
LUCRĂRI ŞTIINŢIFICE, SERIA I, VOL. XI (2) 

CONFLICTS MODELS IN ORGANIZATIONS 
 

MODELE DE CONFLICTE ÎN ORGANIZAŢII 
 

RAMONA  LILE ∗, V.V. PANTEA*, SUZANA MONICA BÎJA*  
 

Exhaustive presentation of the conflict causes represents an extremely 
difficult task, considering that recent studies on conflict reveals the need 
to consider the context factors and circumstances. The conflict causes are 
multiple. This is due to the complexity of relations arising from the 
interplay of the involved parties. If we use an economic term for the 
description of this interaction, we could say that human relations are the 
"market" where our wishes and interests are meeting. 
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 Depending on the individual goals, a relative balance of our 
interactions sets. Therefore human relations balance is the result of "supply 
and demand" on individual objectives market. Extending this model widely, 
we could say that balance is determined by harmonizing general interests 
and it is characterized by consensus. In graphics, consensus would appear as 
a common area of interaction of the related parties. This common area is the 
sum of compromises made by each person. 

Recent explanations of the conflict record two dominant trends (A. 
Stoica-Constantin, A. Neculau, 1998):   

§ psychological method tried to explain conflicts by "what 
happens inside people's minds"; 

§ social-political-economic method, by contrast, is seeking to 
explain the conflict in terms of social factors, and economic 
policies.  

Although these two modes of explanation are not mutually 
exclusive, there is a tendency of those who sustain the psychological 
model,  to consider that the causal arrow indicates the direction  from the 
psychological into the socio-political-economic conditions and partisans of 
social-political-economic consider that social factors, economic factors and 
policies are determinants for generating the conflict. 
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The most known sources of conflict causes within organizations are: 
1. Confusion on needs, goals, priorities and interests of members of 

the organization. In organizations, employees see differently the same 
things from a multitutidine reasons. It was noted that people from different 
departments tend to have different opinions on what they perceive as a good 
thing for business and how it must be achieved. 

2. Lack of resources or limited resources. In these situations, the 
conflict not necessarily appears due to the goals, which may be common, 
but due to the different ideas about the manner to put together the 
resources.  

3. Differences in attitudes, values and perceptions. Conflict may 
arise from class, gender, ethnic, training differences, values occured likely 
at work.  

4. The inadequate organizational structure. Structural conflict 
sources should be sought in: departments’ framing as function of 
different objective, mutual departmental dependence, dissatisfaction with 
the professional status, inaccurate marking of duties, etc. Essential problem 
is the adequacy of the organization structure to its external environment. 

5. Lack of team work. Team as an organization, reduces many of the 
conflict sources still "in its infancy” without development as explicit 
conflicts. Therefore, creating a relaxed environment inside the organization 
is a prerequisite for beneficial competition, where the parties try to compete 
one to each other without reaching conflict itself. However, when groups 
with different purposes meet into conflict, the solving procedure appeals 
common values of that organization. Practice showed  that there is not 
enough to declare the common purpose, but  a behavior change of involved 
persons in this process and into the organizational system  is needed in 
order to targeting the same goal. 

To explain the causes and mechanisms of conflict situations, some 
authors have developed theoretical models of conflict. In what follows we 
try to do a review of the main models on the conflict 

  
The Procedural Model 
The Procedural Model (or model Pondy) focuses on sequences or 

events of a produced episode. Under this model, each of the conflict stages 
announces and generates events in the next stages. In this sense, the process 
evolves from latent conflict to the meaning one, the felt conflict and 
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finally  to reach the showed conflict. According to the model, the causal 
chain of the conflict is determined by consequences of previous conflict 
episodes, which can be reduced to some basic conflict, conditions such as: 
limited organizational resources degree of autonomy granted in relation to 
the desired one, existence of different individual and organizational 
objectives. These previous conflict consequences generate the conflict in 
its latent form. After that conflict procedural steps, the understood conflict, 
which involves awareness of a latent conditions, follows it. At this stage the 
conflict continues to be in a latent state -the parts do not openly react - 
but the attention and energies begin to focus on a narrower set of problems. 
The understood conflict may not turn into a felt conflict. The showed 
conflict is explicitly expressed through the behavior. According to 
LRPondy, the manner how the understood conflict develops to the showed 
conflict is dependent on the availability of solving mechanisms. The 
consequences of conflicts are, in turn, hypotheses for future conflict 
situations. 

 
The Structural Model 
The Structural Model (or Thomas model) focuses on the conditions 

drawing the conflicting behavior. According to the model, the parties to 
the conflict act under certain pressures and constraints, which finally 
generate the conflict itself. In this sense, every individual or group helps to 
trigger the conflict according to their specific reasonings. Structural model 
is the most appropriate instrument for the identification of environmental 
factors that may affect the company organizational conflict.  

The Structural Model is the most suitable instrument to identify the 
factors of microenvironment organization that could have influence on the 
organizational conflict.  Those factors are: 

1. Company suppliers -those companies which provides the 
resources needed to carry out their activities. The way how suppliers can 
influence the surveyed organization and where they generate potential 
sources of conflict, it depends on several factors. Thus, customer-company 
will be vulnerable to its supplier if: the supplier is the sole owner of the 
patent for products / materials / services that they deliver; the provider’s 
product can not be replaced, being at the same time  essential to the firm 
production process; changing supplier costs are high, firm-customer is lower 
(difference in size) than the supplier. 
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  2. Competitors are all companies with similar or different profile 
to the company, which are likely to meet the same needs of the customers, 
who perceived them as alternatives to meet their needs.Onward, the trend 
found in several countries is that firms must deal with tougher and more 
numerous competition. This will just stimulate the competition over 
cooperation, increasing the chances for conflicts occurrence at this level. 
Also, the competitors are a constraining factor which, for the structural 
model, could be one of the conflict causes. 

 3. Trade unions and shareholders belong to the holders of interests 
category regarding a company. These interests have a complementary 
component (both, unions and shareholders are interested in increasing the 
company’s rentability) and a divergent component related to the manner 
how the company's profit is redistributed (unions seek profit to be reflected 
in earnings and job security, while shareholders are interested to capitalize 
their investments). The conflict emergence and its evolution depends on 
the mixture of these two components. If one party (the shareholders or 
union) seeks to emphasize the divergent component of their interests, the 
facts will inevitably lead to a collision and even conflict. If, however, the 
emphasis stays on the complementary component (profit company),the 
cooperation relations will help to eliminate tensions between the two parties. 

4.The influence of media (television, radio, national and local press) 
can have a decisive impact on the conflict evolution inside an organization. 
Thus, the conflict presented by the media may have positive effects (through 
the stimulation to identify solutions and compromises for the questioned 
problem) and negative (in the term of a greater polarization of the parties 
to the conflict), too. 

Also, there are, at organization macros level, factors that can 
stimulate the conflict inside the  organization: 

Economic factors:  
- a disproportionate distribution of income to society - a derivative of 

this imbalance is the poverty in its various forms, which stronger polarizes 
the worldwide; 

- a globalization brings dominance of the powerful persons;  
- the movements on labor market are determined by the 

revolutionary transformations in technology and science; 
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- a growing demand for people with high education and training - 
this trend raises, from the perspective of conflict, the problem of unequal 
access to training and education; 

- a global economy is dominated by transnational companies and 
international financial institutions, which independently of national 
borders, are operating on world markets. 

Demographic factors:  
- a rising trend of population (growth rate of 1.5% to 2% per 

year) generates two types of problems: the limited resources make it 
difficult to support the material needs of humanbeings, with likely 
consequences on the competition increasing for these resources, and 
secondly, high rates of population growth inside the poorest areas of the 
world, will magnify even further the real income differences.  

- an evolution of the population structure is also a significant 
pressure factor to the conflict. For instance, a trend towards aging 
population (as is the case of Romania) will increase tax pressures on 
working population, generating thus specific sources of social tension 

- ethnic structure should be considered as a factor that may 
influence the micro-level conflict development, too. Ethnic intolerance of 
the majority to the minority may be an aggravating factor to the conflict. 
 Socio-cultural factors – both, values system of the company and 
behaviors that motivating the system, represent targeting elements in the 
conflicts evolution, with influence on their developement at organizations 
level. 
 The  political and legislative factors. On a side, they relate the 
rules on conflicts at work, on the other side, the governing programm and 
vision of / the elected  political force / forces. For example, a government 
may be more opened or unwilling to demands of the social partners, 
generating among them various complaints. 

In conclusion, we can say that all these factors create 
pressures and constraints on firms and organizations and their members, 
which, according to the structural model of the conflict, are nedeed 
conditions for the conflict emergence. The most accurate and complete 
identifying of these factors will allow us to realize a proper diagnosis of the 
conflict, and, secondly, it shall provide the best solution for overcoming 
destructive tensions in the organization. 
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The Organizational Model 
According to the organizational model proposed by Robbins, the 

conflict has three major sources: communication, organization structure and 
behavioral factors.  

Some authors believe that inside an organization, there is no direct 
link between communication and conflict. They have demonstrated that 
formulations as "a lot of communication can reduce conflict or „ambiguities 
of communication lead to conflict" are irrelevant and that they have been 
invalidated by several empirical studies (LL Putnam, MS Poole, 1987). 
These authors revealed, referring to the communication and the essence of 
the conflict, that "the conflict management itself is possible thanks to the 
communication”. In our opinion, although many researchers consider the 
conflict generated by communication as a pseudo-conflict, at interactions 
between members or groups its importance can not be questioned. 

In this sense, Weinberg and Co. quantified that 22% of the 
interaction problems  are generated by the communication deficiencies. 
These deficiencies relate to inadequate communications networks, unclear 
communications or to listeners lack of attention.  

It is noted that the mechanistic view of communication, which 
focuses on the channels and messages needed to achieve the 
communication, is central to most studies drawing the relationship 
communication - conflict. 

Thus, some authors analyzed the effects of different communications 
networks on conflicts and they concluded that the way these networks are 
structured can have a direct effect on the conflict. In this sense, McGrath 
suggests that centralized communication networks (where all information 
travels through a central person, situated in the middle of the network) even 
they are more efficient than circular networks (where each member is 
connected to other two members of the network, none of them is a central 
person) they generate disproportions regarding communicational 
satisfaction, and this stimulates the tensions and conflicts emergence 
between members of the network. 

Another mechanistic point of view on the communication-conflict 
relationship is the channel width / size through the communication achieve. 
In this terms, some authors have showed that on a wider band of 
communication, high probability to produce conflict is available, because on 
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this band would be more opportunities for the perception of values and 
emotional conflict. 

Another important aspect is the relationship between communication 
amount and conflict. Analysis of reverse axiom (as there is less 
communication, so there are fewer opportunities for conflict ") shows that it 
would have been only partially true. A very significant example of the 
situation involving some communication, but a lot of conflict is the inter-
racial and inter-ethnic hate and prejudice. It is noticed that eliminated 
communication leads, in the some specialists opinion (K. Thomas, 1976), 
to intensify the conflict. Thus, Thomas shows that if inside the interaction of 
two parts, one part uses communication in order to manipulate or to control 
the other side, the overall effect will be that of decreasing confidence to the 
manipulator and the manipulated part will reduce the communication, 
while it perpetuates existing stereotypes. 

A particular problem of the communication is that of technological 
mediation. More and more specialists draw attention to the generated 
problems by the technological mediation, and to the manner how those 
problems "reflect" themselves into the conflict. In view of these authors, 
the use of a growing scale technology (in particular, the information) 
facilitates conflict emergence. Onward, an issue increasingly surveyed is the 
effect of computers use as a medium for organizational communication and 
interaction. In this respect, it was found that the anonymous status 
generated by electronic communication, leads to the decreased 
behavioral constraints. This effect achieves thanks to an individualization 
process, characteristic to computer users. 

Another aspect of personal differences within a group is the group 
heterogeneity. In connection with this feature of personal differences the 
opinions are divided, even opposite. Some authors consider that 
heterogeneity is benefic for the organization, while other authors reveals 
that a heterogeneous group (therefore, with very different people) are more 
likely to engage a conflict. Benefits of a group heterogeneity are related, in 
particular, to various experience of its members (TH Cox, 1994). The most 
known benefits of diversity group are: lower cost due to reduce minority 
employees fluctuation, increased creativity for solving organizational 
problems, the perception of fairness and equity at the workplace and greater 
flexibility reflected by the motivation. 
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Finally, another source of conflict is the surrounding pressure. 
personal differences and incompatibility of roles are exacerbated by 
environmental stress. A stressful situation (such as budget austerity) may 
engage the organization members in the dispute regarding the sharing of 
these resources, and the dispute will lead in turn to decreased confidence 
and increased frustrations among members of that organization (DA 
Whetten, KSCameron, 2005). 

As conclusion, we can say that all three models of conflict present 
phases and conditions required for the conflict production. By these 
models we better identify the type of conflict to deal with and we achieve a 
realistic diagnostic analysis. However, the described models have some 
shortfalls (some already covered when we analyzed the procedural 
conflict). One of the shortfalls characterizing all these models is 
uncertainty of empirical basis, which questions the possibility of their 
application. All three only models offer the investigation frame of the 
conflict, rather than their descriptive or prescriptive basis. 
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