Organizations, Managerent, Groups, Communication, Business Expanding,
Introduction:

Work teams as increasingly popular organizational structures serve to improve
quality, increase efficiency, and ensure organizational sustainability. Effectiveness in group
functioning depends to a large extent on the strength of the relationships within the team
(such as trust in team members), which, in turn, nourish the nature of their internal
interactions. Scholars in thearea of organizational behaviour and management have argned
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that the quality of work tcam interpersonal bonds is significantly affected by the group's
ability to manage conflicts. Moreover, {he organizational reality of a highly diverse work
group composition increases the propensity for intragroup conflicts, thus tuming effective
dispute management into a vital asset.

Modes of handling disagreements i work teams constitute critical determinants
of conflict outcomes. Conflict can be harmful if managed destructively, adverscly affecting
the quality of teams’ decisions, as well as their productivity, innovation, and members’
satisfaction. Conversely, constructive ways of handling conflicts provide an opportunity
for surfacing problems, tracing mutually beneficial solutions, enhancing motivation to engage
interpersonal tensions, and eventually, reaffirming team members' confidence inintratcam
relations and fostering team performance.

Research on conflict management in work teams has proceeded in two main
directions. One direction has focused on conflict types and their associations with conflict
outcomes (De Dren&Weingart, 2003b; Jehn, 1997), while the other has evolved around
the dynamics of conflict management {Alper, Tjosvold, & Law, 2000; Ayoko, Hartel, &
Callan, 2002; Desivilya&Eizen, 2005), attempting to distinguish constructive conflict
management processes from their destructive counterparts.

This research-paper attempts to review and integrate findings derived from both
streams of research. It is aimed to elucidate major patterns of managing conflict in work
teams, focusing on the bipolar constructive-destructive dimension and its determinants.
First, the nature of conflicts in work teams and their antecedents will be explored. Then
the dynamics of conflict management will be explicated. Next, outcomes of conflicts in
work teams will be addressed, as related to the types of conflicts and pattemns of handling
internal disputes. Finally, fiuture research directions and applications to tcam management
will be discussed.

The Nature of Conflicts in Teams and Their Anteccdents:

As indicated earlicr, conflict constitutes oncof the rudimentary processes in teams.
De Dreu and Weingar (2003a) defined intragroup conflict as a process emanating from
interpersonal tensions among team members owingtoreal or perceived disparities. Inputs

of team members and their interactions in work teams involve both social and mission-
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related aspects. Hence, conflict processes may touch upon task and rclatic;nship issues.
Accordingly, Jehn (1997) distinguished between relationship (or affective) and task (or
cognitive) conflict and developed separate definitions of these two concepts. Relationship
(affective) conflict refers to an awarencsshf interpersonal incompatibilitics, reflecting
interpersonal frictions; tensions; clash of petsonalities; and disagreements about personal
values, taste, and interpersonal styles. This typclofoonﬂici is associated with the emotional
aspects of interpersonal relations in work teams. Task (cognitive) conflict pertainsto an
awareness of differences in opinions and perspectives with respectto the work team's
tasks, entailing divergent perceptions concerning distribution of resources, work
procedures, and policies. In contrast with the emotionally driven relationship conflict, this
type of intra-team discord is embedded in the substantive elements of teams' tasks, and
isthus vieweé;by some scholars as more intellectual in nature.

In addition to elucidating the characteristics of conflicts, scholars of organizations
and management have investi gated the triggers of relationship and task conflicts inwork
teams. Among a varicty of potential antecedents, diversity and team's geographical
arrangements collocated versus distributed are noteworthy. '

Diversity as a Trigger of Conflicts in Work Teams:

Diversity denotes variation in a wide range of team members' characteristics,
including professional background and expertise, tenure, and salient demographic features
such as age, gender, race and ethnicity. Mohamméd and Angell (2004) distinguished
between surface-level and deep-level diversity. Surface-level diversity refersto the extent
of demographic variation in 2 work unit, whereas deep-level diversity purports to disparitics
in personality, attitudes, and values.

Both quantitative and-qualitative studies of work teams provided substantial
ovidence that members of groups characterized by high levels of diversity experience
more conflicts than their counterparts in homogeneous groups do. This finding referred
primarily to the relationships between surface-level diversity and relationship conflict,
chowing that greater demographic diversity was associated with more relationship conflict.
Members of heterogeneous work teams experienced interpersonal tensions due to cultural
differences reflected in divergent beliefs and values. Researchers have attempted to explain
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the triggering effect of surface-level diversity on relationship conflict drawingon Tajfel's
and Tumer's (1986) social identity and social categorization theories and Byme's(1997)
imilarity-attraction paradigm. The basic tenet of he social categorization and social identity
conceptual framework posits that people tend to define and distinguish themselves from
chers based on their group membership. Efgountering individuals from different groups
sets up the categorization process and gives rise to a tendency to form a more favourable
image of one's own group in comparisonto the attitudes toward individuals from dissimilar
groups. This process allows individuals to protect and maintain positive social identity.
The similarity-attraction paradigm offers a different explanation to the biased tendencyto
favor members of one's own group over woutsiders." According to this model, people are
more attracted to and prefer to interact with similar individuals because they expect
thereby to reaffirm their values and beliefs. Notwithstanding the differences in the
theoretical approaches, both explanations point to the same outcome of in-group
favouritism, which accentuates pre-existing stereotypes and prejudice, and enhances
antagonism between diverse team members, thus increasing the odds of relationship
confhicts.

Work Groups' Geographical Arrangement as an Antecedent of Conflicts in Work
Teams:

Geographically dispersed teams have become an increasingly prevailing work
group arrangement, capturing the attention of organization scholars. Some of this work
revolved around group dynamics, especially conflict processes insuch teams as contrasted
with their collocated counterparts. Research findings have indicated that the former

- experienced more relationship and especially task conflicts than the latter experienced.
This result can be partially explained by the lack of shared identity in geographically
distributed teams, which erodes trust and asense ofloyalty toward distant team members,
leading instead to interpersonal tensions among geographically separated team members-
namely, torelationship conflict. :

Greater propensity for task conflict in distributed teams in comparison to
collocated teams was attributed to paucity of shared context-namely, standardized work
processes, tools, and systems. Lack of shared work procedures precipitates
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misunderstandings and divergence in approaches and interferes with coordination efforts,

thus enhancing task conflict in distributed teams. Both shared identity, which may moderate

relationship conflict, and shared context, which may attenuate task conflict, require

spontaneous information exchange among team members. Such open communication
processes appear more problematic in distiputed thanin collocated teams.

Based onastudy of research and development teams in two U. S. states, Hinds
and Mortensen (2005) showed that open communication channels may enhance the
salience of shared identity by highlighting similarities and joint concems. Shared identity,
in turn, st:rcngll.wns psychological bonds between distant members, thus moderating
relationship conflict. In a similar vein, open and spontaneous communication helps to
clarify common work procedures, thereby contributing to shared context, which then
mitigates task mnﬂ:ct. The researchers have also found that open information exchange
has an independent moderating cffect on the relationships between geographical distribution
and conflict; it helps to identify conflict as well asto handleit.

Comparison between distributed and collocated teams revealed that distributed
teams benefit more from spontaneous communication than their collocated counterparts
do. Presumably, distributed teams are more vulnerable to conflict and especially to its
escalation; hence, they may need more active approach to conflict detection and
management. :

Methodologies to Conflict Management:

Conflict management refers to behaviours team members employ to deal with
their real and perceived differences, some relating to emotionally driven conflicts
(reiaﬁonship oconflicts) and others addressing themore substantive clements oftheirdiscords
(task conflicts). Most studics oninterpersonal conflict management pattemns have adopted
the Dual Concern Model, originally proposed by Blake and Mouton (1964) later adopted
with some modifications by several scholars: Pruitt and Rubin (1986), Rahim (1983),
and Thomas (1976). The basic tenet of this model postulates that the conflict management
mode employed by anindividual emanates from two underlying motives: concem for self
and concem for the other party. The strength of each of these two motivational orientations
according to conflict scholars may vary asa function of the particular conflict situation,
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with differing emphases on each of the two concemns yielding five niajor conflict
management pattemns: (a) dominating (high concem for self and low concern for the
other), reflected in attempts to persuade the other side to accept one's position, or use of
more extreme means in coercing the oﬁ1er'io givein, suchas harassing the other, making
threats and positional commitments-that is)gosing ultimatum; (b) obliging (low concem
for seif and high concem for the other), manifested in behaviors such as acquiescence
with the other and admitting one's own mistakes; () avoiding (low concemn for self and
low concern for the other)-that is, evading confrontation of the conflict issues, illustrated
by reactions suchas changing the subject of the conversation and refraining from contact
with the counterpart; (d) integrating (high concermn for self and high concem for the other),
reflected in exchange of information concerning interests and priorities, searching mutually
beneficial alternatives for solution, and providing constructive feedback to the other’s
suggestions; and (€) compromising (moderate concern for self and moderate concem for
the other, in Rahim's version of the model), manifested in behaviours suchas seeking and
proposing midway solutions.
Backgrounds of conflict Management Patterns in Work Teams:

Relatively limited number of studies examined the processes of conflict
management and their antecedents in work teams. Ayoko and assoeiate;' (2002) qualitative -
study on business students' teams constitutes one pertinent example. Itis noteworthy that
most of these scholars'’ results were cross-validated by data collected through three

" methods-(a) observations, (b) interviews, and (c) self-report questionnaires-thus affording
greater confidence inthe findings.

These researchers showed that cultural diversity affected the way that team
participants approached conflict. Members who constituted the cultural mainstream tended
to ignore and exclude their minority counterparts from intra-tcam interactions, especially
at the initial phases of the group process. Such exclusive communication patterns were
reflected ininterruptions of the minoritymembers' speech, their exclusion from turn taking,
and notmaintaining eye contact wiﬂxt}mn’!hemi:mitytwnmmwbasmmmcmsm&ahwd
from participation owing to fear and insecurity about their language proficiency. Thus,
members of the majority exhibited competitive tactics associated with destructive conflict
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management whilemembers of the minority accommodated their behaviour accordingly
by withdrawing from intra-team interaction. At later stages of the group process, more
constructive interactions between minority and majority members have developed,
particularly if team leaders who were ca;;ablc of managing discoursc and reinstating
disrupted and deteriorated communicationsgmerged.

Conclusion: Fl

This research-paper attempted to present ina nutshell a state-of-the art picture
on conflict management in work teams. However, itisbynomeans exhaustive of the rich
anddytmnicm;wch endeavours in the organizational field.

The review has corroborated the prevailing assumption that conflicts in
contemporary work teams constitute a daily phenomenon, especially dueto increasingly
diverse workforee and globalization Ieading to geographical distribution of work groups.
The nature of discords in organizational teams is far from monolithic; this research-paper
presented twomajor types of conflicts relationship and task M@Hgtxﬁngmeirdiﬁ'amﬁal
effects on conflict dynamics and outcomes.

Finally, the research-paper points at several potential applications for management
of work teams. Among these, raising awareness regarding the nature of conflictand its
functions in team's relations and performance, training team members and leaders in
cooperative approaches to conflict management, especiallyin diverse and geographically
distributed teams, and creating positive team climate a sense of shared identity, group
identification, and interpersonal trust are deemed to be of the utmost importance.
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