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== Abstract

While many organisations offer conflict management training to both staff and management, there has been little research
investigating the changes resulting from such training. Using an interpretive framework of analysis, a qualitative case study
was conducted to understand how ‘sensemakings” about conflicts change when enacted from the perspective of staff and
management in a non-profit organisation that participated in conflict management training. The case study was constructed
as a longitudinal investigation with ethnographic fieldwork as the primary method of inquiry. The training worked as a
catalyst for the development of new sensemakings about workplace conflicts. These included increasing acknowledgement
of workplace conflicts, recognition of interdependent and context embedded relationships in interpersonal conflicts, and
enactment of active resistance in a subordinated occupational group. Some conflicts did not change through training, where
the perpetual structural bases of the conflicts remained intact. Insights from the study call attention to the embedding of
conflict in the organisation’s social fabric. As a practical implication of the study, trainers in conflict management are
recommended to give more weight to the structural dimensions of conflict and organisational level conflict management
when putting training programmes together.
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Rahim, 2000, 2002; Ramarajan et al., 2004; Thomas, 1992;
Tjosvold, 2006, 2008; Van de Vliert, 1998, 1999).

Only a few studies have examined the effect of conflict
management training in organisations: where they have
done so, the focus has been on the effects on clients or
the public at large, with overwhelmingly positive results.

INTRODUCTION

While many organisations offer conflict management
training to both staff and management, there is little re-
search that describes the outcomes of workplace change re-
sulting from this training. This dearth of studies is remark-

able, given that conflict research literature has, for more
than four decades, posited that conflicts in organisations
are inevitable processes that need management through
particular forms of intervention. The literature claims that,
if managed correctly, conflicts can bring about develop-
ment, collaboration, problem solving, and organisational
change (e.g. De Dreu, 1997; De Dreu and Van de Vliert,
1997; Jehn, 1997, 2001; Johnson, 1991; Pondy, 1967, 1969;

Johnson (1991) measured the effects of conflict manage-
ment training on teachers, finding that the majority devel-
oped a more problem-solving way of managing conflicts.
Zacker and Bard (1973) measured the effects of conflict
management training on police performance, finding that
officers who had taken the training as part of the police
academy curriculum scored higher on performance than
those who had not. Ramarajan et al. (2004) found that
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UN peacekeepers on international intervention missions
in complex humanitarian emergencies experienced fewer
conflict situations with NGO workers after receiving train-
ing in negotiation.

The three studies in the previous paragraph focused
on how training in conflict management and negotiation
affects staff relationships with different external groups
(pupils, citizens, NGO workers). In contrast, the following
case study was undertaken to explore the change outcomes
of conflict management training in the workplace itself. It
does so by comparing how staff and management in the
same workplace enact and describe changing meanings of
conflicts in the workplace before taking part in the train-
ing and in the year after it. Research within conflict and
negotiations studies conceptualises conflict and its man-
agement as interpretive processes strictly dependent on
human observation and the making of meaning (Barley,
1991; Kolb, 2008; Kolb and Bartunek, 1992; Van Maanen,
1992). Several researchers have adopted a focus on the con-
text-specific meanings of conflicts and negotiation and the
processes that shape such meanings (Bartunek et al., 1992;
Collier, 2009; Friedman, 1992; Friedman and Berthoin
Antal, 2005; Gadlin, 1994; Kolb and McGinn, 2009; Mor-
rill, 1989; Putnam, 2004).

Building on an interpretive epistemology repre-
sented by Weick’s theory of organisational sensemaking
(1995, 2001), the present case study follows training in
conflict management longitudinally to investigate how
staff and management make sense of conflicts. Focus-
ing on the actual processes of change resulting from the
training, the research question is: how does changing
sensemaking enact and affect conflicts at work? I use in-
terview and observational methods to trace the meanings
and fates of workplace conflicts longitudinally. The paper
is organised as follows. In the next section, I provide the
theoretical background for the study, and then describe the
methods of data collection and analysis. I then present four
narratives of how changing sensemakings enacts and af-
fects conflicts at work, and conclude by discussing how the
study informs our understanding of how organisational
conflict management can change.

1. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

WeicKs theory of organisational sensemaking (Weick,
1995, 2001; Weick et al., 2005) contributes to understand-
ing the meaning of conflict, including how the dynamics
of conflict meanings unfold and shift in the organisational
context. While much of (organisational) life is routine,
comprising situations that do not demand our full at-
tention, we engage in a process of searching for meaning
whenever something that needs or demands our attention
occurs — a process that Weick (1995) terms sensemaking.
Sensemaking theory has evolved from microsociology,
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particularly symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Goft-
man, 1956; Mead, 1967) and ethnomethodology (Garfin-
kel, 1967). Symbolic interactionism is concerned with how
“human beings act toward things on the basis of the mean-
ing that the things have for them” and “that the meaning of
such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social in-
teraction that one has with one€’s fellows” (Blumer, 1969, p.
2). The roots of sensemaking theory, in symbolic interac-
tionism, emphasise the dynamics of interactions between
individuals and groups on the one hand and the organisa-
tional social context on the other. The lineages from Goff-
man and Garfinkel stress the need for careful attention to
the micro-particulars of every interaction context.
According to Weick, sensemaking is ongoing, subtle,
social and easily taken for granted. It makes circumstances
comprehensible both prospectively and retrospectively.
Much of the time we make sense routinely, invoking ra-
tionalised accounts of actions, past, present and future.
Rationalised accounts do not always hold, however, espe-
cially where jolts that disturb these accounts are experi-
enced (Meyer, 1982). Jolts transform routines and ration-
alised accounts by introducing ambiguity that prompts
revision of meaning. On these occasions when normalcy is
disturbed, new forms of sensemaking often emerge: these
occasions might include shocks, changes, or unexpected
actions that may be small or massive. Conflicts epitomise
challenges to the ongoing flow of inter-subjective sense-
making. Changed sensemaking happens when people
make a different sense of situations in which they find
themselves. While social context influences how people in-
terpret events in many ways, people also participate in cre-
ating and maintaining their social contexts, which makes
sensemaking iterative and reflexive (Weick et al., 2005).
With a sensemaking perspective, the focus is on the de-
velopment of meanings and how such meanings motivate
engagements, actions, and practices. Weick et al. (2005)
argue that the concept of sensemaking keeps action and
cognition together. Central to a sensemaking perspective
is how people enact the environments they interpret and
constitute their identity within these enactments, shaping
how they interpret events, things, phenomena. Identity and
identity construction are therefore central to sensemaking.
The goal of a sensemaking perspective is to under-
stand organisational life (Drazin et al., 1999). From this
perspective on workplace conflicts, the focus is less on re-
ducing the level of conflicts in the workplace than it is on
understanding the processes through which individuals
and organisations enact and make sense of them. As with
other micro-sociological theories, sensemaking is con-
cerned mostly with the actions of groups and communi-
ties (Weick et al., 2005), where it provides a useful frame-
work for understanding how social phenomena, such as
conflicts, play out in organisational cultures and group
dynamics. Organisational situations dedicated to chang-
ing sensemaking are, from the point of view of research,
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naturally occurring experiments (Silverman, 2007). Con-
flict management training, as a form of organisational in-
tervention that aims to transform behaviours around con-
flicts, provides a unique, naturally occurring, experimental
situation. The researched conflict management training
took place in a Scandinavian non-profit development or-
ganisation, referred to as NGO Plus.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. The setting

NGO Plus works to promote democracy in post-conflict
developing countries. Funding comes from the state, repre-
sented by the Development Agency as well as private fund-
ing agencies. Founded in 1970, NGO Plus employs 30 full
time staff members, all of who participated in the study.
The average age is 46, mean tenure is eight years, and the
majority are female. The organisation has a clerical unit,
a fundraising department, and a programme department.
The management group, consisting of the three depart-
mental managers and the general secretary, administers
NGO Plus.

2.2. Data collection

The data collection was conducted through ethnograph-
ic fieldwork (Brewer, 2004; Neyland, 2008; Van Maanen,
1988) over a two-year period (June 2008 to September
2010), including six months full-time fieldwork in NGO
Plus (see fig. 1). The fieldwork included several interviews
with staff and management (Kvale, 1996; Schensul, 1999;
Steyart and Bouwen, 2004), collecting qualitative accounts,
and training and on-site participant observation (Bernard,
1994; Waddington, 2004). Following Kolb and Putnam’s
(1992) view that conflict has a sensitive nature, I chose the
method of ethnographic fieldwork to gain participants’
trust before conducting interviews and to obtain insight
into the daily life of the organisation, as a way of investi-
gating cultural meaning systems encompassing conflicts
(Dubinskas, 1992). In total, I conducted 52 individual
interviews and four focus-group meetings. Individual in-
terviews lasted from 20 to 75 minutes, and focus-group
meetings from 90 to 120 minutes. Interviews addressed
issues of community, collaboration, and conflict manage-
ment in the department/organisation. In the pre-training
interviews, participants were asked to bring up any situ-
ations that were frustrating them and that involved other
staff members. They were encouraged to talk about what
had happened and how they had experienced it. Post-
training interviews addressed the situations that had been
brought up in the pre-training interviews to detect if any
changes had occurred.
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Fig. 1. Research process timeline

TIMELINE

2.3. The conflict management training

The purpose of the 35-hour programme of conflict man-
agement was to promote knowledge about conflict resolu-
tion and provide training to deal more constructively with
conflicts. The training programme was normative: it was
considered that providing participants with methods and
tools for understanding and working with conflicts would
enable a more productive resolution of conflicts. The train-
ing programme was presented to 18 of 30 staff members in
NGO Plus. All four managers at NGO Plus participated in
the training. All staff members who wished to participate
in the training were given a place on the course, resulting in
participation from all areas of the organisation.

An experienced external trainer, from a local agency,
conducted the conflict management training, which in-
cluded knowledge and skills development in the following
areas: defining what conflict is; working with escalation and
de-escalation of conflicts; distinguishing between destruc-
tive and constructive negotiation styles; reframing the issues
in conflict; differentiating between underlying needs versus
positions; working with dialogue and active listening; work-
ing with phases in mediation and win-win solutions, and
negotiating values for the organisation. The training meth-
ods alternated between presentation of theory and models
as a large group, and exercises in pairs or small groups.

2.4. Data analysis

Using qualitative methodology congruent with phenom-
enology (Moustakas, 1994; Van Maanen, 1979) I was able
to learn how participants viewed the world by attending to
how they talked about it.  acknowledge that my interpreta-
tions are not the only possible ones. The analytical strategy
focused attention on the empirical materials in terms of
changed meanings and enactments of conflicts. After the
tieldwork, I thoroughly analysed the interviews, line-by-
line, and the field data to uncover as many as possible po-
tentially relevant narratives about conflicts in the empirical
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material. I used a narrative approach (Czarniawska, 1998)
for analysis to make sense of events and bring them into a
meaningful whole. Chronology is used to give logical co-
herence to events and actions over a time period for the
data collection process, thereby giving a temporal scope
to a particular narrative, while contextualisation links the
narrative to actions and events beyond its immediate scope
(across space), thereby embedding the narrative in organi-
sational social dynamics and structure. The narrative ap-
proach allows the pursuit of storylines in empirical mate-
rial. T distinguish between narratives from the field, pro-
duced by analysing the data and narratives of the field, that
are my collection of stories from the organisation members
(Czarniawska, 1998).

3. FINDINGS

3.1. From denial to increasing
acknowledgement

Generally, conflicts were not talked about in NGO Plus.
For staff and management the notion of conflict was heav-
ily associated with violence and war. Conflicts were some-
thing that the organisation tried to resolve through its hu-
man rights and development work overseas, they were not
something that happened in its own backyard. Whenever I
tried to get people to talk about conflicts, they would praise
the sense of community within the organisation and em-
phasise colleagues’ mutual support. Staff members talked
about collaboration in their departments as being more
or less conflict-free. Additionally, both staff and manage-
ment frequently used unifying metaphors of the organisa-
tion that conceived it as a family and co-workers as friends,
and emphasised narratives of NGO Plus as a horizontally
structured organisation with strong values of egalitarian-
ism. The metaphors and the narratives were like a cultural
lens (Friedman and Berthoin Antal, 2005) that served to
confirm the organisation’s self-image as functioning well
without dysfunctional elements such as conflicts. It was
not that conflicts were avoided, I was told - conflict just
did not happen in this organisation. The denial of conflicts
also emphasised that there was no outspoken need in the
organisation for training in conflict management. Staff
and management, however, were generally interested in
participating in the training and explained their interest as
wanting to learn more about the nature of conflict due to
the kind of work in which the organisation was engaged
abroad.

Everyone in NGO Plus knew about my role as a re-
searcher and that the organisation would participate in
conflict-management training; nevertheless I was assured,
more than once, that I had chosen the wrong organisation
as my research site if conflicts were my object of study.
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However, I gradually realised that whenever staff and man-
agement did talk about the subject of conflicts happening in
their organisation, they would use particular cultural codes
such as frictions to describe tensions and clashes between
people. In contrast with the negative connotations they at-
tached to conflicts, frictions were more tractable and much
more harmless. Due to the preponderance of the family
metaphor and the organisational values of egalitarianism,
they were an accepted way of making sense of the tensions
and clashes that occurred between people: staff and man-
agement interpreted these as something they could work
around in daily working life. While frictions was a euphe-
mism for conflicts in NGO Plus, this dynamic also empha-
sises how sensemaking of conflict is shaped by the social
structures and cultures where it occurs. Although the eu-
phemism created access to studying conflicts in NGO Plus,
staff and management primarily conceptualised these fric-
tions as certain individuals’ personal problems.

A year after the conflict management training, staff
and management had changed their way of making sense
of conflicts. The change showed incremental acknowledge-
ment of conflicts as something that does occur in NGO
Plus: “One probably sees it more as conflicts than one would
have done before” a staff member said in a focus-group in-
terview. With the changing belief that conflict is not always
synonymous with violence and war, staff and management
at NGO Plus had begun to develop a broader idea of what
the term conflict comprises. “Viewing conflicts, not only
negatively, but rather viewing conflicts as being resolvable”,
another staff member said in the focus-group interview, as
a summary of the changes that had occurred. Moreover, a
manager said that it was when she worked with a particular
training exercise that she realised a certain level of conflict
always exists in organisations:

“Well, I remember in the last part of the training
where we worked through an exercise about the la-
tent level of conflict, which exists in all organisations.
I suppose in a way this is healthy as long as it remains
deep down. For me this has been a tool to say to my-
self ‘ooh, don’t be so afraid of conflicts. It’s okay that
conflicts occur when we meet each other and see
things differently”.

The manager talks about how she tries to deal with her
fear of conflict by acknowledging “the latent level of con-
flict” present in all organisations. For her, the latent level of
conflict assumes that different people inevitably have disa-
greements and conflicts. She accepts that conflicts exist in
NGO Plus, as long they remain deep down, underneath
the organisational surface, which emphasises her sustained
fear of conflict. This fear stems from uncertainties about
how to deal with conflicts: “But we must also face the fact
that, although many of us participated in the training we
simply don’t know how to resolve conflicts”, a staff member
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said in another focus-group interview. While broadening
their understanding of conflicts, staff and management
increasingly acknowledged conflicts as being inevitable
when people work together, gradually toning down their
concept of frictions as being attributable to certain indi-
viduals’ personal problems. Interestingly, over the course
of the study, those individuals significantly changed their
behaviour in conflicts.

3.2. From personality deficiency to
interdependent and embedded
relationships

Frictions in NGO Plus were mainly conceptualised as
being about personal differences and incompatibilities be-
tween staff members and termed as, “bad chemistry between
individuals”. In this way of making sense of frictions, staff
and management pointed to the odd personalities ascribed
to certain staff members as the problem. Because these in-
dividuals could not get along with everyone else, they were
regarded as the black sheep in the organisation. Frictions be-
tween the black sheep and others were cyclical and repetitive
in nature and would go on for years. Given that management
essentially regarded such frictions as personality problems,
frictions were considered both unavoidable and very diffi-
cult to resolve. “These sorts of frictions will always be here,
its a matter of working around them’, one manager said.
Management’s approach to dealing with these frictions was
typically through one-to-one talks with the problematic per-
sonality involved, trying to help this individual be less prob-
lematic. More often than not, however, the parties involved
were left to deal with the problems themselves.

One example is the frictions between a clerk and a fund-
raiser. Every time they had to communicate about tasks to be
processed between them it ended in friction. The fundraiser
saw the clerk as a support person, who was there to help
her process administrative tasks. In contrast, the clerk felt
that the fundraiser’s way of communicating signalled non-
appreciation of her work effort. Moreover, the fundraiser
always turned up in the clerk’s office expecting administra-
tive assistance to be performed right away, which the clerk
felt showed the fundraiser’s lack of respect for her work. The
clerk, sensitive to being taken for granted, often refused to
help the fundraiser and claimed that she was busy with other
work. “You are not first in line here and if you so urgently
need me to help you today, you should have asked me yes-
terday’, the clerk would say without hiding her resentment.
Such remarks made the fundraiser angry and would only
make her stand even more rigorously on her right to ad-
ministrative assistance. Usually these episodes ended with
the clerk verbally dismissing the fundraiser from her office.

A year after the training in conflict management, both
the clerk and the fundraiser independently noted that their
relationship had changed, mainly, they claimed, because
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the training had made them aware of their ways of com-
municating. Gradually, both realised that they had a mu-
tual responsibility for having kept the conflict going by not
having communicated respectfully with each other. For
example, in stressful situations likely to turn into conflicts
because the clerk was busy when the fundraiser asked her
to do something, the clerk now tried to tell the fundraiser,
gently, that she did not have time to help her now. “I think
twice before saying anything to her now, and I really don't
want our communication to end up in the wrong” the
clerk said, “I want us to have a collaborative relationship”
As an alternative, the clerk would suggest that she could
help the fundraiser the next day, as a way of maintaining a
positive relationship. As far as the fundraiser and her peers
had been concerned, problems with the clerk were entirely
within her personality. But now the fundraiser saw their
relationship differently.

Although the organisation had a self-image of being
horizontally structured, an invisible system (Gadlin, 1994)
of hierarchy placed the fundraising group above the cleri-
cal workers: “T have to consider that, in the hierarchy, I am
placed above her”, the fundraiser said. Despite the narratives
of being an egalitarian organisation, the fundraiser acknowl-
edged that her relationship with the clerk was embedded
within the broader processes of cultural life in NGO Plus,
which in reality meant that different occupational groups
had different status. In situations with the clerk, the fund-
raiser therefore realised that the way she asked for adminis-
trative assistance mattered greatly.

Their changed sensemaking about the conflicts meant
different things for the clerk and the fundraiser. While the
clerk became aware of their actions in conflict situations
being interdependent, the fundraiser realised how their
relationship was embedded in social structures. Although
both continued to hold grievances towards each other, they
had invented new meanings for past conflicts that made it
difficult for each to locate faults with the other. Exemplified
by the conflict between the clerk and the fundraiser, some
conflicts in NGO Plus changed from being conceptualised
as certain individuals’ personality problems to embracing
a more relational and contextual perspective on conflicts.
But the changes in the conflict between the clerk and the
fundraiser were also shaped by changes going on in broad-
er conflicts between groups in the organisation, which em-
phasised the clerk-fundraiser conflict’s entanglement with
another conflict at the collective level in the organisation.

3.3. From an identity of subordination to
active resistance

In NGO Plus, staff and management metaphorically saw
the organisation as a family, and emphasised egalitarian
organisational values. The clerical workers however, did
not see themselves as an equal part of this family. They felt
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that some members of staff and management acted as if the
clerical workers were only there to serve them. People out-
side the unit would turn up in the clerical unit and expect
instant administrative assistance, which made the clerical
workers feel that they were not in charge of their own work.
Furthermore, people outside the unit expected the clerical
workers to take care of tasks such as arranging meetings
and receptions, and set up courier services and transpor-
tation - tasks that, although commonly termed services,
were accounted for as just the clerical workers being nice.
Although the clerical workers had been steadily assigned
more tasks that had nothing to do with supporting peo-
ple outside the unit, they still felt a service image cast its
shadow upon their contribution to the organisation.

Given that the clerical workers’ performance in ser-
vice tasks was neither recognised nor appreciated, they felt
such tasks were invisible work that only took time away
from activities that “counted”. Despite communications to
the rest of NGO Plus, emphasising that the clerical unit no
longer had the resources to offer its range of services, some
members of staff and management outside the unit still ex-
pected the clerical workers “to be at their disposal’, as the
clerical manager explained. This created a lot of frustration
and irritation among the clerical workers because they felt
that their work was not as important or equally valued as
other types of work carried out in the organisation. Essen-
tially, the clerical workers felt inferior to the other occupa-
tional groups in NGO Plus.

The clerical workers did not openly express their feel-
ings of inferiority, but in private expressed their resent-
ment at being taken for granted, which intimately tied their
identity of being clerical workers to a collective experience
of subordination in the organisational hierarchy. From the
outside, tolerance and avoidance constituted the clerical
workers’ way of dealing with these frictions, which could
explain why most staff and management from the other
departments viewed their relationship to the clerical unit
as positive.

A year after the training, it was evident that the clerical
workers had acquired a new attitude when people outside
the unit expected them to perform service tasks and ex-
pected instant administrative assistance. They had begun
to respond through active resistance by explicitly refusing to
comply with such requests. One clerk explained it as a process
where “we are better at confining ourselves. I think that
people, little by little, seem to know what they can and can't
ask of us. I also think that we are no longer so irritated”. In
the process, the clerical workers had discovered that ex-
plicit refusals to perform service tasks and instant adminis-
trative assistance gave them more time to do the tasks that
were accounted for in their job descriptions.

The clerical workers retrospectively used the training
elements on conflict escalation and de-escalation as an ex-
tracted cue to help them decide on an acceptable expla-
nation for enacting active resistance. Weick (1995) argues

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya
) = . T | = z B =

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen Exploring how Conflict Management... ==

that extracted cues are “simple, familiar structures that are
seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what
may be occurring” (p. 50), and which help them decide
what information is relevant. Through the theory of esca-
lation and de-escalation of conflicts, the clerical workers
realised that they themselves could prevent grievances and
feelings of irritation by “nipping the matter in the bud, be-
fore conflicts about service tasks would escalate and create
tensions”, a clerk explained. They used the theory of con-
flict escalation and de-escalation to redraft a narrative of
legitimacy for refusing to perform service tasks and give
instant administrative assistance.

Feelings of being taken for granted constrained the
identity of being clerical workers because it meant that
they essentially only had value through supporting other
people in the organisation. Their enactment of active re-
sistance was about negotiating a clerical identity as more
than a service provider - that is, as an occupational group
in their own right. In particular, they had begun to empha-
sise the importance of meeting deadlines for their work.
One morning when a clerk came into work, a staff member
from another department was waiting for her at her desk
claiming that he needed her support immediately. She said
that he would have to wait until she had gone through her
morning routines, which made him feel annoyed and try to
persuade her to leave her routines until after she had helped
him. She would not give way however, and told him that if
she did not get on with her morning routines, others could
not get on with their jobs. The staff member ended up leav-
ing the office in annoyance, but the clerk felt satisfied that
she had not given in to his demands, because it was im-
portant for her and for everyone in NGO Plus that she got
through these routines first thing in the morning.

When the clerical workers enact active resistance they
meet resistance from people outside the unit as they real-
ise that they cannot always expect the clerical workers to
give instant assistance. The clerical workers know that con-
flict levels may rise when they enact active resistance. But
something more important is at stake here: claiming respect
for the clerical work area and challenging the status quo in
NGO Plus. Enacting active resistance is their collective way
of dealing with grievances. “We help and support each other
in saying no to carrying out tasks that we don’t have time for
or that we don’t think are our responsibility”, one clerk said.
The shared focus among the clerical workers highlights how
sensemaking is inherently social. The clerical workers look
to each other to get advice and support, which positions
them collectively as they individually negotiate in frictions
with people outside the unit. They moreover feel that they
act on behalf of the whole group when they enact active re-
sistance. For the clerical workers, the conflict-management
training signified a distinct shift in sensemaking of con-
flicts. Rather than identifying themselves with subordina-
tion in the organisational hierarchy, they now actively try to
claim that their work is equal to that of other staff members.
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3.4. Conflicts resolved?

Another friction, conceptualised in NGO Plus as being
about personal differences between individuals, involved
two collaborating fundraisers that would not acknowl-
edge each other’s way of doing the job. There was contin-
uous friction over the power to decide right from wrong
in work procedures and their exchanges frequently led to
frustration. After the conflict-management training, both
fundraisers noted that, through the training elements of
dialogue and active listening, they had gained a shared
language to use in difficult situations, and that they were
better at discussing things they disagreed about without
taking it personally and getting annoyed with each other.
One of the fundraisers said, “Now we are better at say-
ing ‘well okay, now we have this disagreement so what
do we do now?” You know, ask more questions to find
out what she really thinks rather than making an early
conclusion on something that we really don’t know, but
we think we know”. Although they feel that they are now
better at managing their frictions, they are still ambigu-
ous about whether this common language of dialogue re-
ally resolves anything. The fundraisers do not experience
any change in what each perceives to be the core of the
friction, which is that they disagree about how the job
should be done. Despite improvements in communica-
tions, friction continues to occur between the two and is
still conceptualised as being about personal differences,
despite the training.

To understand the lack of change in how some fric-
tions were made sense of, we need to look at the collective
level of the organisation. We find the roots of the friction
in the relationship between staff and management at NGO
Plus, and how that relationship is shaped by structures be-
yond the organisation’s control sphere. Ongoing conflicts
about staft general complaints with management were at-
tributed as being due to management not being sufficiently
clear about the organisation’s strategy, direction or leader-
ship. These conflicts were played out particularly in the
programme and fundraising departments.

In the fundraising department, when it came to pri-
oritising tasks and goal achievement, the staff found the
manager lacking, but no one confronted her with their
grievances. She, however, was aware that there was a prob-
lem but perceived it as a result of the organisation’s fund-
ing system, where the entry of neo-liberal political ideals
had forced non-profit organisations to fulfil certain con-
ditions to obtain funding from the Development Agency.
The manager regarded this compliance with external con-
ditions as “a constant pressure affecting the social climate
in NGO Plus, particularly the ways in which people be-
have towards one another”. Accordingly this “pressure” was
manifestly to blame for conflicts erupting between people,
highlighting managements conceptualisation of conflicts
as being mainly an interpersonal phenomenon.
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A vyear after the training, the fundraising manager
talked about how, in several critical situations with her
staff, she has tried to apply some of the theory from the
training, only to experience that the theory did not work as
it was supposed to: “I make an effort to de-escalate critical
situations but on many occasions people do not join me
in my attempts”. The quote shows sustained sensemaking
of conflicts as an interpersonal phenomenon, because it
is in situations between individuals that the manager has
tried to apply tools for conflict de-escalation. Additionally
however, the manager acknowledges that her workload is
spread over too many tasks, not sufficiently prioritising
tasks to do with leadership. To understand the lack of lead-
ership in NGO Plus, we need to look at the organisation’s
social and structural context.

The last decade’s trend for neo-liberal political ideals
in the funding system has led to commercialisation of the
NGO sector, which has pushed the NGO Plus manage-
rial practices in a new direction. Whereas the organisation
used to engage itself only in activities concerning aid and
development, it now also has to be engaged in marketing
and branding to raise funds. In NGO Plus, this broadening
of managerial practice and focus has only reinforced the
staffs’ needs for direction and leadership. Over the course
of the study, however, the staff saw no changes: manage-
ment’s lack of leadership and failure to meet staff needs for
direction and leadership continued to form trajectories of
conflicts at various levels of the organisation. Given that
the training course in conflict management did not deal
with how conflicts can be built into organisational struc-
tures, the ongoing conflict between staff and management
in NGO Plus was not explicitly addressed either during the
training or in the months that followed. For the two disput-
ing fundraisers the lack of leadership means that it is up to
them to decide the direction and strategy for their team,
resulting in continuing disagreement about the right one.
While this illustrates how, in some conflicts in NGO Plus,
overemphasis continued to be on interpersonal conflict
management, conflicts that were not appropriately placed
within their particular social and structural context by staff
and management only changed marginally.

CONCLUSION

The case study highlights the understudied dimension
of change outcomes resulting from conflict-management
training in the workplace. The conclusion from the study
is twofold.

First, in conflicts where structural changes ensued
from the training, the training worked as a catalyst for dif-
ferent sensemaking of conflicts. For example, among some
staff members involved in conflicts, training changed this
sensemaking from being about personality deficiency in
individuals to being more about shared communication

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY, Volume 3, Issue 1 (2012) == ISSN 2013-8857 = 13


http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu

http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu

responsibilities. Participants’ changed sensemaking also
saw conflicts as being embedded in intergroup hierar-
chies, an organisational dynamic that similarly underwent
changes following the training. Changes particularly con-
sisted of the clerical workers enacting active resistance to
claim that their work was equal to that of other staff mem-
bers. Conflicts that continued to be conceptualised as indi-
vidual or interpersonal problems, however, only changed
marginally. This was illustrated through the interpersonal
conflict between two fundraisers, was deeply embedded in
a structural conditioned conflict between staff and man-
agement, in which no changes were observed in the year
that followed the conflict-management training.

At the organisational level, staff and management in-
cipiently changed their sensemaking of conflicts as being
associated with war and violence to acknowledging con-
flicts as inevitable organisational processes that can poten-
tially be resolved. The change was illustrated by how staff
and management began talking about conflicts in NGO
Plus. One interpretation of this change is that conflict had
become more widespread since the training. However, the
ethnographic method employed in this case study shows
that this change concerned new ways of framing and un-
derstanding conflicts in NGO Plus, emphasising increasing
acknowledgement of conflicts rather than increasing preva-
lence of conflicts. Had the study only measured the level
of conflict before and after the training course, the results
would have shown more conflicts after the course, because
they were rarely framed as such before.

Second, focusing explicitly on meanings and the pro-
cesses of change resulting from conflict-management

== References

BARLEY, S. R. (1991). “Contextualising conflict: Notes on
the anthropology of disputes and negotiations”. In: R. J.
LEWICKI; B. H. SHEPPARD; R. BIES (eds.). Research
on negotiation in organizations. Handbook of negotiation
research. US: JAI Press Inc. Vol. 3, pp. 165-99.

BARTUNEK,J. M.; KOLB, D. M.; LEWICKI, R.]. (1992).
“Bringing conflict out from behind the scenes: Private,
informal, and nonrational dimensions of conflict in
organizations” In: D. M. KOLB; J. M. BARTUNEK
(eds.). Hidden conflict in organizations: Uncovering
behind-the-scenes disputes. London: Sage Publications
Ltd. Pages 209-28.

BERNARD, R. H. (1994). “Participant observation”
In: Research methods in anthropology. London: Sage
Publications Ltd..

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY, Volume 3, Issue 1 (2012) == ISSN 2013-8857

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya
T T T : L Py —

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen Exploring how Conflict Management... ==

training, this study contributes to the strand on conflicts
and negotiation in organisations made using an interpre-
tive epistemology (e.g. Bartunek et al., 1992; Collier, 2009;
Friedman, 1992; Friedman and Berthoin Antal, 2005; Gad-
lin, 1994; Kolb and McGinn, 2009; Morrill, 1989; Putnam,
2004). Using insights from WeicK’s theory of organisational
sensemaking to show how different people attach different
meanings to conflict, this study offers a more holistic view
of conflicts in organisations. Insights from the study call
attention to how conflicts are embedded, by showing how
they occur and are entangled across organisational levels
and with the organisational cultural system and broader
societal structures that create conditions for actions that
lead to conflicts. Indeed, through its interpretive frame-
work, the paper has shown that conflict and the meanings
that staff and management attach to it is part of the social
fabric in organisations, giving weight to a more complex
understanding of how conflict management operates in
organisations.

Practical implications of the study are that trainers in
conflict management are recommended to give much more
weight to the cultural and structural dimensions of con-
flict - how conflicts are built into organisational structures
and are shaped by organisational cultures - and organisa-
tional-level conflict management, when putting training
programmes together. Conflict-management training ele-
ments that deal with conflict framing, communication, and
techniques for managing interpersonal relationships could
be enriched with more attention on power analyses (Hans-
en, 2008) and organisational influences on conflict. =

BLUMER, H. (1969). Symbolic interactionism. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

BREWER, J. D. (2004). “Ethnography”. In: C. CASSEL; G.
SYMON (eds.). Essential guide to qualitative methods
in organizational research. London: Sage Publications
Ltd. Pages 313-21.

COLLIER, M. J. (2009). “Negotiating intercommunity and
community group identity positions: Summary discour-
ses from two northern ireland intercommunity groups”
Negotiation and Conflict Management Research. Vol. 2,
No. 3, pp. 285-306.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-4716.2009.00041.x

CZARNIAWSKA, B. (1998). A narrative approach to or-
ganization studies. Thousands Oaks: Sage Publications,
Inc.

14


http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-4716.2009.00041.x

http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu

DRAZIN, R.; GLYNN, M. A.; KAZANJIAN, R. K. (1999).
“Multilevel theorizing about creativity in organizations:
a sensemaking perspective”. Academy of Management
Review. Vol. 24, No. 2 (Apr., 1999), pp. 286-307.
DOIL: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/259083

DE DREU, C. K. W. (1997). “Productive conflict: the
importance of conflict management and conflict
issues”. In: C. K. W. DE DREU; E. VAN DE VLIERT
(eds.). Using conflict in organizations. London: Sage
Publications Ltd. Pages 9-22.

DE DREU, C. K. W;; VAN DE VLIERT, E. (1997). Using
conflict in organizations. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

DUBINSKAS, F. A. (1992). “Culture and conflict: The
cultural roots of discords” In: D. M. KOLB; J. M.
BARTUNEK (eds.). Hidden conflict in organizations:
Uncovering behind-the-scenes disputes. 'Thousands
Oaks: Sage Publication Inc. Pages 187-208.

FRIEDMAN, R. A. (1992). “The culture of mediation:
private understandings in the context of public
conflict”. In: D. M. KOLB; J. M. BARTUNEK (eds.).
Hidden conflict in organizations: Uncovering behind-
the-scenes disputes. Thousands Oaks: Sage Publication
Inc. Pages 143-64.

FRIEDMAN, V. J.; BERTHOIN ANTAL, A. (2005).
“Negotiating reality: A theory of action approach to
intercultural competence”. Management Learning. Vol. 36,
No. 1, pp. 69-86.

DOTL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1350507605049904

GADLIN, H. (1994). “Conflict resolution, cultural
differences, and the culture of racism” Negotiation
Journal. Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 33-47.

DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1571-9979.1994.
tb00004.x

GARFINKEL, H. (1967). Studies in ethnomethodology.
Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

GOFFMAN, E. (1956). The presentation of self in everyday
life. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

HANSEN, T. (2008). “Critical conflict resolution theory
and practice”. Conflict Resolution Quarterly. Vol. 25,
No. 4, pp. 403-427.

DOTL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/crq.215

JEHN, K. A. (1997). “A qualitative analysis of conflict types
and dimensions in organizational groups”. Administrati-
ve Science Quarterly. Vol. 42, No. 3, pp. 30-557.
DOTL: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2393737

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY, Volume 3, Issue 1 (2012) == ISSN 2013-8857

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya
- Ay " Y A F T i ey ——

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen Exploring how Conflict Management... ==

JEHN, K. A.; MANNIX, E. A. (2001). “The dynamic nature
of conflict: A longitudinal study of intragroup conflict
and group performance”. Academy of Management
Journal. Vol. 44, No. 2, pp. 238-251.

DOL: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3069453

JOHNSON, L. W. (1991). The effects of conflict management
training upon the conflict management styles of
teachers. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. Gonzaga
University.

KOLB, D.; MCGINN, K. (2009). “Beyond gender and
negotiation to gendered negotiations”. Negotiation and
Conflict Management Research. Vol. 2, No. 1, pp. 1-16.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-4716.2008.00024.x

KOLB, D. M. (2008). “Making sense of an elusive
phenomenon” In: C. K. W. DE DREU; M. J.
GELFAND (eds.). The psychology of conflict and conflict
management in organizations. New York: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates. Pages 425-33.

KOLB, D. M.; BARTUNEK, J. M. (1992). Hidden conflict
in organizations: Uncovering behind-the-scenes disputes.
Thousands Oaks: Sage Publication Inc.

KVALE, S. (1996). Interviews: An introduction to qualitative
research interviewing. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

MEAD, G. H. (1967). Mind, self, & society: From the
standpoint of a social behaviorist. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

MEYER, A. D. (1982). “Adapting to environmental jolts”
Administrative Science Quarterly. Vol. 27, No. 4, pp.
515-537.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2392528

MORRILL, C. (1989). “The management of managers:
Disputing in an executive hierarchy”. Sociological
Forum. Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 387-407.

DOTI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF01115016

MOUSTAKAS, C. (1994). Phenomenological research
methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Inc.

NEYLAND, D. (2008). Organisational ethnography.
London: Sage Publications Ltd.

PONDY, L. R. (1967). “Organizational conflict: Concepts
and models”. Administrative Science Quarterly. Vol. 12,
No. 2, pp. 296-320.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2391553

15


http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/259083
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1350507605049904
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1571-9979.1994.tb00004.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/crq.215
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2393737
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3069453
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-4716.2008.00024.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2392528
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2391553

http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu

PONDY, L. R. (1969). “Varieties of organizational
conflict”. Administrative Science Quarterly. Vol. 14, No.
4, pp. 499-505.
DOIL: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2391586

PUTNAM, L. L. (2004). “Dialectical tensions and
rhetorical tropes in negotiations”. Organization Studies.
Vol. 25, No. 1, pp. 35-53.

DOIL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840604038179

RAHIM, M. A. (2000). Managing conflicts in organizations.
USA: Greenwood Publishing Group.

RAHIM, M. A. (2002). “Toward a theory of managing
organizational conflict”. International Journal of
Conflict Management. Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 206-235.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/eb022874

RAMARAJAN, L.; BEZRUKOVA, K.; JEHN [et al]
(2004). “Relationship between peacekeepers and NGO
workers: The role of training and conflict management
styles in international peacekeeping”. International Jour-
nal of Conflict Management. Vol.15, No. 2, pp. 167-191.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/eb022911

SCHENSUL, J. J. (1999). “Focused group interviews”. In: J.
J. SCHENSUL; M. D. LECOMPTE; B. B. K. NASTASL S.
P. BORGATTI (eds.). Enhanced ethnographic methods:
Audiovisual techniques, focused group interviews, and
elicitation techniques. London: Altamira Press. Pages
51-114.

SILVERMAN, D. (2007). A very short, fairly interesting
and reasonably cheap book about qualitative research.
London: Sage Publications Ltd.

STEYART, C.; BOUWEN, R. (2004). “Group method of
organizational analysis”. In: C. CASSEL; G. SYMON
(eds.). Essential guide to qualitative methods in
organizational research. London: Sage Publications
Ltd. Pages 140-53.

THOMAS, K. W. (1992). “Conflict and conflict
management: Reflections and update” Journal of
Organizational Behavior. Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 265-274.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/job.4030130307

TJOSVOLD, D. (2006). “Defining conflict and making
choices about its management: Lighting the dark side
of organizational life”. International Journal of Conflict
Management. Vol. 17, No. 2, pp. 87-95.

DOIL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/10444060610736585

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY, Volume 3, Issue 1 (2012) == ISSN 2013-8857

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya
Ty _ A= B A z i =

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen Exploring how Conflict Management... ==

TJOSVOLD,D. (2008). “The conflict-positive organisation:
It depends upon us”. Journal of Organizational Behavior.
Vol. 29, No. 1, pp. 19-28.

DOTI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/job.473

VAN DE VLIERT, E. (1998). “Conflict and conflict
management”. In: P. J. D. DRENTH; H. K. THIERRY;
C. J. DE WOLFF (eds.). Handbook of work and
organisational psychology. London: Taylor & Francis.
Pages 351-76.

VAN DE VLIERT, E.; NAUTA, A.; GIEBELS, E.; JANS-
SEN, O. (1999). “Constructive conflict at work”. Jour-
nal of Organizational Behavior. Vol. 20, No. 4, pp. 475-
491.

DOTL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-
1379(199907)20:4<475::AID-JOB897>3.0.CO;2-G

VAN MAANEN, J. (1979). “Qualitative methods for
organizational research: A preface”. Administrative
Science Quarterly. Vol. 24, No. 4, pp. 520-526.

VAN MAANEN, J. (1988). Tales of the field: On writing
ethnography. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

VAN MAANEN, J. (1992). “Drinking our troubles away:
Managing conflict in a British police agency” In: D.
M. KOLB; J. M. BARTUNEK (eds.). Hidden conflicts
in organisations. Uncovering behind-the-scenes disputes.
Thousands Oaks: Sage Publications Inc. Pages 32-62).

WADDINGTON, D. (2004). “Participant observation”
In: C. CASSEL; G. SYMON (eds.). Essential guide to
qualitative methods in organizational research. London:
Sage Publications Ltd. Pages 154-64.

WEICK, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations.
London: Sage Publications Ltd.

WEICK, K. E. (2001). Making sense of the organization.
US: Blackwell Publishing.

WEICK, K. E.; SUTCLIFFE, K. M.; OBSTFELD, D.
(2005). “Organizing and the process of sensemaking”
Organization Science. Vol. 16, No. 4, pp. 409-421.

ZACKER, J.; BARD, M. (1973). “Effects of conflict
management training on police performance” The
Journal of Applied Psychology. Vol. 58, No. 2, pp. 202-
208.

16


http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2391586
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840604038179
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/eb022874
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/eb022911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/job.4030130307
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/10444060610736585
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/job.473
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/(SICI)1099-1379(199907)20:4%3C475::AID-JOB897%3E3.0.CO;2-G/abstract;jsessionid=31680046BB0ABD72ED1108F4C7359479.d03t01?systemMessage=Wiley+Online+Library+will+be+disrupted+on+26+May+from+10%3A00-12%3A00+BST+%2805%3A00-07%3A00+EDT%29+for+essential+maintenance

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya

L
Journal of Y
°
n lirtn !_c Vo AV
w\iIIIIITWGWVW s
http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen Exploring how Conflict Management... ==

== Recommended citation

MIKKELSEN, Elisabeth Naima (2012). “Exploring how Conflict Management Training Changes Workplace
Conflicts: A Qualitative Case Study” [online article]. Journal of Conflictology. Vol. 3, Iss. 1, pp. 7-17. Campus
for Peace, UOC. [Consulted: dd/mm/yy].

<http://www.uoc.edu/ojs/index.php/journal-of-conflictology/article/view/vol3iss1-mikkelsen/vol3iss1-
mikkelsen>

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.7238/joc.v3il1.1357

This work is subject to a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivative-

SOME RIGHTS RESERVED Works 3.0 Spain licence. It may be copied, distributed and broadcasted provided that the
author and the source (Journal of Conflictology) are cited. Commercial use and derivative

works are not permitted. The full licence can be consulted at: <http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/es/deed.en>

== About the author

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen
Enm.ioa@cbs.dk

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen is a PhD candidate at the Department of Organization, Copenhagen Business
School and the National Research Centre for the Working Environment. Her research focuses on ethnography,
conflicts management and well-being in organisations.

CAMPUS «JuoC
FOR PEACE

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY, Volume 3, Issue 1 (2012) == ISSN 2013-8857 17


http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu
http://www.uoc.edu/ojs/index.php/journal-of-conflictology/article/view/vol3iss1-mikkelsen/vol3iss1-mikkelsen
http://www.uoc.edu/ojs/index.php/journal-of-conflictology/article/view/vol3iss1-mikkelsen/vol3iss1-mikkelsen
http://dx.doi.org/10.7238/joc.v3i1.1357
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/es/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/es/deed.en
mailto:Enm.ioa@cbs.dk

