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Abstract 

Workplace conflict is widely recognized as an important organizational issue, yet limited 

attention has been paid to the actors involved in conflict management processes. This study 

addresses the gap by examining key actors in workplace conflict management. Specifically, this 

study investigates: What are the roles and responsibilities of employees, managers, and HR 

practitioners in organizational conflict management? How do these actors apply conflict 

resolution strategies to different conflict types? Adopting a qualitative approach, the study draws 

on interviews conducted across industries in Sweden. The findings show that managers acted as 

the first layer of conflict resolution across all conflict types by clarifying structures, seeking 

relational support, and reallocating employees in severe cases. HR practitioners mainly 

supported relationship conflicts by ensuring accountability and compliance. Employees most 

often address task conflicts through sensemaking, de-escalation, and relational support. The 

study highlights the importance of clear responsibilities, managerial capabilities, and 

psychologically safe work environments. 
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Organizational conflict, conflict management, organizational actors, conflict resolution strategies, 
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“They can hide it, quash it, control it, fight it, 
deny it, or avoid it, but whatever they do, they 
cannot make it disappear: conflict is an 
organizational fact of life.” 

Cathy A. Costantino & Christina Sickles Merchant in 
Designing Conflict Management Systems: A Guide to 
Creating Productive and Healthy Organizations (1996) 
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1. Introduction 
Whenever people work together, conflicts are inevitable (Liddle, 2023). A survey of the Chartered 

Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2020) found that more than every third employee 

experienced interpersonal conflict over the last year. Similarly, the Global Human Capital Report 

(CPP, 2008) revealed that 85% of employees deal with conflicts to some degree. The report also 

suggests that conflicts are often not resolved immediately, with most respondents having 

witnessed at least one conflict escalating over time. Workplace conflict also consumes a 

considerable amount of employees’ working time (Dirrler & Podruzsik, 2023). On average, 

employees spend around two hours per week being involved or managing a workplace conflict 

(CPP, 2008). Conflicts affect employees negatively, causing mainly stress and anxiety, but also 

decreasing motivation or commitment, and when poorly handled, they can also affect the team 

dynamic negatively (CIPD, 2020). Consequently, workplace conflict generates considerable social 

and economic costs, making effective conflict management (CM) an important organizational 

concern.  

The terminology of the word conflict has been well studied over the decades. However, 

researchers have not come to a single, unified definition. Guetzgow and Gyr (1954, p. 368) 

characterize conflicts as having “important differences of opinion among the group members”. 

They further argue that conflict should not be understood as a singular phenomenon. Pondy 

(1967, p. 1) agrees and defines conflicts as “a series of episodes”, where each episode contains 

multiple stages (latency, feeling, perception, manifestation, and aftermath). Newer definitions of 

conflict include Carton and Tewfik (2016, p. 1127) describing conflicts as arising from 

“incompatible differences” or McCarter et al. (2020, p. 927) who define conflict as “a dynamic 

process” which often involves feelings or behavior against another agent. Throughout the years, 

most researchers have agreed that conflict is a difference of opinion, an incompatibility or 

disagreement, divided into multiple episodes. Conflicts are thus defined in this study as a dynamic 

process, where two or more individuals encounter a series of feelings, perception, or behaviors 

of incompatible differences.  

As the term conflict tends to have a negative connotation, it becomes evident why researchers 

have focused on the dysfunctionality of conflicts. March and Simon (1958) view conflicts as a 

breakdown in cooperative systems, a disruption in routines, which creates challenges in decision-

making. Pondy (1967) generalizes that conflict creates a pressure to resolve it. Deutsch (1969) 

adopts a dual perspective, arguing that conflict is shaped by both objective and subjective 

circumstances. For instance, even under favorable conditions, psychological factors may cause 

conflicts to become destructive. However, he also highlights the productive side of conflict, 

suggesting that it can prevent stagnation, stimulate interest and curiosity, and provide tools 

through which conflicts can be expressed and solved. This dual perspective is later supported by 
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other researchers (see Jehn, 1997; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; 

Bendersky & Hays, 2012). Building on this perspective, Carton and Tewfik (2016) argue that 

conflicts must first be well understood and differentiated according to their types in order to be 

managed. Consequently, establishing a distinction between different conflict types is an essential 

process to understanding conflicts.  

Over the decades, researchers have diverged in adopting one typology of conflicts. Guetzgow 

and Gyr (1954, p. 369) are amongst the firsts to distinguish “affective” from “substantive” 

conflicts. Priem and Price (1991) identify three categories: cognitive, task-related, and social-

emotional conflicts. Cosier and Rose (1977) differentiated goal conflicts from cognitive conflict. 

Amongst the extensive literature on the typologies of conflicts, Jehn’s (1997) framework became 

foundational in CM research. In her paper, the author reprises two conflict types, task and 

relationship conflicts, and introduces a third conflict type, process conflicts. Jehn (1997) argues 

that there needs to be a clear distinction between tasks and process conflicts despite their 

similarities. This typology is later expanded by Bendersky and Hays (2012) who introduce a fourth 

type of conflict: status conflicts. Respectively, this thesis adopts the following typology: task, 

relationship, process, and status conflicts. Given its complexity and potential consequences, CM 

has become an important area of organizational research. 

In addition to conflict types, researchers have extensively examined strategies for conflict 

resolution (CR). Prior studies have explored both concrete interventions and broader strategic 

approaches to handling workplace conflict (e.g. Pondy, 1967; Priem & Price, 1991; Wall & Nolan, 

1986). One of the most influential frameworks is the conflict mode instrument developed by 

Thomas and Kilmann (1977), which distinguishes between five general CM types. However, 

despite the extensive literature on CM strategies, the field remains fragmented and lacks a widely 

accepted integrated framework (Carton & Tewfik, 2016). Furthermore, research has shown that 

strategies may have different effects depending on the type of conflict involved (Carton & Tewfik, 

2016), highlighting the importance of considering conflict types and CM strategies together. 

Although prior research has generated substantial knowledge about conflict types and CM 

strategies, considerably less attention has been paid to the organizational actors who enact these 

strategies in practice. Existing research has often examined the effects of conflict types or CR 

strategies on organizational outcomes, without differentiating which organizational actors are 

involved in managing conflicts. However, CM within organizations is typically distributed across 

multiple actors groups with different positions, responsibilities and resources (Saundry et al., 

2021). Understanding how conflicts are managed in practice therefore requires examining not 

only which conflict types and strategies exist, but also which actors engage in CM and how they 

interact throughout the process. 



   
 

3 
 

To address this research gap, this study focuses on employees, managers, and HR practitioners 

as key organizational actors involved in workplace CM. Those three groups were selected based 

on the HR field and CM literature and their theoretical relevance is discussed more in detail in 

the following theoretical background chapter. By examining the roles, responsibilities, and 

interactions of organizational actors in relation to different conflict types and CR strategies, this 

study aims to contribute to a more integrated understanding of intra-organizational CM 

processes. The study is guided by the following two research questions:  

1) What are the roles and responsibilities of employees, managers and HR practitioners in 

organizational conflict management?  

2) How do employees, managers and HR practitioners apply conflict resolution strategies 

to different conflict types? 

This thesis focuses on privately-owned Swedish companies in different fields, allowing for cross-

industry relevance while controlling for national and organizational contextual differences. In this 

context, the study addresses a gap in the literature by offering a comprehensive examination of 

the management of workplace conflicts from the perspective of multiple organizational actors. 

The study contributes particularly to a more process-oriented and integrated understanding of 

workplace CM by highlighting how responsibilities and practices are distributed across 

employees, managers and HR practitioners. The findings also provide practical implications by 

emphasizing the importance of clearly defined CM roles and responsibilities, managerial 

capabilities in identifying underlying conflict dynamics, and psychologically safe environments 

that encourage employees to raise conflicts at an early stage. 

To answer the research questions and capture these interactions in practice, the study adopts an 

exploratory qualitative research approach with an interview study design to gain in-depth 

insights into intra-organizational CM. Semi-structured interviews with employees, managers, and 

HR practitioners were conducted in March and April 2026. The collected data was subsequently 

analyzed using thematic analysis, combining theory-informed and data-driven coding approaches 

to identify recurring patterns and key themes.  

The thesis is structured as follows: chapter Two establishes the theoretical background, including 

conflict types, strategies applied, and key actors. Chapter Three outlines the research design and 

methodology, while chapter Four presents the interviews’ findings. Chapter Five discusses the 

findings in relation to the established theory. Chapter Six concludes the study by addressing 

theoretical and practical contributions, limitations and providing possible directions for future 

research. 



   
 

4 
 

2. Theoretical Background 
This chapter presents the theoretical foundations relevant to this study and is organized around 

three main themes: types of conflicts, CR strategies, and the roles of organizational actors in CM. 

 

2.1. Typologies of conflicts  

As outlined in the introduction, the study adopts the following conflict typology consisting of task, 

relationship, process and status conflict.  

 

2.1.1. Task conflicts  

Most researchers agree that task conflicts have either been about the “substance” of a task 

(Guetzgow & Gyr, 1954, p. 369), or the process of a task (Wall & Nolan, 1986). Guetzgow and Gyr 

(1954, p. 380) define task conflicts as an “intellectual opposition among participants, deriving 

from the content of the agenda.” Priem and Price (1991, p. 210) further characterize task conflicts 

as a “degree of disagreement”, insinuating that if the discussion of a task becomes intense, only 

then should they be characterized as a conflict. Researchers have also acknowledged that task 

conflicts arise mainly because team members are trying to reach consensus. As organizations 

tend to be goal-oriented, subgroups will most often have different goals and tasks, which tend 

to create tension when they inevitably overlap (Pondy, 1967). Task conflicts often influences all 

participants to be better informed of the different issues at hand: individuals who seem to have 

more expertise are more likely to reach consensus (Guetzgow & Gyr, 1954; Simons & Peterson, 

2000). Jehn (1997) approaches conflicts from two different perspectives: conflicts can be seen as 

positive but also negative. When individuals treat task-related conflicts with open-mindedness, 

this enhances decision-making outcomes and group productivity. However, if conflicts become 

intense, they can lead to harmful situations, provoking negative emotions such as anger or 

defensiveness. This idea is reprised by De Dreu and Weingart (2003) who found, through their 

meta-analysis, that task conflicts had negative effects on team performance and team member 

satisfaction, especially when it stemmed from decision-making power or project work.  

 

2.1.2. Relationship conflicts  

Individuals who partake in conflicts often need to share and express their frustration regarding 

the problem. These feelings of frustration can become more intense and create relationship 

conflicts. Simon and Peterson (2000, p. 102) characterized relationship conflicts as “emotional 

conflict” and defined them as “a perception of interpersonal incompatibility [which] typically 
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includes tension, annoyance, and animosity among group members.” As relationship conflicts are 

caused by interpersonal frustrations, researchers have determined that it can be difficult to 

handle them. Wall and Nolan (1986) have found that a majority of relationship conflicts were 

handled with an avoidance strategy. As relationship conflicts tend to stem from task conflicts 

(Simons & Peterson, 2000), individuals can choose to isolate themselves to avoid arguing about 

the matter (Guetzgow & Gyr, 1954). If the task is more complex, it can further hinder group 

performance, and lower overall team satisfaction (Jehn, 1997; Priem & Price, 1991). Relationship 

conflicts are seen as harmful: De Dreu and Weingart (2003) established that relationship conflicts 

also affected team performance and team satisfaction negatively. Jehn (1997, p. 531) clarifies 

that group performance and team satisfaction are affected because, instead of focusing on the 

task, team members are likely to focus on “reducing threats, increasing power and attempting to 

build cohesion”.  

 

2.1.3. Process conflicts  

In 1997, Jehn confirms a third type of conflicts: process conflicts. She defines process conflicts as 

“conflict about how task accomplishment should proceed in the work unit, who’s responsible for 

what, and how things should be delegated.” (Jehn, 1997, p. 540) She identified that these types 

of conflicts often generated negative emotions, which also reduced productivity and the team 

members’ satisfaction. Process conflicts are considered a part of task conflicts, which makes it 

difficult to differentiate them from one another (Behfar et al., 2011; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). 

However, they tend to behave similarly to relationship conflicts, for example, producing the same 

outcome, meaning that it decreases performance and satisfaction (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). 

Similar issues have been identified by past research under other terminologies such as procedural 

complexity (Kramer, 1991) and distributive conflict (Kabanoff, 1991), while Wall and Nolan (1986) 

briefly mention procedural matters when defining tasks conflicts. Behfar et al. (2011) 

acknowledge that, due to high correlation between tasks and process conflicts, process conflicts 

have not been studied enough in past research. Their study identifies two categories of process 

conflicts: conflicts about logistics, more specifically, time management and scheduling 

expectations, and conflicts about contribution, particularly, the equality of workload distribution, 

and equality of effort.  

 

2.1.4. Status conflicts  

Building up from Jehn’s (1997) framework, authors Bendersky and Hays (2012) introduced a 

fourth type of conflicts: status conflict. They define status conflict as “disputes over people’s 

relative status positions in their group’s social hierarchy” (Bendersky & Hays, 2012, p. 323). The 
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authors argue that status is tied to long-term implications. Status conflicts often involve all 

parties, including the people who are not necessarily part of the conflict in the first place. This 

can create a very competitive atmosphere, where knowledge is not shared: withholding 

information is seen as a power move. In addition, the authors acknowledge that status conflicts 

can also manifest itself in other ways: interrupting others or belittling another’s argument. Past 

research has mainly focused on the power levels between group members (Deutsch, 1969; Greer 

& Van Kleef, 2010; Hyde et al., 2006; Hysong, 2008; Jehn, 1997), however, researchers did not 

make a difference between relationship and status conflicts, therefore, categorizing both as 

relationship conflicts. Status conflicts are mostly found to be “detrimental to group performance” 

(Pai & Bendersky, 2020, p. 39): if status conflicts is low, then task conflict boosts group 

performance (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). 

 

2.1.5. Overview of conflict types  

To summarize, conflicts can take different forms and can impact performance in different ways. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the conflict types, their corresponding definitions and 

characteristics.  

Table 1  

Overview of Definitions of Conflict Types 

Conflict Type Definition 

Task  

conflicts 

An “intellectual opposition among participants, deriving from the content of 

the agenda” (Guetzgow & Gyr, 1954, p. 369) 

➔ Conflict on what to do or how to do the task 

Relationship 

conflicts 

A “perception of interpersonal incompatibility [which] typically includes 

tension, annoyance, and animosity among group members” (Simons & 

Peterson, 2000, p. 102) 

➔ Conflict based on incompatible personalities which can lead to 

negative emotions  

Process 

conflicts 

“Conflict about how task accomplishment should proceed in the work unit, 

who’s responsible for what, and how things should be delegated.” (Jehn, 

1997, p. 540) 

➔ Conflict on the resource allocation for the task 

Status  

conflicts 

“Disputes over people’s relative status positions in their group’s social 

hierarchy” (Bendersky & Hays, 2012, p. 323) 

➔ Conflict on the social standing of a person within a group 

 



   
 

7 
 

2.2. Conflict resolution strategies  

As conflict has severe impacts on teams and their effectiveness, researchers have tried to identify 

good strategies that reduce the downsides of conflicts while leveraging its potential benefits. 

Multiple strategies have been defined as potential solutions to deal with a specific type of conflict 

(see Pondy, 1967; Priem & Price, 1991; Wall & Nolan, 1986). Two commonly cited strategies are 

dialectical inquiry and devil’s advocacy strategy (Cosier & Rose, 1977; Priem & Price, 1991). In 

the devil’s advocacy strategy, the entire group is divided into two subgroups, where one 

subgroup develops assumptions and recommendations, while the other plays the “devil’s 

advocate” and critique the other subgroup’s points, without giving any alternatives. This process 

is reiterated until the suggestions are revised in a way that addresses the critiques (Priem & Price, 

1991).The dialectical inquiry strategy also requires a group to be divided into two subgroups, 

however, both subgroups will develop assumptions and recommendations “in the form of an 

interactive debate” (Priem & Price, 1991). 

One taxonomy of CM, rather well-known for being one of its firsts is the Thomas and Kilmann 

(1977) Conflict Mode Instrument (or TKI). The authors map individuals’ behavior along two 

dimensions: cooperation (how much one tries to satisfy other people’s concerns) and 

assertiveness (how much one tries to satisfy their own concerns). Based on these dimensions, 

five CM types are distinguished: competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding and 

accommodating. Each strategy varies in their degree of cooperation and assertiveness (e.g. 

avoidance strategy is neither cooperative nor assertive). Their model aimed to measure which 

conflict models are commonly used by a person, without directly recommending one model.  

Runde and Flanagan (2007) highlight that the advantages and disadvantages of a CM style is 

dependent on the particular circumstances, even though the collaborative style is often seen as 

especially beneficial. Research on CM strategies has thus produced inconsistent results: some 

strategies are helpful for solving conflicts in some circumstances, but not in others (Dovidio et al., 

2007; Fiol et al., 2009). This argument is also supported by Carton and Tewfik (2016) who 

acknowledge that strategies that are good for one type of conflict but might escalate other 

conflicts types. As conflicts also co-occur, this can further alter the outcome of the conflict (De 

Wit et al., 2012). Moreover, Guetzgow & Gyr (1954) acknowledge that for there to be a conflict 

in the first place, it needs to be overt, visible. Deutsch (1969) suggests that, within visible conflicts, 

there are underlying conflicts, conflicts that are not necessarily seen. For example, two 

employees fighting about which software solution to implement that looks at first sight like a task 

conflict might be additionally about an underlaying relational conflict about not trusting the 

other’s competences. In those cases, the CM strategy does not only need to fit the manifested 

conflict, but also all conflict types that are involved.  
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Thus, Carton and Tewfik (2016) suggest a typology of CM strategies that shows the positive and 

negative spillover effects on each conflict types. They start by categorizing CM strategies based 

on the types of conflicts they are most suitable for resolving. Then, they also distinguish whether 

differences between conflicting actors are addressed by reducing or tolerating those differences. 

For instance, one strategy that could be used to deal with task conflict is the previous mentioned 

devil’s advocacy strategy (Cosier & Rose, 1977; Priem & Price, 1991). According to Carton and 

Tewfik (2016) typology, this strategy has no effect on process nor status conflicts, but can 

escalate a relationship conflict. In the example of a software decision, the underlying relational 

conflict, distrust, might be escalated if one party constantly critiques one’s solution too harshly. 

Therefore, before choosing a CM strategy, the conflict needs to be well understood. While Carton 

and Tewfik’s framework (2016) provides an integrative perspective of CR strategies across 

different conflict types, it pays limited attention to which organizational actors apply these 

strategies in practice. McCarter et al. (2020) identify the role of actors in CM as an important 

direction for future research. Furthermore, the distinction between strategies aimed at tolerating 

and reducing differences remains relatively broad and abstract, offering limited guidance on 

concrete CR practices in organizations. These limitations highlight the need for research 

examining how different organizational actors apply CR strategies across varying conflict types in 

practice. 

 

 

2.3. Key actors in conflict resolution 

The question arises, who are the key actors in the management of team conflicts? To address the 

question, this study draws on insights from the human resource management field (HRM) and 

CM literature. HRM research notes that HRM involves more than the activities of HR specialists 

alone; there are a range of organizational actors that are carrying out the HR work. Key roles of 

HRM are described in the HR triad framework as worker, HR specialist and line manager, and in 

its extension for project-based settings to a HR quadriad, additionally, project manager (Bredin 

& Söderlund, 2011). This indicates that CM responsibilities may be carried out by different 

managerial roles depending on the organizational context, making the broader category of 

managers particularly relevant for this study. In parallel, some CM research has examined the 

roles of specific actors. In particular, line managers and HR practitioners have been identified as 

central agents in the handling of intrateam conflict, while also recognizing the contributions of 

trade union representatives, employee representatives, and trained mediators (e.g. Jones & 

Saundry, 2012; Saundry et al., 2016, 2021; Saundry & Wibberley, 2014).  

However, employees themselves must also be considered key actors in CM as they are directly 

involved in both the emergence and resolution of conflict. Evidence from research on 

autonomous teams demonstrates that groups with similar starting conditions used different 
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conflict handling strategies which lead to significantly different outcomes (e.g. Behfar et al., 2008). 

Against this background, this study focuses on managers, HR practitioners, and employees as the 

central actors in team CM, as illustrated in Figure 1. This selection enables a comprehensive 

perspective and allows for an analysis of how responsibilities and practices are distributed across 

different roles in an organization. 

 

Figure 1. Key actors in conflict management.  

 

2.3.1. HR Practitioners  

For many years, there has been a so-called “devolution”, a shift in the responsibilities of the HR 

activities from HR specialists to line manager, more rarely also further down to self-managing 

teams (Torrington et al., 2025). This shift has also affected the management of conflicts in 

organizations, and conflict handling has been seen as a task ripe for devolution and outsourcing 

(Jones & Saundry, 2012). Even so, managing disagreements has remained a joint task between 

managers and HR practitioners (Saundry et al., 2016). A study of Roper and Higgins (2020) found 

that CM is the HR function least likely to being handled by non-specialized personnel, due to its 

unpredictability, line managers’ limited understanding of procedural justice and the 

interpersonal skills required to manage conflicts effectively. This demonstrates that HR 

involvement in CM is essential.  

While HR practitioners were more involved in operational activities before the devolution, HR 

has shifted towards a strategic business partner identity (Pritchard, 2010). In CM, a study of Jones 

and Saundry (2012) found that HR practitioners act as a relatively objective support function for 

line and operational managers in disciplinary processes, rather than active interventions in the 

CM. Moreover, their study showed that HR practitioners were regulating operational managers; 
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HR practitioners specifically focusing on minimizing risk by following formal processes and laws, 

out of concerns of legal disputes or reputational damage.  

However, some HR practitioners were also involved in informal CR, especially where they had 

strong relationships with operational manager (Jones & Saundry, 2012). Early CM through 

informal procedures has been encouraged to solve disagreements before they are escalating and 

to avoid unnecessary formal processes (Saundry et al., 2016). While there is only little research 

on how HR practitioners are involved in early  CR, a case study of Saundry and Wibberley (2014) 

shows that HR practitioners can increase informal dispute resolution through giving advice, 

support, and training to managers. The effectiveness of the HR function in solving processes 

informally depends thereby on the organizational proximity between the HR professionals and 

the line managers and employee representatives. While location of the HR function plays a role, 

it is especially trusting relationship and shared values that enable HR professionals to support 

early and informal conflict solutions while giving line mangers more freedom to handle conflicts 

(Saundry et al., 2021). The case study suggested additionally that HR practitioners can help solve 

conflicts early and informally through working out solutions with employee representatives and 

being a mediator between managers and employees (Saundry & Wibberley, 2014).  

 

2.3.2. Managers  

Line managers and supervisors are commonly involved in resolving workplace conflicts in many 

organizations (Teague & Roche, 2012). A survey by the CIPD (2020) in the UK further specified 

that they are often the first point of contact for addressing such conflicts. They found that the 

most common reaction of employees involved in conflict was to discuss the issue with their line 

manager (40%), almost double as many as informally discussing with the other person involved 

in the conflict (23%) or discussion with someone outside work (22%). Moreover, almost every 

third line manager reported of being involved in CM within the team at least once a month. 

Conflicts thereby mostly arise between colleagues in the team or with an employee’s line 

manager or supervisor (CIPD, 2020). As line managers and supervisors are near the conflict origin, 

they are well positioned for handling intrateam conflicts (Teague & Roche, 2012). 

Furthermore, some studies have highlighted the importance of supervisor support. According to 

the study of Ng and Sorensen (2008), perceived supervisor support has a positive impact on the 

organizational outputs of job satisfaction, affective commitment, and turnover intention. 

Similarly, a study of Teague and Roche (2012) showed that engagement of line and supervisors 

in CM is contributing to higher labor productivity, lower absence rates, and more adaptability to 

change. A recent study of McCarthy and Pearce (2025) found that supervisor CM support, 

employees’ views on how willing and capable their supervisors are in helping resolve conflicts, 

increases the likelihood of CR, organizational commitment and the intend of employees to stay 
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in the company. The study furthermore finds that those effects are stronger with an open 

communication norm and for lower-intensity conflicts. When conflicts are more intense, the role 

of supervisors is restricted.  

Although line managers are often involved in and play an important role in CM, they often seem 

to lack confidence in handling conflicts (Saundry et al., 2016; Teague & Roche, 2012) and CM and 

handling difficult conversations are skills that line managers find most difficult to apply in their 

work (CIPD, 2013). According to the interview study by Saundry et al. (2016), one reason for line 

managers’ hesitation to resolve conflicts is that close relationships with employees can blur lines 

of authority. Furthermore, some inappropriate behavior doesn’t get addressed because of the 

fear of line managers starting a long formal process. Also, pressure to fulfil short-term goals cause 

letting issues in the company to be unaddressed. When conflicts need to be addressed, line and 

operational managers prefer prescriptive approaches, which includes procedures that can be 

followed and legitimize the actions towards other managers and conflicting employees. The lack 

of confidence in managing conflicts therefore makes them more dependent on HR specialists. 

Simultaneously, through centralization and shift of focus of the HR functions, HR specialists are 

less involved in operational management. This results in higher responsibility for line and 

operational manager, and ultimately in fewer informal resolutions. Also Teague and Roche (2012) 

found in their survey that almost every second respondent agreed that line managers and 

supervisors lack the confidence of CM and depended on HR managers or senior managers to 

resolve disputes. In addition, just about half of the respondents agreed that line managers and 

supervisors have received formal training and that their performance evaluations include an 

assessment of their ability in employee relations. Both factors are highlighted in the literature as 

essential for CM. Therefore, Teague and Roche (2012) conclude that even though line managers 

and supervisors are frequently involved in CM, they often do so without the needed 

organizational support.  

 

2.3.3. Employees  

Team members without formal managerial responsibility, in the following referred to as 

employees, represent another crucial group of actors in intrateam conflicts, that receives only 

limited attention (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). Research shows that their role extends beyond being a 

participant in conflict situations and shapes how conflicts emerge and are resolved within teams. 

A qualitative study of Behfar et al. (2008) investigated CR in autonomous teams that operated 

without formal managers. The teams began under similar conditions, but varied in their CM 

strategies, leading to varying outcomes in performance and satisfaction. High performing and 

satisfied teams tended to employ inclusive approaches that considered the perspectives of all 

members and proactively prevented negative effects of conflicts before arising.  
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Moreover, the relevance of team members in CM is not limited to self-managed teams. Even in 

teams with formal managers and support structures, coworkers play a vital role. One reason is 

that peers in similar stressful circumstances to oneself can be a valuable psychological support 

(Beehr, 1976). This insight was confirmed by Ng and Sorensen (2008), who found that while 

perceived supervisor support has a stronger overall impact on job satisfaction, affective 

commitment and turnover intention, perceived coworkers support was having a significant 

positive influence, especially in high stress environments.  

Beyond social support, individual capabilities of team members also shape conflict outcomes. A 

study of Jiang et al. (2013) showed that team members’ emotional regulation skills play a key role 

in managing conflicts effectively. Higher emotional regulation led to a better ability to turn task-

related conflicts in improved performance and mitigate harmful effects of relationship conflicts. 

This was both found on an individual level, as well on a group level when the average emotional 

regulation skills of the team members were high. Emotional regulation in this context refers to 

how effectively and quickly individuals perceived to control their emotional responses, enabling 

calm and rational behavior in challenging situations.  
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3. Methodology 
The following chapter outlines how the study was conducted and the reasoning behind the 

chosen methodological approach. It first presents the research approach and design, followed by 

a description of the research context. It then explains the sample selection, data collection and 

data analysis. The final sections address considerations of research quality and ethical principles. 

 

3.1. Research Approach and Design  

The study adopts an abductive reasoning approach, in which the researchers iteratively engage 

with both theoretical ideas and empirical data (Bell et al., 2022), combining openness to 

emerging findings associated with an inductive approach with the theoretical grounding provided 

by a deductive approach (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). This approach fits the aim of the study to 

generate new insights and develop a deeper understanding of an underexplored area while 

remaining guided by existing research on CM and HRM. The identification of the research area, 

the formulation of the research questions, and the development of the interview guide were 

informed by the reviewed literature. At the same time, the data collection and analysis were 

guided by an open coding approach to identify emerging patterns and themes in the empirical 

material, which were continuously interpreted and supplemented through relevant theoretical 

perspectives. 

Given the underexplored nature of the research topic and the study’s emphasis on generating 

new insights from empirical observations, an exploratory qualitative research design is 

considered most appropriate. Qualitative methods are particularly well suited to gain an in-depth 

understanding of complex social processes, interactions, and perceptions that cannot be 

adequately captured through numerical measurement alone (Gephart, 2004). This is especially 

relevant in the context of CM, where meanings, interpretations, and interpersonal dynamics play 

a central role. Qualitative research is inherently shaped by the subjective perspectives of 

participants and may also be influenced by the interpretations of the researchers. As a result, it 

can be less transparent and more difficult to replicate and generalize (Bell et al., 2022). 

Nevertheless, its capacity to uncover nuanced and context-dependent insights makes it the most 

suitable research design for addressing the purpose of the present study. 

Consequently, an interview study was adopted. The approach was chosen to identify patterns of 

CM across different firms and contexts. Individual interviews were conducted rather than focus 

groups to gain the full perspective of each participant and actor group. Furthermore, a 

longitudinal study was not feasible within the given timeframe of the study. Nevertheless, a 

temporal perspective was still incorporated, as participants were asked to reflect on past conflict 

situations within their teams and describe how these conflicts developed and were addressed 
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over time. The study uses semi-structured interviews following predetermined questions with 

the flexibility to ask follow-up questions and explore emerging topics in greater detail. 

 

3.2. Research Context  

Conflict does happen across industries and countries. The focus of the study is on the conflict 

itself, the human-to-human relationship. Therefore, the study uses a mixed sample of industries, 

which makes the findings to a greater extent generalizable across industries. The only 

requirement concerning the company type was that the company was private, not publicly 

owned. This was done due to the different structures and processes in public organizations.  

However, as different countries can have different cultures and management styles which might 

influence workplace CM (Hyde et al., 2006) and hinder comparability between the cases, the 

study focuses only on one country. Sweden was chosen, as it is known for its flat hierarchy and 

consensus oriented organizational culture (Cordeiro‐Nilsson & Hawamdeh, 2011; Hyde et al., 

2006), which makes it interesting from an aspect of studying conflicts. Furthermore, as the 

researchers are currently located in Sweden, employees of Swedish firms were easier accessible. 

 

3.3. Sample Selection  

To select participants, a purposive sampling method was employed. The method is commonly 

applied in qualitative research, as it focus on selecting participants based on principles to answer 

the research question (Bell et al., 2022). The selection criteria for this study included the work 

position of their department located in Sweden. Furthermore, since the main focus of the study 

was organizational CM, a second criteria was that the interviewees had a position, that was 

previously identified as important actor in CM: employee, manager, or HR practitioner (see 

chapter 2). Combining different perspectives of key actors were chosen for a rich understanding 

of the phenomena and allows to differentiate which conflicts the respective actors are involved 

in and how those conflicts get solved. After the third interview with an HR practitioner that was 

mostly concerned with talent acquisition and just limited involved in CM, the researchers 

specifically searched for HR roles that are contacted by teams for CM, like HR business partners. 

Therefore, the approach can be described as contingent sampling approach, which is 

characterized by evolvement of the sampling criteria (Bell et al., 2022).  

 

Contacting relevant people for interviews were carried out in two waves. First, the authors 

participated in a student career fair called “LARM” on the 10th of February, where they talked 

with different companies and collected contact information. Other contact information for 

companies that were not approached during the fair were collected from the fair website. This 
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resulted in contacting 65 companies via email. Of those, 9 companies responded positively, with 

one company contributing with two interviewees of different positions, resulting in 10 interviews. 

Secondly, the authors reached out to fitting candidates of the program’s alumni network over 

LinkedIn, Facebook and E-mail. Additionally, the authors asked their personal networks for 

contacts and searched over LinkedIn for people with interesting job roles for the study. In that 

interview wave, the focus was to recruit HR practitioners involved in CR and managers, because 

of insufficient information of their perspective from the first interview wave. In total, the authors 

contacted 21 people through this way, which led to 7 more interviews.  

 

When approaching companies and potential interviewees, an overview of the research topic was 

provided, but the interview guide was not shared beforehand. This allowed the contacted 

companies and individuals to assess their interest in and potential contribution to the study, 

while still ensuring authentic responses and flexibility in following up on emerging theme. 

Furthermore, the researcher assured potential interviewees anonymity and informed them that 

the interview would be conducted online and would last approximately 45 minutes to one hour. 

Included in the email was also a link to the website Calendly (n.d.) to schedule an interview.  

 

As described before, the study included three categories of interviewees in order to develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. Including several categories of actors 

also enabled a comparison of how CM is perceived across organizational roles. At the same time, 

broadening the sample with several categories calls for a relatively larger number of interviews 

to ensure adequate representation of each perspective (Bell et al., 2022).  

 

Data collection was stopped after the second interview wave. The first reason for that is that the 

later interviews within the employee and manager categories generated only limited new themes, 

indicating that a sufficient level of data saturation had been reached in these groups. A similar 

tendency could be observed among the HR practitioners, where fewer new topics emerged in 

the final interviews. However, because the HR practitioner category remained comparatively 

smaller, the researchers initially sought to continue data collection in order to strengthen this 

perspective. Despite these efforts, securing additional interviews with HR practitioners involved 

in CM in private organizations was difficult due to limited accessibility of relevant respondents in 

combination with the time constraints of the master’s thesis. Therefore, the decision to stop data 

collection was made when the data was considered sufficiently rich to address the research 

questions, even though additional interviews could potentially have provided further details.  
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3.4. Data Collection  

3.4.1. Interview Guide Design 

After establishing the literature review, an interview guide (see Appendix 1 and 2) was designed 

and structured in a manner which allowed a focus on all relevant topics/concepts used in the 

literature review. The interview guide was developed with the aim to answer the research 

question and thus fulfilled the research purpose (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Complex terminology and 

confusing theoretical concepts were mostly removed from the interview guide to allow better 

comprehensibility (Bell & Bryman, 2007). In the case where they were not, interviewees were 

either given clarification upon demand or understood the concept directly. Moreover, because 

the term conflict tends to have a negative connotation (Jehn, 1997; Liddle, 2023), both 

researchers interchangeably used the words “disagreements” and “differences of opinions”. 

 

Thereinafter, two interview guides were designed in accordance to the type of actors interviewed, 

one for employees and managers and one for HR practitioners. The literature review suggests 

that HR practitioners, employees and managers have distinct roles and responsibilities, especially 

regarding CM. The HR function often tends to be seen as a support function, meaning it is not 

embedded in teams, contrary to employees and managers. Thus, this division was chosen. The 

content of the questions did not differ between either interview guides, however, the way the 

questions were phrased differed.  

 

In both interview guides, 3 main themes and 3 sub themes were approached. First, as conflicts 

are often difficult to clearly differentiate from one another (Pondy, 1967), interviewees were 

asked to describe a few experiences of conflicts. The interviewees’ description of conflicts 

allowed better understanding to categorize by conflict types. Then, interviewees were asked 

about the handling of the conflict. This theme reprises the literature review on strategy and 

actors in CM. Interviewees were then asked about tools put in place by the organization regarding 

CM and conflict prevention. Both interview guides then included 3 sub-themes: managerial skills, 

psychological safety and role of disagreements. The first sub-theme, managerial skills was 

explored to determine whether the actors had the necessary skills to deal with conflicts. Then, 

they were asked if they felt like they could discuss it openly within their team/to their manager. 

Lastly, the interviewees were asked how they perceived conflicts. The role of conflicts mattered 

as it also allowed better understanding of their views.  

3.4.2. Interview Preparations 

As conflicts management is a sensitive topic, researchers informed all interviewees that their 

name and the company name would be anonymized (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Thus, this allowed 

interviewees to speak more freely about the conflicts they have experienced. Before the 
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interview, each interviewee was asked their job title when scheduling their interview on Calendly 

(Calendly, n.d.), to understand which category of actors they fit under. In total, 17 interviews 

were scheduled: 7 employees, 6 managers and 4 HR practitioners. The interviews were 

conducted between the 2nd of March 2026 and the 17th of April 2026, over Microsoft Teams and 

lasted between 40 minutes and 1 hour, 27 minutes. Table 2 represents the information about 

the interviewees and interviews: 

 

Table 2 

Overview of the interviews  

ID Date Job Title Category Duration (hh:mm:ss) 

1 2nd of March, 2026 Software Developer Employee (Consultant) 01:14:03 

2 3rd of March, 2026 Ecologist Employee (Consultant) 00:53:38 

3 4th of March, 2026 Product Developer Employee 01:20:29 

4 5th of March, 2026 Industrial Engineer Employee (Consultant) 00:52:44 

5 10th of March, 2026 R&D Manager Manager 00:56:57 

6 11th of March, 2026 Naval Engineer Employee 00:40:59 

7 16th of March, 2026 HR Business Partner HR Practitioner 01:02:25 

8 16th of March, 2026 Industrial Engineer Employee (Consultant) 00:55:48 

9 18th of March, 2026 HR Business Partner HR Practitioner 00:56:13 

10 24th of March, 2026 Talent Acquisition Specialist Employee 00:56:30 

11 27th of March, 2026 Business Solution Manager Manager 01:02:33 

12 8th of April, 2026 Country Manager Manager 00:56:09 

13 10th of April, 2026 Head of Talent Development HR Practitioner 00:59:53 

14 10th of April, 2026 Marketing Manager Manager 01:27:06 

15 13th of April, 2026 People & Culture Partner HR Practitioner 01:02:53 

16 14th of April, 2026 Procurement Supervisor Manager 01:10:34 

17 17th of April, 2026 Service Designer & Team Lead Manager 00:59:57 

 

To ensure further anonymity, certain job titles have been modified to prevent the identification 

of the interviewees. Three interviewees were reassigned to different categories. Interviewee 10 

noted that he was a “Talent Acquisition Specialist” which typically falls under the HR category. 

However, at the start of the interview, the researchers asked the interviewee if he was involved 

in dealing with CR from an HR perspective, to which he replied by the negative. The researchers, 

thus, reassigned him to the employee category. Interviewee 16 and interviewee 17 had similar 

cases: they both held unofficial managerial positions, respectively supervisor, and team lead. In 

both cases, the researchers asked for clarification of their job title, and after decided to 

categorize them as managers.  
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3.4.3. Interviews Overview 

At the start of each interview, the researchers presented themselves and the topic they were 

researching. Before recording, each interviewee was asked for their consent on recording the 

audio and keeping the transcript. This ensured that each interviewee had the opportunity to opt 

in, instead of opting out. Moreover, the researchers added that if any questions or any concerns 

needed to be raised during the interview, the interviewees had the opportunity to do so at any 

time. The interviews were conducted over Microsoft Teams, and their recording and transcribing 

systems were used. The recording and transcribing of the interviews allowed the researchers to 

engage actively with the interviewee. Moreover, a semi-structured format was used during the 

interviews, allowing for follow-up questions for deeper exploration of the topics (Tessier, 2012). 

As conflicts can be described as a series of episodes (Pondy, 1967), the recording allowed the 

researchers to replay passages which gave a better understanding of each conflict. Throughout 

each interview, both researchers had an active role in asking questions and appropriate follow-

up questions. In the cases where the interview length was not respected, the researchers first 

judged if extending the interview was necessary, then asked for consent if needed. In the cases 

where interviewees did not consent, questions were reprioritized, to ask the most important 

ones.  

 

3.5. Data Analysis 

After data collection, the researchers divided the number of transcripts in two and replayed all 

the interviews to ensure the accuracy of the transcription. Both researchers analyzed two 

transcripts to maintain consistency within their coding. The remaining transcripts were analyzed 

individually. The coding was analyzed with the help of the software NVivo, a data analysis 

software for qualitative and mixed method analysis. The researchers used a thematic analysis 

process, combined with an abductive approach (Bell et al., 2022; Corbin & Strauss, 1990). As 

conflicts tend to have many layers, codes (e.g. paragraphs, sentences, or words) were assigned 

to multiple categories where appropriate. Coding is often criticized for losing context, mainly due 

to dividing sentences or paragraphs which can distort their intended meaning (Corbin & Strauss, 

1990). Thus, after the individual coding process, the researchers compared and verified their 

coding to ensure consistency across categories. 

The concepts of organizational actors, conflict types, and CR strategies were identified through 

the literature review and served as overarching analytical categories. The sub-themes of the 

interview guide and additional emerging categories from the data were primarily used to support 

and contextualize the main analysis and therefore not described here. Different coding 

approaches were applied across the three main concepts. Conflict types were coded deductively 

based on established classifications from the literature, as these frameworks provided a useful 
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structure for distinguishing between different forms of conflict. Although some conflicts 

contained characteristics of multiple conflict types, conflicts were categorized according to the 

dominant conflict type in order to reduce analytical complexity. Similarly, the actor categories 

identified in the literature guided the analysis, while still allowing an additional actor group to 

emerge. Furthermore, the researchers inductively developed subcategories within both the actor 

and conflict type categories based on patterns emerging from the data. 

In contrast, the coding of CR strategies followed a more inductive approach. Existing strategy 

frameworks were either considered too broad (e.g., the TKI framework) or too narrow (e.g. 

dialectical inquiry or devil’s advocate strategies) for the purposes of the study. Therefore, the 

researchers implemented an open coding approach to identify strategies emerging from the data. 

Through axial coding methods, similar categories were combined and refined to ensure that no 

category overlapped with each other. The coding categories were then restructured, in order to 

find broader themes in the data structure (Gioia et al., 2013). Following the thematic analysis 

process (Bell et al., 2022), literature-informed categories and inductively developed categories 

were combined and refined throughout the analysis. The resulting coding structure, based on 

Gioia et al. (2013) data structure approach, is presented in the Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Coding structure.  

 

To answer the second research question, the researchers systematically connected the three 

overarching categories of organizational actors, conflict types and CR strategies within the coding 

software NVivo. Beginning with the coded CR strategies, the researchers created relational codes 
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that connected each conflict case associated with a given strategy to the relevant organizational 

actor. In some instances, the conflict case reflected the interviewee’s own behavior, whereas in 

others, interviewees described the actions of different actors. Additionally, each conflict case was 

assigned to a conflict type based on its contextual description and the prior coding of conflict 

types. On the basis of these relationships, the researchers developed a table that provides an 

overview of which actors employed which strategies in response to different types of conflicts. 

This overview is presented in Chapter 4.4. So, Who Solves What? And How?. 

 

3.6. Research Quality  

In order to justify the research quality of the thesis, certain criteria must be considered. As this a 

qualitative study, Lincoln and Guba (1986), define four criteria: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility refers to internal validity in quantitative research. To ensure credibility, researchers 

must ensure that the findings of the study confirm established theory, notably by incorporating 

various sources. This study included participants from different industries, which defined 

consistency within the results. In addition, the analysis was continuously related to existing 

literature on conflict management and HRM in order to situate the findings within established 

theoretical discussions.  

Transferability parallels external validity. It refers to the ability to generalize the study and apply 

them to distinct situations. This study can be generalized as CM is applicable in any organization 

that faces conflicts. However, as qualitative studies need to provide sufficient contextual detail 

to let readers assess the relevance of the findings, transferability is limited.  

Dependability parallels reliability. It allows others to replicate and gather comparable results, 

notably by providing, with transparency, information about the research design, the data 

collection and the data analysis. This thesis provides an extensive explanation about the research 

design and how the data has been collected and analyzed.  

Confirmability refers to objectivity. To obtain confirmability, the study needs to be objective, 

meaning that no individual values or theoretical prejudices influenced the research process (Bell 

et al., 2022). The researchers challenged each other’s views and perspectives on the subject, 

which allowed a more objective outcome. Moreover, complementary material was provided in 

the appendices, such as the interview guides, a strong connection between data and theory, and 

the awareness of the thesis’ limitations allowed the researchers to build a solid foundation for 

objectivity.  
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3.7. Ethical Considerations 

The study followed the ethical principles of avoidance of harm, informed consent, privacy and 

preventing deception as outlined by Bell et al. (2022). These ethical considerations are discussed 

in the following section. 

Avoidance of harm includes physical and psychological harm, but also potential negative 

consequences that may arise if interviewees are identified (Bell et al., 2022). Although discussing 

conflicts may be stressful for some participants, all interviewees were informed about the topic 

in advance and agreed voluntarily to participate in the study. Therefore, the risk of participants 

being exposed to traumatic experiences or suffering harm was considered relatively low. With 

regard to the identification of participants, all interview transcripts were anonymized in 

accordance with GDPR guidelines before being analyzed and cited. All personal names were 

removed and replaced with Interviewee [number]. In addition, company names and departments 

were anonymized, and the industries in which the companies operate were not disclosed.  

Informed consent refers to ensuring that research participants receive as much information as 

possible about a study, in order to make a well-informed decision about whether they want to 

participate (Bell et al., 2022). This principle was addressed by informing all interviewees about 

the topic of CM when requesting an interview and ensuring them anonymity. Moreover, before 

each interview, the researchers obtained the consent of each interviewee for audio recording 

the interview and for keeping the transcript for analysis.  

Bell et al. (2022) describe privacy as respecting participants’ personal boundaries and protecting 

their right to keep sensitive and private information from unnecessary disclosure. Throughout 

the study, the researchers aimed to keep interview questions relatively open, thereby allowing 

interviewees to decide themselves how to answer a question. When more specific follow-up 

questions were asked, the researchers tried to formulate them in a sensitive manner. 

Furthermore, all interviews were conducted online, which may have made it easier for 

participants to pause the interview or withdraw from participation if needed.  

Prevention of deception refers to avoiding the presentation of the research as something other 

than what it actually is (Bell et al., 2022). This was ensured by being transparent about the 

purpose of the study and the topics covered in the interviews. In addition, the researchers aimed 

to keep the interviews within the originally communicated time frame and only prolonged them 

with the participants’ explicit consent. More generally, the interviewees tried to remain 

transparent throughout the process and create a comfortable and trusting interview atmosphere. 
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3.8. Use of AI 

Throughout this study, the researchers utilized artificial intelligence (AI) as support resources. 

ChatGPT and CoPilot were used for brainstorming ideas, such as finding keywords for the 

literature research and giving feedback on ideas, and improving the syntax, including grammar, 

phrasing, and the clarity of the idea. Scopus AI was also employed to find relevant literature and 

explore potential related themes.  

All generated content was thoroughly reviewed and evaluated by the researchers for relevance 

and suitability. The researchers retain full responsibility for the content of this thesis. 
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4. Findings 
This chapter presents the study’s findings from the data collection. To assess how organizational 

actors perceive and manage various types of conflict, the interviewees were asked about a 

conflict they had experienced, the handling of the conflicts and which actors were present in CR. 

Through abductive reasoning, a few major themes were identified: types of conflicts, key 

strategies in CR and types of organizational actors in CM. To analyze the interplay between the 

three categories, it is first necessary to examine each one individually, identify how each type of 

conflict manifests in the workplace, consider the strategies and actions employed by the actors 

to address these conflicts.  

 

4.1. Types of Conflicts  

As the term conflict often tends to have a negative connotation, the researchers defined conflicts 

as a difference of opinions, or disagreements. The terminology used by the interviewees suggests 

that most did not differ disagreements and difference of opinions from conflicts. For example, 

when asked about recent disagreements within the team, interviewee 5 (M) responded: “We 

typically don't have so much conflicts within the team.” When asking interviewee 9 (HR) about 

disagreements, she replied: “Yes. So, one of the recent conflicts that we had […]”. Asking 

interviewee 12 (M) about disagreements, she replied: “the conflict is very low.” This indicates 

that disagreements and conflicts can be used interchangeably. However, when the researchers 

asked interviewee 1 (E) about conflicts, he replied: “In my team there isn't much internal 

conflict. And that is partly because we all like each other and work very well together”. When 

asking about disagreements within the team, he replied: “Oh. No, we disagree a lot all the time, 

but we are also very capable of talking about our disagreements and we all have the 

same attitude towards disagreement”. In some cases, disagreements and conflicts are perceived 

differently. 

  

4.1.1. Tasks conflicts  

Regarding tasks conflicts, the data suggests most conflicts tend to be about changes made or 

wanting to be made in the organization or about how the work should be carried out. Interviewee 

3 (E) expressed his will to act proactively, stating:  

“I take on a role that I'm not supposed to have but from my point of view, I'm fighting for 

a greater, better future transport and to use the infrastructure in a more clever way. Some people 

in our company want to just maximize the profit for the shareholders, and I think it's possible to 

do both”.  
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By wanting to implement change in the industry he works in, he was met with skepticism: some 

superiors have expressed their disagreement in continuing the project. Interviewee 4 (E) also 

described a resistance to change, especially when the implemented working environment has 

been effective enough for most employees. He notes: “People are strong believers in the saying, 

if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Interviewee 10 (E) joined on the idea and noted that: “they weren’t 

really showing an interest to the other side”. Interviewees 3, 4 and 10 (E) discussed that when 

change is trying to be implemented within the company, other organizational actors tend to be 

unwilling to embrace change. This perspective is reinforced by interviewee 5 (M), who noted that 

change is difficult to achieve, especially when others have established permanent routines. From 

an HR perspective, interviewee 13 (HR) describes these conflicts as expected and necessary, 

stating: “When there’s real change, […] there’ll be conflicts. […] Conflict is a measurement of the 

change journey.” As interviewee 13 conveys it, conflicts seem to be inevitable when there is 

change in an organization.  

Many interviewees also recalled that task conflicts can revolve around how the work should be 

carried out. Interviewee 1 (E) noted that the conflicts within his team were usually due “either 

what technical solution to choose or how to implement that technical solution”. Interviewee 11 

(M) shared the dilemma, his conflicts also concerned a difference of opinions on how to proceed: 

“I think we should go one way, she thinks another”. Disagreements over how the task should be 

carried out appears to be a common source of conflict. While interviewee 14 (M) described these 

situations as leading to “a lot of discussions” that needed to “include all of the team […] before 

moving into a direction”, interviewee 4 (E) associated these types of conflict with clashes 

between disciplines, noting that individuals tend to prioritize what is “best” for their own field, 

leading to conflicts. 

Task conflicts also emerged in situations where employees disagreed on what should be done. In 

his company, interviewee 5 (M) emphasized that product owners should prioritize their own 

products even if they are allocated to additional projects. Interviewee 4 (E) stated that, situations 

like these often resulted from “unclear communications [from management]”, which employees 

countered by using a “decision log”. Interviewee 3 (E) also indicated that certain task conflicts he 

experienced were caused by disagreeing on whether data should be shared across all actors on 

a project or not “Some want to protect the haulers, our customers, and some wants to develop 

digital solutions. So, in a company there are so many different people with their own assumptions. 

They have different roles.” Interviewee 17 (M) described a disagreement concerning the planned 

release of a product which he perceived as “disconnected from the strategy with customer 

experience”. In response, the interviewee initiated a workshop to better understand the 

reasoning behind the approach.  However, this was met with resistance, notably with the timing 

of the project:  
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“I [sic] realized that there was something that was completely disconnected from the 

strategy with customer experience that we wanted to have […] What that created was from the 

people working with us, it was more like an instant reaction on, ‘oh, but why are you asking about 

this? Why are you lifting this up? I mean, we have the release on this in like a month [sic]. It’s not 

the time to look into this.’” 

 

4.1.2. Relationship conflicts 

In terms of relationship conflicts, the data indicates that feelings and emotions are often involved. 

Most of the relationship conflicts stemmed from behavioral issues. Interviewee 3 (E) recalled his 

manager informing him that higher management believed the employee was not behaving 

correctly. He further added: “if [management] are unhappy with someone, they try to dig up dirt 

on you. They didn’t attack me for saying that I refused to do this work, [...] they attacked me with 

not reporting my work time correctly”. In contrast to interviewee 3’s concrete example, 

Interviewee 4 (E), despite not having enough experience with interpersonal conflicts, also 

identified deviations from expected behavior as a potential source of conflict: “[it] is more in line 

of people not acting according to [sic] the way you’re working or the rules of conduct.” 

Similarly, interviewee 12 (M) shared her experience dealing with a relationship conflict from a 

mediator perspective. After hiring a new colleague in her team, the other team members felt 

that “he [was] very unfriendly towards them, [sic] saying things that are rude” which degraded 

the atmosphere within the team. She further emphasized: “they feel it’s so bad that they kind of 

don’t feel, they don’t like to go to the office if he’s there as well.” 

From an HR’s perspective, interviewee 7 (HR) described common cases she encountered 

regarding bad behavior. She explained that in most cases, “people who tend to not behave in a 

good way always have an excuse for it”. This problematic behavior is also expressed in ways that 

are difficult to confront:  

“The problem is when it’s [sic] more delicate things [that are not being said directly but 

hinted at] […] I think those are the behaviors that is really, really hard to work with, because the 

person who behaves really badly, they always say ‘no, no, I didn't do that. Well, you must have 

looked at me in the wrong angle. I would never have done. I'm the most loyal and nice person you 

ever met. Why should I do something like that?’ And then you have word against word and then 

it's a problem. [...] And there was never a proof. It was only feelings.” 

Some interviewees also reported dealing with unfairness/unjust situations. Interviewee 7 (HR) 

recounted that, when it comes to conflict between managers and employees, employees can 

sometimes perceive situations as unfair or unjust. She clarifies that these feelings can be due to 

missing information, not understanding the conceptual view of the organization or even believing 
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that they deserved better in terms of performance review or salary increase. Interviewee 9 (HR) 

described a situation where an employee felt mistreated due to perceived favoritism. During a 

tour of the premises, the plant director described one employee as doing “great”, and another 

employee, who had been at the firm for 30 years as “a compliment to the department”. The plant 

manager then notified HR that this situation could be considered as “special treatment, but the 

negative way”. As expected, the employee mentioned to HR feeling offended by the comment, 

“he [didn’t] feel appreciated”.  

A few interviewees also described feelings of mistrust. Interviewee 13 (HR) exposed two different 

cases of mistrust. First with blue collar workers:  

“Blue collars conflict issues [tend to happen] where the managers [are] starting to make 

sure that rules are followed, for example, working times, when you leave, how much you support 

others, the call to work. Some workers feel more like chased by the manager if the manager starts 

to follow up on what they're doing.” 

Then, with white collar workers:  

“I know that the white collars don't like being micromanaged so much. So, if some 

managers start doing that because [they are] stressed, because [they] don’t see the outcome or 

don’t have trust in the direct reports, and they manage to start to follow up more, then the white 

collars [will feel that], this manager is micromanaging me, is not treating me nice, [doesn’t] 

respect me, etc.”  

Interviewee 7 (HR) also reported a case where management did not trust an employee over the 

span of a few years:  

“We had one example where someone was not behaving in a good way, didn't deliver 

their task, came very late, didn't show up, didn't do what he or she was supposed to do. And it 

was like, I think it was three or four years with the performance improvement plans [...] we didn’t 

really have the tools for [it, but] we never understood why the delivery never happened. But then 

this person went to talk to his colleagues and said it was something completely else, ‘they are 

firing me because [I said] bad things about them.’ Different managers, all the managers had got 

different stories around them. And of course this is. First of all, it was a lie, but the people who 

listened to it didn't know that.” 

 

4.1.3. Process conflicts  

Amongst the different types, process conflicts were the most reported during the interviews. As 

roles define responsibilities, unclear or overlapping roles can enhance frustration and complicate 

the coordination of tasks and resources. Some interviewees expressed their frustration when it 
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came to unclear roles and responsibilities. Interviewee 5 (M) explained a situation where having 

multiple roles creates process conflicts. Within the company, certain software engineers were 

also product owner. He described how this created a peculiar situation in which employees had 

to allocate resources to themselves. This also acted as a consequence of having many products 

and too few employees. The interviewee further added that he held multiple roles 

simultaneously: “I'm both development R&D manager and project manager and product owner 

and developer among things.” 

Interviewee 10 (E) explained that when it came to salary and offers to a candidate, an HR business 

partner and the hiring manager both needed to be present, however, that sometimes, managers 

“[don’t] care if it’s me who’s helping them out or if it’s an HR business partner”, indicating that 

roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined for other actors. He also recalled a situation 

where one HR business partner caused frustration and uncertainty when it came to the hiring 

process, because she needed “to be involved in more or less everything […] whilst in other 

instances, she’s not”. These types of situations further indicate that even within the department, 

responsibilities are not clearly defined. With the arrival of a new manager, interviewee 16 (M) 

recounted that responsibilities shifted and became uncertain as a result of being “the [former] 

official team leader for this section”. Moreover, he emphasized that:  

“Considering I can do everything that my manager can do as well [sic]. So, it is sometimes 

kind of hard and as well [sic] now to say to my colleagues [sic], ‘no, [sic] you cannot just check this 

in with me. You need to get approval from my manager as well.’ It has been a learning curve, I 

would say, I think, for the entire team a little bit.” 

Interviewee 4 (E) stepped out of his responsibilities as an employee and took on more to help his 

project manager. He explained that, although the project manager was formally responsible for 

handling many of the decisions, her responsibilities had expanded. Consequently, him and other 

team members voluntarily took on managerial responsibilities to reduce her workload.  

A few interviewees noted conflicts regarding tasks and resources coordination. Interviewee 2 (E) 

indicated that, due to the secrecy of the project she was working on, she had difficulties sharing 

her concerns. She encountered issues she did not know how to resolve, but the project manager 

provided a few contacts who could assist. However, they also were restricted by the secrecy of 

the project and were uncertain what information they could share. Interviewee 10 (E) noted a 

few resources coordination issues that prevented him from working efficiently. First, he implicitly 

explained that there was a lack of HR within the department when it came to processing 

applications. Then, when he needed to present an offer to a candidate, the interviewee explained 

that their salary grading was completely different from what the market was currently offering. 

He also mentioned outsourcing a recruitment, where the external partner did not understand 

which profile they needed, thus creating a coordination conflict:  
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“we had a little bit of a frustration or an irritation with an external partner that we were 

working with based on that they didn't really understand the profile that we were looking for. [...] 

We got a candidate presented to us and both myself, and the hiring manager said, ‘we are not 

really sure about this candidate.’ [...] It took us 5 minutes in the interview to realize this is not for 

us, not at all.” 

Interviewees also recalled having structural and procedural conflicts. Apart from the secrecy on 

her project, interviewee 2 (E) also mentioned that, as their organization is decentralized, it 

becomes more difficult to reach out to specific persons:  

“we are so large as a company. And sometimes you have to reach a person in another 

office. It might be difficult for the other person to know what is the situation of this person. So 

[sic] having a decentralized organization, I think could have an impact.”  

She further added that she had previously been physically close to her direct manager. However, 

after her manager moved, it became more difficult to reach out to her: “the distance makes it 

more difficult.” 

Interviewee 16 (M) encountered multiple structural and procedural conflicts. He first mentioned 

that he often had communication problems due to the size of the company. He added that as the 

organization continues to grow, it becomes harder to ensure who has the decision-making power. 

He further explained that sometimes decisions were rejected due to the approval process not 

being followed. He then discussed the privacy mode of the work calendar and the difficulty of 

finding an available slot for a group of people:  

“But it is very frustrating when you book, especially for groups over five people. 

It is very difficult sometimes to find a slot and then you need to know what do you have and 

especially the focus time and like, yeah, it's very unfortunate, but that is the first one to go. 

Especially for some high priority decisions when it's related to customers, for example. So that, 

yeah, it's not always easy.” 

He even declared: “Sometimes I know I go over people's heads and directly ask questions to higher 

people just to get things done. So [sic] there's definitely an issue.” 

Finally, he shared a procedural conflict regarding an employee that refuses to take sick leave 

because they don’t want to be seen as a “slacker”: 

“It's been going on for months now, basically. Unfortunately, it's a very slow process. But 

it has been flagged upwards towards us. We acknowledged the problem, started a dialogue, no 

results came from it. And now, we have special healthcare as well, [...] having talks with them 

now, to see, OK, well, what can we do? What's within our power? Unfortunately... the employees 
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have a lot of rights. Like, it's also good, of course, but sometimes it's also difficult in a sense, 

considering it's... A very long process.” 

Interviewee 10 (E) shared a few frustrations when it came to the hiring processes: in some cases, 

he refuses to move forward before “everything has been approved in the system”. He further 

added that situations like these would frustrate the hiring managers. Moreover, he described a 

recent concrete case:  

“We quite recently had a situation where we wanted to progress for the candidate [..] In 

our recruitment process, it should be black and white and in terms of who does what. [...] As soon 

as we know who we would like to progress with, that's when the HR business partner steps in [...] 

When I handed this information over to the HR business partner, [sic] it took a little bit of time 

and that caused frustration with the hiring manager, […] because they felt that [sic] this hadn’t 

been done quickly enough. [sic] [...] [Unfortunately,] the HR business partner was on sick leave for 

a week, and the HR operations organization hadn't had a plan how to fill the gaps when she was 

away.”  

He further added: “when I've had managers being frustrated, it's sort of a frustration towards a 

process and not an individual. So, [sic] they are quite quick in sort of like progressing from that 

initial phase of frustration basically.” 

 

4.1.4. Status conflicts 

Interviewees also recalled encountering conflicts revolving around status, whether it is 

hierarchical status, or social standing. Interviewee 1 (E) shared a recurring and frustrating 

situation with upper management, notably regarding task descriptions and lack of clear 

instructions: “it doesn't matter if we ask questions about what we need to do or what they want 

us to do, because they won't answer it. They will just say that, Yeah, we don't have time to give 

you more detailed information. You have to work that out on your own. And we're just going to 

say that it's wrong when you're done.” He further explained that upper management (“5 steps 

above us”) often dismissed employees’ input and imposed their decisions despite multiple 

warnings:  

“And when people tell them that this is not a good idea [...] [but we] are basically just told 

to shut up and do what they are told [...] then exactly what we warned about would happen, [...] 

And then they say, ‘Wow, this happened. This is so bad. Why did you do something that was this 

bad?’ And they do not want to hear ‘because you forced us to do it’. [...] That's a conflict between 

all the developer teams and upper management.” 
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Furthermore, interviewee 3 (E) also experienced a hierarchical power imbalance. While this 

situation also reflects a task conflict, because the employee disagrees on assigned tasks, this 

situation also illustrates a status conflict. Management and HR contested the employee’s 

decision to continue a project planned for discontinuation and addressed the issue through 

formal procedures (written warning) for non-compliance:  

“When starting with these projects, I said, ‘I don’t want to work with that project. I want 

to continue with this high-capacity transport together with my colleague [Colleague Name]. Then, 

I was attacked from the side that I didn't do my work properly and HR and a superior were trying 

to give me a written warning.”  

Extending beyond hierarchical status, interviewee 12 (M) illustrated a status conflict related to 

social standing and work experience. She recounted how a new colleague joined the team with 

already 10 years of experience within the field, while the other team members had been 

recruited without any prior knowledge and were trained internally. In this context, there seemed 

to have conflict between the team lead and the new colleague: “she felt he kind of thought he 

could do things better, a better way maybe, [and] didn't really involve the rest of the team for 

decisions he made.” She further clarified: “I think it is a bit about [higher status]. I think it is a bit 

about him maybe coming and having much more experience in the fiend, but her having the 

experience [...] [having been at the company for five years].” 

Interviewee 16 (M) also described a similar dilemma. He explained that his team comprised 

lawyers, who “are a bit older, they’re very senior.” He further clarified that, following a 

reorganization, one lawyer who had previously been “directly under the head manager” moved 

“lower and lower down the organizational tree”. This change illustrated a loss of status, as “within 

[Company Name], usually the less numbers you have, [sic] the better in that sense, […] the more 

prestige. It feels a bit like that.” This example reflects broader challenges associated with team 

restructuration. Interviewee 17 (M) noted that team dynamics can change: “When you reshuffle 

teams, [...] you have people who have [sic] experience, but maybe [on] different levels and they 

have [some] with this lead role in other teams. I will completely agree that, that is also a case 

where [sic] it can be [seen as] friction.”  

 

4.2. Strategies in Conflict Resolution 

When it comes to CM, the researchers looked at how organizations are currently dealing with 

each type of conflicts. The data revealed a few clear strategies amongst them: having procedural 

and structural clarity, strategies of sensemaking and strategies of de-escalation. Having 

procedural and structural clarity can be complex, especially in bigger organizations.  
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4.2.1. Procedural and Structural Clarity 

Most interviewees declared that having a clear decision-making structure played a big role in the 

resolution of their conflicts. For instance, interviewee 6 (E) explained that, as there is a lot of 

financial decisions at play, his manager will always make the decision even if he does not agree 

with it: “It's tough to take a decision sometimes, but that's also the good thing about me having 

this position at work. I'm not the boss [...]. No one will point the finger on me, but they will point 

to someone else, the boss.” From a similar perspective, interviewee 4 (E) highlighted how 

decision-making is often escalated to higher management, noting that “we've actually had higher 

managers, jump on calls and things to make a decision because we can't take the decision on our 

own knowledge.” He also noted that, as a consultant, the decision-making power will, in the end, 

fall on employees of the client firm: “we should not be the ones taking the hard choices because 

this does not affect us and our companies, it affects the customer, so they should be the one to 

make the harder choices.” However, when delayed responses from management led to the issue 

being neglected, he explained that the project team “put it in [their] decision logs and then 

move[d] on”.  In line with this, interviewee 14 (M) highlighted that even when one party is “right”, 

that position might not necessarily be chosen as decisions can also be made in order to satisfy 

the other party. Interviewee 15 (HR) acknowledged that, when it comes to taking decisions, 

“things [are often solved] around the coffee machine”. She further explains that “no one wants 

to be the decision-maker” and that everyone needs to be “aligned”, to have “a common 

agreement”. This concept is further reprised by interviewee 12 (M). She also noted that to solve 

conflicts, most decisions are taken as a team: “we decided as a team, we do it that way”. When 

it comes to hiring, interviewee 5 (M) also wants the whole team to decide: “all of us have [to say] 

yes.” 

Having procedural and structural clarity not only encompasses decision-making power but also 

involves having clearly defined roles and directives. Interviewee 11 (M) highlighted that when his 

colleague and him disagree, the final decision will always fall on “the one responsible” as they 

need to “recognize that if [they] have ownership of this process, this task. This work stream, [they] 

need to actually be responsible for it.” He further emphasized a strong sense of accountability, 

stating: “it’s my responsibility. I should do this”. Interviewee 17 (M) also highlighted the 

importance of clearly defined roles, noting that “if you keep remaining having this kind of friction 

[…] the first step will be to look into the role definition” and verify who actually has the power to 

make this decision. In terms of directives, a few interviewees also mentioned having adopted an 

action plan, especially when it came to relationship conflicts. Interviewee 13 (HR) mentioned 

utilizing an action plan to solve conflict within a team: “once the investigation [into what the 

conflict is about] is done, […] we create an action plan.”. He nuanced by adding that it does 

depend on the conflict type: “if [the employee] has done something not aligned to the roles, we 

[can give] a written warning, and then [sic] an action plan, what things [need] to be done”. After 
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creating an action plan, interviewee 15 (HR) stressed the importance of being able to move 

forward:  

“the most important piece afterwards is a follow-up session to see how does this actually 

go […]. You always need to have a follow-up session. That's really, really important. [...] So, [we 

need to establish] when we meet now in two weeks, how will this situation look like then? [...] 

then we follow up. [...] And sometimes you need to have [a lot of] follow up meetings in a period 

of time. And then normally it fades out.”  

 

4.2.2. Making sense of the conflict 

Findings show that interviewees also used strategies of sensemaking to resolve a conflict. These 

strategies seemed to be less formal than the ones previously mentioned. Interviewee 1 (E) 

mentioned that when disagreements occur, the team often “[has] the same attitude towards 

disagreement”. He explained that if someone could “prove” why they “wanted something in a 

certain way”, it would be considered valid. However, if there was no justification provided, the 

person would need to reconsider their position. In order to make sense of the task at hand, the 

team often “discuss[ed] together until [they] could find something that works for all, or something 

that can be proven to be the best solution.” Interviewee 6 (E) highlighted that decision-making 

often relies on the expertise of those who are more involved in the particular issue. He further 

noted that team members who have worked longer on a project tend to be seen as more 

knowledgeable, which leads to their perspective carrying more weight. Thus, their arguments 

might be stronger to “convince [sic] others to follow”. Building on this, interviewee 3 (E) also 

agreed and noted that, once the disagreement is identified, the next step is to work “towards a 

mutual understanding”. However, if one continues “to have different opinions” then, one should 

“be logical, [but needs to] take away the emotional.” 

In this context, leadership plays a critical role in facilitating these constructive exchanges. As 

highlighted by interviewee 7 (HR), leaders and/or managers should address the signs of conflict 

immediately. She notes: “you need to discuss, you need to put these two people or in the same 

room and ‘OK, what is happening here? Why are we facing this situation? [...], deal with it straight 

away.” Interviewee 15 (HR) joined on the perspective and added that: “conflicts have many 

perspectives. So, sometimes you end up with a symptom that is not actually the reason behind. 

[...]You need to actually spend a lot of time to dig deeper into the actual reason.” However, from 

a managerial perspective, interviewee 14 (M) acknowledged that disagreements are “very hard” 

to see, “in some situations, you need to detect it”.  

For certain interviewees, open-mindedness allows conflicts to be constructive. Interviewee 4 (E) 

reflected on encouraging his colleagues to try something new, like “agile working and fail fast” 
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methods: “there’s some substance in it [...] being curious and trying before saying that something 

will not work. [...] We try to, like convince [others] to, [sic] try it and see it fail at least.” Interviewee 

10 (E) also practiced open-mindedness, when it came to understanding the other side of a 

conflict:, “I basically started [sic] with setting up meetings together with them to try to understand 

the organization. I showed an interest […] asking around […] how their processes is being set up”.  

This emphasis on curiosity and understanding each other’s perspective is further reinforced by 

interviewee 15 (HR), who described open-mindedness as coming with a positive intention. Rather 

than being stuck on one position, she explains that one should be asking questions such as “tell 

me more, what do you mean [by that]?”. She also noted that in practice, employees and 

managers can often become stuck in black and white thinking, “your way or my way”, especially 

when time is of the essence. 

 

4.2.3. De-escalating the conflict  

Most of the interviewees also tried to de-escalate the conflict. Several interviewees noted that 

conflict avoidance and delayed intervention posed as a challenge, which often led to prolonged 

or unresolved issues. For instance, interviewee 5 (M) noted a tendency to overlook minor task 

conflicts, especially when they did not threaten project deadlines:  

“I try to see between the fingers like basically ignore it unless I notice it is a big thing, [like if] it 

delays [a] project significantly. If it just delays it a little short period of time, then I think it's better 

to not bring it up [...] because we still deliver basically on time and the project manager slash 

software developer also got to do something that he wanted.”  

Interviewee 8 (E) also noted being conflict avoidant himself but discussing his frustrations with 

his colleagues. From a managerial perspective, interviewee 13 (HR) suggested that managers 

might hesitate to act due to a sense of personal responsibility as they might “see it as a failure if 

it’s a conflict”. He adds that it can also be due to managers “not used to what they should do [...] 

also feeling somewhere that they should have done more earlier.” Interviewee 7 (HR) 

reciprocated the thought, but however, added that people tend to be conflict avoidant, whether 

they are an employee or a manager, and that they didn’t “want to get into conflicts [...] because 

they don’t want to get their hands dirty [and] get the reputation that they are hard to work with.” 

In a more severe case, interviewee 1 (E) recounted that his project manager, while aware of his 

unfortunate hiring decision, chose not to confront the issue, resulting in the employee’s 

resignation after three years within the client company.  

One interviewee also mentioned that early and active intervention is important. Interviewee 7 

(HR) strongly argued that avoiding conflict under the assumption that employees will resolve 

issues is ineffective. Instead, managers should “put the fish on the table” and “deal with all these 
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small things before they grow big”. She further emphasized on the manager’s responsibility to 

maintain a healthy work environment, and that “the people in the team can work together”. 

 

4.2.4. Holding Others Accountable and Compliant  

Some interviewees also expressed having to hold other members of the organization accountable 

and compliant. For instance, two employees described having to use proper documentation to 

hold a counterpart accountable. Interviewee 1 (E) recalled that decisions made by a certain 

manager needed to be clearly written down:  

“Having this documented when he makes a decision so that you can go back and say this 

is what you decided on this date on this exact time you made this decision. Even though we said 

that we don't think that this is the right decision, you made this decision and that is why we did 

it. That has helped so much.”  

In a similar manner, interviewee 4 (E) mentioned using a “decision log” in cases where 

management failed to provide any information regarding the task. This allowed the employees 

to hold management accountable for either not deciding or providing relevant information.  

From another perspective, two HR interviewees mentioned holding employees accountable and 

compliant through formal warnings. Interviewee 7 (HR) described a situation where one 

employee spread lies within the company, and HR had to formally intervene to stop the employee 

from spreading any more lies, by having “it black and white on the paper” and “very, very strict 

rules for this person”. Interviewee 9 (HR) also mentioned using formal warnings to hold 

employees accountable. However, in her case, formal warnings did not seem to have any realistic 

effect: “[the employee] can [get] 100 warnings. There’s no maximum”. These formal warnings, 

however, were used to bring disciplinary action if necessary. Another concrete example was 

recounted by interviewee 3 (E) who used the union to hold his manager and an HR practitioner 

accountable. After contacting the union, it was established that management and HR had acted 

wrong with formal procedures. His case led the union to reinforce the importance of 

representation during disciplinary processes, particularly in situations involving written warnings. 

This example also brings another strategy into focus, using one’s relations as support.  

 

4.2.5. Using their Relational Network as Support  

Some interviewees also recalled using their organizational network as support. For instance, due 

to the secrecy of the project, interviewee 2 (E) discussed with her manager, who acted as a 

mediator in contacting the project manager. This helped her “prioritize in the way that was 

intended.” She further added that, if her manager did not step in, the project manager would 
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eventually have come to her, but it would have taken more time, also stating: “I felt like this was 

great, that the boss could be the intermediate step.” Another concrete example was counted by 

interviewee 5 (M) who mentioned sometimes that they could ask the CEO “to step in and listen 

to the different sides, the different opinions” which helped taking decisions where the team had 

trouble agreeing on.  

Managers also reached out to HR when conflicts became intense. For instance, Interviewee 9 

(HR) described a situation in which an employee felt frustrated with the annual performance 

rating and requested several follow-up meetings with the manager. The manager then reached 

out to HR for support and during the discussion, the employee was given the opportunity to 

explain why they perceived the lower rating as unfair, especially since their performance had 

been as high during previous years. Interviewee 9 (HR) then clarified that expectations will evolve 

over time, which is the same for employees developing within their roles. The interviewee also 

emphasized that it is important to align the employer and the employee’s expectations to avoid 

conflicts of a similar nature. Although the employee appeared somewhat dissatisfied with the 

conversation, they chose to move forward. In another similar situation, interviewee 11 (M) 

recounted reaching out to HR to help mend the relationship between two employees of his team: 

“it took me half a year to get them to sit in the same meeting room. With lots of meetings with 

HR”.  

As employees seem to reach out to their managers and managers seem to reach out to HR for 

support, HR interviewees are also reaching out, but to other resources. All HR interviewees 

recalled being the bridge between employees/managers and external resources. For instance, 

interviewee 9 (HR) detailed another case where she needed to reach out to a company mandated 

therapist. Interviewee 13 (HR) mentioned that if HR hears about a situation regarding health, 

they will reach out to their occupational health partner. However, he defined that it is the 

manager’s responsibility to take care of the employees' health, so the decision should come from 

them. He also recalled reaching out to an external mediator. However, he believes that they are 

not so successful: “I have never experienced 100% success with this third-party intermediator, 

and the reason for that […] is that the ownership, the problem is moved to this third-party person, 

both from the manager and the team.”  

 

4.2.6. Changing the Composition of the Team 

A few described conflicts affected team productivity and team satisfaction very negatively which 

caused certain organizational actors to ask to change teams. For example, after the conflict he 

had experienced with his manager and HR, interviewee 3 (E) asked to change teams, which was 

then granted. From a different perspective, interviewee 9 (HR) described a situation where an 

employee asked to change teams, however, the manager and HR believed that the reason of the 



   
 

36 
 

conflict was not strong enough to actually change the team composition: “she wants to change 

teams, but we’re really tough with no, you’re not changing teams because we need to learn to 

work with everybody. We don’t have to be friends, but we need to respect each other.” However, 

she also mentioned that if conflicts of a higher importance were to happen, a risk assessment 

was conducted to determine whether a person was allowed to change teams. Interviewee 1 (E) 

recalled a situation where a manager he worked for was problematic. The interviewee first tried 

reaching out to the department manager, who said “you are exaggerating”. When the whole 

team went to him and pointed out that the other manager was the problem, they had “two full 

days of emergency meeting about this guy, everyone was there except him, and everyone got to 

say how they felt working for him”. Much to the dismay of the interviewee, the manager was 

promoted “and moved to the side to another department”. To remove the manager from the 

team, interviewee 1 (E) mentioned that HR needed to be involved to formally promote him “up 

and away”. This situation was also mirrored by interviewee 13 (HR) who informed that: “if you 

see that the manager has [low] retention rate in [their] team, then we need to say, okay, what is 

this manager really doing? Because everybody can’t be difficult people. And sometimes, then we 

need to move the manager.”  

Another type of team changes that were made were hiring consultants to help lessen the 

workload. Interviewee 5 (M) demonstrated his willingness to change the team composition: “that 

would basically have to be solved by [hiring] more people”. This was then reflected in hiring 

consultants to work: “one of us was working and kind of leading the consultants in one project 

part of the time. And then he, together with another systems developer worked more on that 

other project because we had two time-sensitive projects at the same time.” 

 

4.3. Actors  

Different themes emerged when looking at the role of different actors in conflict. Next to 

previously identified key actors, the involvement of other actors will be shortly thematized.  

 

4.3.1. HR Practitioners  

All interviewed HR practitioners described supporting managers as one of their main 

responsibilities. Managers frequently contacted HR practitioners for general advice, a second 

opinion on how to handle conflicts, and legal reassurance. When HR practitioners were involved 

at an early stage, their role was typically advisory rather than interventionist. Instead of directly 

managing the conflict, they often outlined different possible approaches and supported 

managers in deciding how to proceed. Interviewee 15 (HR) explained:  
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“So, they [managers] are reaching out because I'm the business partner. Okay, this is the 

case, what do I do now. Yeah, but you can try different possibilities. So, you can try either this way 

or this way, but it's up to you to decide. So that's just a matter of supporting the manager.”  

In some situations, HR was involved from a legal standpoint. interviewee 11 (M) described that: 

“You have to talk to HR to, of course, from a company's point of view, you have to try to not get 

sued in any way since it was at a company sponsored event.” 

Furthermore, interviewees reported that in cases where there is a conflict between the manager 

and an employee, sometimes employees contact the unions for support. Whenever this happens, 

HR practitioners get involved to support the managers. However, HR practitioners emphasized 

that supporting managers did not mean unconditionally taking their side. Instead, they described 

their role as facilitating understanding and helping to resolve the conflict from an organizational 

perspective. Interviewee 13 (HR) reflected on this balance by stating: “My role is supporting, you 

know, the big picture, so I don't take, you know, show side, not even with the manager, but I'm 

the one supporting the manager more [...].” Consistent with this, HR practitioners reported that 

they were contacted primarily by managers and only rarely directly by employees. 

According to the interviewees, HR practitioners were most commonly involved in conflicts 

related to interpersonal tensions, attitudes, misconduct, discrimination, or violations of 

organizational rules and codes of conduct. Interviewee 13 (HR) explained that they were 

approached for those complex conflicts because they are “more vague, it's difficult to measure, 

where task conflicts is more or less easy to measure.”. One manager further stated that HR 

became involved when initial discussions failed to resolve the issue and when additional 

managerial support was unavailable. HR practitioners were also commonly involved in conflicts 

between employees and their managers or once conflicts became formalized.  

When directly involved in CR, HR practitioners often acted as facilitators. They described listening 

to all parties involved, trying to understand different perspectives, and encouraging employees 

to move toward a shared understanding rather than reinforcing divisions. Interviewee 9 (HR) 

described this role as helping people “get more into the common line rather than taking sites”. 

However, Interviewee 13 (HR) reflected that sometimes HR practitioners are reluctant to do 

needed, but unpleasant interventions and instead shift the responsibility towards the whole 

team:  

“I think HR may be sometimes afraid of conflict. They don’t want to point someone out. 

So, they say, okay, everybody needs to make this happen. It's wasting a lot of time and money 

and respect from the rest of the team, because they say, why don't you have to move Klas? 

Because Klas is the one making problems every day in this team. That is something we are bad at 
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sometimes we try to make all the team responsible for one person's, you know, misbehavior 

sometimes.” 

Overall, most interviewees reported that HR practitioners were typically only involved once 

conflicts became more serious or escalated. Interviewee 14 (M) explained: “I mean, if you have 

reached to HR, usually it's something, I mean, that is quite serious.” The interviews also indicated 

that employees considered contacting HR less often than managers did. This was especially 

apparent among interviewees working as consultants, who reflected both on the unclear extent 

of HR’s responsibility toward them within the client organization and on a weaker sense of 

identification with the company, which appeared to reduce the likelihood of involving HR 

practitioners in conflict management (Interviewee 8 (E), Interviewee 1 (E)). 

At the same time, HR interviewees and some managers emphasized that HR practitioners could 

also become involved at an early stage by advising the managers informally. HR practitioners 

described trying to maintain regular contact with the managers they supported and being 

physically present in the office so that they could be approached easily and observe signs of 

tension or dissatisfaction within teams. Interviewee 13 (HR) explained that the timing of HR 

involvement depended strongly on organizational structure and the local presence of HR: 

“Different, dependent company policies, etc. And the presence of the local HR. In some 

companies in Sweden, they don't have a local HR. Everything is centralized. Then I guess it takes 

longer. The managers need to solve it themselves. And where we have local HR presence, very 

often HR is involved very, very early in the process.” 

 

4.3.2. Managers  

When interviewees discussed managers’ involvement in CR, they referred to different managerial 

roles depending on the organizational structure. Most commonly, line managers were involved. 

As Interviewee 9 (HR) explained: “[I]f there's any problem that occurred during projects, the 

project manager reports to the line manager.“ In some cases, however, responsibilities were less 

clearly defined. Employee 4 (E) described a situation in which there was “not one line manager 

[…] for everyone, so not no one really wants to take the responsibility of having that position”, 

resulting in project managers and team members taking greater responsibility for disagreements 

regarding the scope of a project. In another case, tasks were partly handled by a group leader 

because the line manager was located in another city and had limited contact with the team 

(Interviewee 8, E). Other interviewees described team structures without a distinction between 

line and project managers, where a single manager was responsible for conflict handling. Overall, 

the manager responsible for CR differed depending on the organizational setting. 
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While direct managers were most frequently involved, managers themselves often sought 

support from higher-level managers. When asked whom he would approach for a second opinion, 

Interviewee 11 (M) explained: “In the majority of cases, I would go to my manager, talk to her, 

get her opinion.” Similarly, Interviewee 12 (M) described seeking “of course” guidance from his 

manager when handling a conflict. One employee also recalled situations in which higher-level 

managers joined meetings to make decisions in ongoing conflicts (Interviewee 4, E). Whether 

managers or HR practitioners become involved additionally appeared to depend on the type of 

conflict, with managers being more commonly approached in task- and process-related conflict.  

HR interviewees emphasized that managers carry responsibility for maintaining a positive work 

environment within their teams. Interviewee 7 (HR) explains: 

“There was a new, I think during COVID there was a new expectation of focus that 

managers also need to have a social responsibility. You know, we need to make sure that people 

feel good. They need to know that they have more of the work-life balance, that they feel that 

they are, you know, part of the group, the team.”  

Interviewees further suggested that managers can create conditions that make conflicts either 

more or less likely to arise. Reflecting on experiences with conflictual teams, Interviewee 13 (HR) 

noted that managers sometimes failed to intervene early, provide clear role descriptions, 

communicate expectations consistently, or establish regular meetings. These reflections 

highlight the importance of managers not only in CR, but also in conflict prevention. 

When conflicts emerged, managers were generally perceived as the “first layer” responsible for 

addressing them (Interviewee 17, M). In many cases, managers handled conflicts themselves, 

sometimes with support from HR practitioners or their own managers when needed. Several 

interviewees also described managers as the primary decision-makers in conflict situations. As 

Interviewee 13 (HR) explained, managers ultimately remain responsible for handling conflicts:  

“Yeah, so the manager who has the responsibility or a lot on the employees' health 

environment is the one who is the main responsible to make this happen, gets support from 

occupational health, like a specialist, if it's like a doctor, and HR […] the manager is the one who's 

responsible in the end of the day.”  

At the same time, one HR interviewee reflected that some managers avoided intervening in 

conflicts because they believed employees, as “grown-ups,” should be able to handle issues on 

their own. However, she argued that the managerial role should be “absolutely the opposite,” 

emphasizing that managers need to address tensions early and “deal with all these small things 

before they grow big” (Interviewee 7, HR). 
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4.3.3. Employees 

Compared to the roles of managers and HR practitioners, fewer interviewees discussed the role 

of employees in CM. Nevertheless, several themes emerged regarding employees’ involvement 

in CR. One recurring theme was that employees play an important role in raising issues that 

require attention. In many cases, employees brought forward conflicts that directly affected 

them or their team. For example, Interviewee 9 (HR) described a situation in which an employee 

disagreed with a performance rating and approached the manager for follow-up discussions 

before HR became involved. Similarly, Interviewee 1 (E) explained that a conflict with a coworker 

had become such a significant issue for the team that employees contacted the department 

manager. 

The interviews further indicated that unresolved issues may remain unnoticed when employees 

do not raise concerns early. Interviewee 13 (HR) reflected that managers may fail to recognize 

growing tensions if no one speaks up, particularly when the performance stays up:  

  “[...] the manager's authority and respect from the team decreases also along the way. 

But the manager often doesn't notice it because everything is working, I think. Yeah, this person 

is a little bit stubborn or annoying, but delivering good. And I haven't heard anything from the 

other people, so they are happy.” 

Employees were also expected to take responsibility for managing their own workplace 

relationships. As Interviewee 13 (HR) stated, employees should “have accountability in owning 

their relationship with the different coworkers, managers, customers, etc.” In conflicts between 

employees and managers, HR practitioners reported that employees had usually already 

attempted to address the issue themselves before seeking additional support. In such cases, HR 

often first encouraged employees to approach the manager again and try to resolve the conflict 

directly. 

In addition, employees supported one another during conflicts through advice, reassurance, and 

emotional support. Several interviewees described discussing problems with coworkers and 

receiving reinforcement from colleagues. Interviewee 3 (E), who experienced what he perceived 

as unfair treatment, emphasized the importance of support from colleagues and his professional 

network: “I had a very good network that could defend my case. Tough but in the end, very good 

to know that you should not back down.” This experience later motivated him to support others 

in similar situations: “This should not happen in our company, so I could help others that they 

tried to attack after me and I could be the supporting person earlier on. And say that this is 

probably happening. Stand your ground.” (Interviewee 3, E).  

The interviews also suggested that employees sometimes sought to support their managers by 

protecting them from additional conflict involvement or by assisting in resolving problematic 
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situations themselves. In one case, Interviewee 3 (E) explained that he avoided involving his 

manager too deeply in a conflict because he did not want to place him in “a messy situation”, 

although he still believed the manager should remain informed. In another example, Interviewee 

4 (E) described how several employees collectively supported their manager during a task-related 

conflict by taking over some coordination responsibilities and helping gather the necessary 

expertise to make informed decisions: “[S]o some of us in the team have taken it upon ourselves 

to help her with this and well try to perform the same tasks basically to make it easier for her.” 

These findings indicate that employees may actively contribute to CM not only for their own 

benefit, but also out of consideration for their managers and the wider team environment. 

 

4.3.4. Other Actors 

In addition to HR practitioners, managers, and employees, interviewees also described the 

involvement of other actors involved in CM. Several interviewees referred to situations in which 

therapists were involved to support one or both conflicting parties. HR interviewees also 

mentioned that they can get support from their occupational health department.  

Unions were also mentioned by at least one interviewee from each of the three participant 

groups. Interviewee 13 (HR) explained, this is partly because “[i]n Sweden, a lot of companies are 

unionized, we have collective bargain agreements.” Unions were primarily described as actors 

protecting and supporting employees’ interests. For example, after receiving what he perceived 

as an undeserved warning, Interviewee 3 (E) recalled: “That hurt me a lot, but I contacted the 

union, and they [manager and HR] had done formally wrong.” Interviewees further reported that 

unions became involved particularly in conflicts between employees and management. As 

Interviewee 13 (HR) noted, “[I]n those situations, the employees also go to unions to get support.”  

In addition, one HR practitioners described maintaining regular contact with unions to discuss 

workplace developments and employee concerns. Unions were therefore not only involved in 

specific conflict cases, but also played a broader role in organizational processes and employee 

representation, particularly in relation to workplace changes and the protection of unionized 

employees. 

 

4.4. So, Who Solves What? And How?  

When combining the aforementioned categories, a few patterns emerged. The findings indicate 

that employees primarily dealt with tasks and process conflicts, and, in some cases, status 

conflicts. Notably, some strategies employed included sensemaking and using their networks in 
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response to task conflicts, whereas holding others accountable and compliant was more 

commonly applied for task and status conflicts.  

Managers were found to be fundamental to CR. All identified strategies were applied across the 

different conflict types. More specifically, clarifying procedures and structure as well as de-

escalation were associated with task and process conflicts, while changing the composition of 

the team was most commonly employed for relationship conflicts.  

The data also revealed that HR practitioners only dealt with relationship conflicts. These conflicts 

were mostly solved by holding others accountable and compliant, as well as changing the 

composition of the team.  

A more detailed version is presented in table 3: strategies are arranged in order of frequency. 

The higher the strategy appears, the more frequently it was referenced across the interviews. 

 

Table 3  

Pattern of interaction between organizational actors, strategies and conflict types  

 Employee Manager HR Practitioner 

Task  
Conflicts 

Sensemaking, Procedural and 

Structural Clarity,  

De-escalation, Relational 

Support, Accountability & 

Compliance  

Procedural & Structural 

Clarity, Sensemaking,  

De-escalation, Relational 

Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Process 

Conflicts 

Sensemaking, Procedural & 

Structural Clarity,  

De-escalation, Relational 

support 

Procedural & Structural 

Clarity, Sensemaking, 

De-escalation, Relational 

Support, Team Composition 

Changes, Accountability & 

Compliance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship 

Conflicts 

De-escalation, Sensemaking, 

Relational support 

Team Composition Changes, 

Sensemaking, Relational 

Support 

 

Accountability & Compliance, 

Team Composition Changes, 

Relational Support,  

De-escalation, Sensemaking 

 

Status 

Conflicts 

De-escalation, Accountability 

& Compliance, Procedural & 

Structural Clarity, Relational 

support 

Sensemaking, De-escalation, 

Procedural & Structural 

Clarity 
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5. Discussion  
This chapter defines the discussion of the results combined with the theoretical foundation. First, 

the researchers establish the role of each actor in CM, then discuss the interplay between actors, 

strategies and conflict types.  

 

5.1. Actors’ role in Conflict Management  

To address the first research question, this subchapter discusses the roles and responsibilities of 

HR practitioners, managers, and employees. In addition, it examines the emerging theme of 

differences in CM among consultants. 

 

5.1.1. HR’s Direct and Indirect Involvement in Conflict 

Management  

Across the interviews, many participants reported having experienced HR involvement in CR at 

least once. HR was described as being involved indirectly through supporting managers, acting 

as a legal or procedural advisor, and serving as a third party in conflicts between managers and 

employees. This supports the findings of Saundry et al. (2016), who argue that CM remains a 

jointly managed between line managers and HR despite the increasing devolution of HR tasks to 

managers. The finding also aligns with Roper and Higgins (2020), who emphasized the importance 

of HR involvement in CM due to practitioners’ knowledge of procedural justice and interpersonal 

skills. 

One of HR’s roles, as identified in this study, was to ensure that conflicts were handled according 

to the correct procedures and in compliance with legal requirements, thereby reducing 

organizational risks, such as facing litigation. Beyond these procedural responsibilities, HR 

practitioners were even more frequently described as taking an active role in CR by speaking with 

employees, facilitating dialogue, and supporting the search for solutions in more serious conflicts. 

In this respect, the findings differ from those of Jones and Saundry (2012), who found that HR 

tends to be involved primarily in disciplinary procedures and legal compliance rather than in 

active intervention during CR. The present study instead suggests that HR practitioners in the 

investigated organizations often moved beyond procedural support and became directly 

involved in managing interpersonal tensions and facilitating CR processes. 

The findings further suggest that the extent and timing of HR involvement depend strongly on 

organizational proximity and relationships with managers. Jones and Saundry (2012) note that 

HR practitioners are more likely to become involved in informal CR when strong relationships 
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exist between HR and managers. This pattern was also reflected in the present study. In particular, 

the interviewed HR practitioners emphasized the importance of building trusting relationships 

with the managers they supported and of being available for regular meetings. This finding is 

consistent with Saundry et al. (2021), who found that proximity between HR practitioner, line 

managers and unions influences whether early and informal CR mechanism are used. Similarly, 

one interviewee highlighted that the extent of early HR involvement depends not only on 

company policies, but also on the presence of the local HR: 

 “In some companies in Sweden, they don't have a local HR. Everything is centralized. Then 

I guess it takes longer. The managers need to solve it themselves. And where we have local HR 

presence, very often HR is involved very, very early in the process.” (Interviewee 13, HR).   

This suggests that local accessibility and organizational proximity may facilitate earlier HR 

intervention in workplace conflicts. Nevertheless, this was not always the case, as HR 

involvement was also reported in more serious conflicts without strong prior relationships. 

 

5.1.2. Managers as Main Responsible, but Dependent Actors  

When conflicts emerge, managers are the first point of contact to initiate CR. This finding aligns 

with the CIPD survey (2020) which also identifies managers as the primary actors responsible for 

addressing workplace disputes. Their central role can largely be explained by their close proximity 

to the conflict situation and their familiarity with the employees involved (Teague & Roche, 2012). 

At the same time, the findings indicate that managers may also contribute to the development 

or escalation of conflict, for example by delaying intervention, not addressing issues early enough, 

or, in some cases, by being directly involved in the conflict themselves.  

Previous studies have suggested that line managers often lack confidence in handling conflicts, 

and therefore rely on HR practitioners or senior managers for support (Saundry et al., 2016; 

Teague & Roche, 2012). In our current study, we found this to be partially fitting. On the one 

hand, HR practitioners and senior managers were frequently described as being involved in CR 

by providing advice, feedback, and procedural guidance to managers. This support appeared to 

be particularly relevant for less experienced managers, who were perceived as being more likely 

to seek reassurance that they were handling the situation appropriately (Interviewee 9, HR). HR 

practitioners also reported cases in which managers failed to act optimally in preventing conflict 

or avoided addressing tensions altogether. On the other hand, early consultation with HR was 

not necessarily framed as a sign of managerial incapacity, but rather as an encouraged and 

intended part of the CM process. In this sense, reliance on HR or senior management should not 

automatically be interpreted as a lack of competence, but also as an indicator of collaborative 

conflict handling structures within the organization. Moreover, several cases showed that 
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managers were able to handle conflicts independently without requiring additional support, 

especially for task and process conflicts. Additionally, HR interviewees emphasized that the 

decision of when and for what purpose to involve HR generally remained with the managers. 

The interviews further revealed that managers adopted different strategies in dealing with 

workplace conflict. Some managers were described as avoiding or waiting too long before 

addressing conflicts. A possible explanation can be found in Saundry et al. (2016), who argue that 

close personal relationships between managers and employees could blur lines of authority and 

make confrontation more difficult. The present study extends this argument by suggesting that 

such reluctance can become even stronger when managers perceive themselves as partly 

responsible for the situations. This became particularly visible in one interview, in which a 

manager did not dismiss an employee who was unable to perform the required tasks because he 

blamed himself for not having been sufficiently careful during the hiring process (Interviewee 1, 

E). At the same time, the findings indicate that close personal relationships should not be viewed 

solely as problematic, as they may also contribute positively to trust, openness, and a supportive 

working environment. The challenge for managers therefore appears to lie in balancing relational 

closeness with the authority and decisiveness required for timely conflict intervention. 

 

5.1.3. The Overlooked Role of Employees  

Compared to managers and HR practitioners, the role of employees was mentioned less explicitly 

across the interviews. Nevertheless, several findings indicate that employees constitute an 

important actor group, though often less visible, in workplace CR. A similar tendency can be 

observed in the literature, where scholars put only limited attention to employees, even though 

they represent an important group of actors in intrateam conflict (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). In the 

present study, employees were described as supporting one another throughout conflict 

situations, particularly by providing psychological support and practical advice. This aligns with 

Beehr (1976) observation that peers be an important source of support in stressful situations, as 

well as with Ng and Sorensen (2008) findings that perceived coworker support is positively 

associated with outcomes such as job satisfaction. Beyond emotional reassurance, coworkers 

also appeared to contribute by offering advice on how to interpret or address difficult situations. 

Another aspect that emerged from the interviews was how early employees addressed issues 

and how they chose to communicate them. This closely relates to the concept of psychological 

safety, which refers to an environment where individuals feel comfortable expressing concerns, 

asking questions, and voicing uncertainty without fear of negative consequences (Edmondson, 

2019). In such an atmosphere, employees are more likely to speak up about tensions before they 

develop into larger conflicts. The findings therefore suggest that employees themselves can play 

a preventive role in CM when a psychologically safe team climate exists. At the same time, 
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previous research emphasizes that the creation of such a climate depends strongly on managerial 

behavior. McCarthy and Pearce (2025) stress the important role of managers in fostering 

psychological safety. This was also reflected in the interviews, together with several initiatives 

from the HR department.  

In addition to offering support and raising concerns, employees were also described as actively 

participating in the resolution of conflicts. In cases where conflicts stemmed from unclear tasks 

or work processes, employees sometimes solved the issue collectively by making team-based 

decisions. Moreover, relational conflicts were often expected to be handled informally between 

employees themselves before managers became involved, and in some situations, employees 

even took over responsibilities solving task conflicts that would fall in the responsibilities of their 

manager. This indicates that, in the absence of direct intervention by other CM actors, employees 

frequently take over important functions in managing workplace conflicts. Those observations 

can be also seen by the study of Behfar et al. (2008), in which autonomous teams used different 

strategies to solve conflicts independently. Overall, the present study suggests that employees 

should not be viewed merely as passive recipients of CM measures, but as active contributors to 

both the prevention and resolution of workplace conflict. 

 

5.1.4. Consultants between Two Organizations 

An additional pattern that emerged from the interviews concerned the partly unclear CM 

responsibilities toward consultants working within client companies. In these cases, consultants 

experienced that the responsibility of HR practitioners and line managers in the client 

organization appeared less clearly defined, while consultants simultaneously had access to 

additional support functions within their own consulting firm.  

The interviews with consultants also suggest that consultants might not be equally invested in 

resolving conflicts within the client organization compared to permanent employees. 

Interviewee 1 (E) reflected about a possible involvement of HR practitioners in the conflict: “I 

would, if I had been an employee of that company, but since I'm a contractor, I don't care how 

they run their company.” This indicates that the employment status as consultant might influence 

both the responsibility and involvement of the CM actors of the client’s firm as well as the 

motivation to actively engage in CR. 

While previous studies have examined specific aspect of CM in the context of consultant-client 

relationships (e.g. Kykyri & Puutio, 2018), there appears to be limited research on how 

consultants and permanent employees differ in their roles, expectations, and engagement win 

intrateam conflicts. At the same time, the growing project orientation of organizations is 

associated with an increasing share of employees working under non-permanent employment 
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arrangements (Bredin & Söderlund, 2011), making this topic increasingly relevant for 

organizational CM research. 

 

5.2. The Interplay between Actors, Conflict Types and 

Strategies  

After establishing the role and responsibilities of each actor type, the interplay between actors, 

conflict types and strategies will be discussed.  

 

5.2.1. Employees’ Sensemaking in Tasks Conflicts 

The findings confirmed past research on tasks conflicts (Jehn, 1997; Pondy, 1967; Priem & Price, 

1991; Wall & Nolan, 1986). Interviewees associated task conflicts either with the content of the 

work (Interviewee 1, E; Interviewee 11, M) or getting little to no data (Interviewee 8, E). However, 

the findings also revealed that interviewees related change management with tasks conflicts, 

which supported no relevant literature. Most interviewees discussed changes being made on 

how to do the task best, and interviewees who tried to implement change were often met with 

resistance from colleagues who preferred routines. One employee noted that, in general, people 

tend to dislike change, especially if the systems in place are functional, and thus do not require 

change (Interviewee 4, Employee). While March and Simon (1958) define conflicts as a disruption 

in routines, Weick (1993) identifies routines as the coordinating mechanism within an 

organization. This further suggests that routines are not made to be broken, and change 

management needs to be carried out attentively.  

Changing these routines can therefore create uncertainty, which can potentially lead to conflicts 

amongst organizational actors. The data supports Pondy (1967), who argued that task-related 

conflicts arise from having different goals, in this case, how to perform most efficiently. It further 

supports Jehn (1997, p. 532) who asserted that task conflicts stimulate “decision-making 

outcomes and group productivity”. Jehn (1997) also argued that task conflicts which tend to be 

intense can be very harmful for group productivity, thus the importance “[taking] away the 

emotional” (Interviewee 3, E). Following De Dreu & Weingart’s study (2003), when tasks conflicts 

stemmed from a decision needed to be taken, conflicts were amplified, compelling negative 

emotions. This was particularly shown by one employee whose task conflicts became relationship 

conflicts with higher management (Interviewee 3, E). Therefore, when managed poorly, task 

conflicts hinder productivity and decrease decision quality. 

Findings also showed that conflicts are co-existent, a few interviewees mentioned that one 

needed to “dig deeper into the actual reason” (Interviewee 7, HR; Interviewee 15, HR). This 
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reinforces the perspective that there is often an “underlying conflict” (Deutsch, 1969) where 

individuals should first strive to understand which conflict types exist in order to solve the conflict 

(Carton & Tewfik, 2016).   

Overall, when it comes to tasks conflicts, the findings suggest that most employees follow a 

sensemaking strategy. The interviewed employees mostly focused on trying to make sense of the 

task upon which they were disagreeing upon. Sensemaking, per Weick’s (1993) definition, 

requires “people to make things rationally accountable to themselves and others.” This means 

that, per Carton & Tewfik’s (2016) typology, they were trying to reduce their differences in 

thinking to reach consensus. For instance, interviewee 3 (E) stated that once the root cause of 

the conflict has been found, then one could be “working towards a mutual understanding”, which 

shows the willingness to reduce differences to come to an agreement. Interviewee 4 (E) exhibited 

signs of open-mindedness, notably by saying: “you have to be able to see other people’s side of 

things”. The open-mindedness of interviewee 4 also shows that he is willing to reduce the 

differences, simply by trying to understand their perspective. Moreover, although it was not 

explicitly identified as such, interviewees described using the dialectical inquiry strategy which is 

originally outlined by Mason (1969; Cosier & Rose, 1977; Priem & Price, 1991). For instance, 

interviewee 1 (E) explained that team members “discuss[ed] together until [they] could find 

something that works for all”. Through collaborative sensemaking, employees here openly share 

their perspective, argument, and try to understand the task, which reflects the collaborative CM 

mode defined by Thomas & Kilmann (1977).  

 

5.2.2. Managers, Clarifying Procedures and Structures for Task 

and Process Conflicts 

To address both task and process conflicts, managers mainly relied on providing clarity regarding 

procedures and structures. The frequent use of these strategies across both conflict types 

suggests that task and relationship conflicts are closely interconnected. This aligns with earlier 

research that initially conceptualized process conflict as part of task conflict (Jehn, 1997; Jehn & 

Bendersky, 2003).  

In cases of task conflict, managers or higher-level managers often listened to the differing 

perspectives of the parties involved and then made a final decision on how to proceed. In other 

situations, managers attempted to identify the person best positioned to take responsibility for 

the decision. Overall, it is noteworthy that formal, manager-led decision-making was a common 

CR strategy. At the same time, several interviewees described situations in which decisions were 

typically reached collectively in an informal manner, for example through discussions at the 

coffee machine among colleagues. In these cases, employees expressed dissatisfaction when 
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managers deviated from this informal norm and made decisions by themselves rather than 

seeking consensus. 

This preference for consensus reflects a broader characteristic of the Swedish management 

context, where decisions are often expected to be collectively agreed on or at least accepted by 

employees (Cordeiro‐Nilsson & Hawamdeh, 2011). However, when consensus could not be 

achieved, a clear decision by the person responsible or the most knowledgeable actor was 

perceived as necessary. This pattern can be understood through Thomas and Kilmann’s (1977) 

conflict handling modes, where collaborative or compromising approaches are preferred when 

feasible, but more assertive approaches are adopted when agreement cannot be reached, with 

employees then accommodating to the decision of the responsible person. Importantly, these 

decisions were generally not perceived negatively when employees had the opportunity to 

openly discuss the issue beforehand. This apparent tension may be explained through the 

concept of autonomy, which refers to the perceived freedom to make meaningful choices. 

Individuals may still experience autonomy in hierarchical decision-making contexts when they 

willingly accept or choose to rely on the decision of another person (Deci et al., 2006). 

From the interviews, it seemed that in the cases where the decisions were discussed before, 

decision-making of the person responsible was not received badly. An explanation that solves 

this tension is the concept of autonomy, which is the individual’s freedom to choose. Individuals 

can be autonomous even though they depend on others, as long as they chose this option (Deci 

et al., 2006). 

Many of these decisions concerned relatively complex issues. De Dreu and Weingart’s (2003) 

meta-analysis found that task conflict, particularly when it involves complex issues, can be 

associated with negative team outcomes. In such situations, prolonged disagreement and 

uncertainty may make consensus-based approaches more difficult to maintain. The observed 

shift toward clearer and more directive decision-making in the interviews may therefore reflect 

an attempt to reduce ambiguity and prevent conflicts from escalating further. 

As noted in the findings, process conflicts were the most frequently reported type of conflict 

among interviewees. A central form of process conflict concerned uncertainty or disagreement 

regarding decision-making procedures, which managers often addressed by clarifying processes 

or making decisions themselves, similar to their handling of task conflicts. In other cases, 

managers established new frameworks or reinforced existing guidelines to prevent future 

conflicts. Interviewees also described instances where such guidelines were introduced reactively 

following a conflict, as well as proactively to reduce the risk of future disputes—for example, 

requiring collective agreement when hiring new employees.  

The use of procedural clarity in resolving process conflict is not surprising, as process conflicts 

have been linked to procedural complexity (Kramer, 1991). Procedural and structural clarity may 
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help reduce conflict by providing employees with greater role clarity. Role clarity refers to the 

extent to which employees receive sufficient information about how to carry out their jobs 

(Zheng et al., 2016). Higher role clarity has been associated with reduced uncertainty and 

improved job satisfaction, health, and performance (Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Furthermore, 

Zheng et al. (2016) find that role clarity can also enhance supervisor satisfaction, although these 

effects are diminishing and influenced by leader behavior. While these findings mainly address 

general workplace dynamics rather than conflict situations specifically, they provide a useful 

perspective for interpreting the present findings. 

In the interviews, conflicts that remained unresolved after discussion were often characterized 

by uncertainty regarding how to proceed. In such situations, a clear decision by a responsible 

actor appeared to function as a way of reducing ambiguity and restoring direction. At the same 

time, the findings suggest that procedural clarity alone may not be sufficient for effective CM. 

When decisions are repeatedly made unilaterally, high levels of role clarity may also lead to 

unintended negative effects if leadership behavior is perceived negatively by employees. This 

indicates that the effectiveness of procedural clarity depends not only on the structure itself, but 

also on how managerial authority is exercised and perceived within the team. 

 

5.2.3. Managers and Employees Seeking Relational Support in 

Conflict Resolution  

Across the interviews, seeking relational support emerged as an important way of managing 

workplace conflict. In this study, relational support refers to seeking assistance from other 

organizational actors in order to manage or resolve conflicts. While this behavior is not typically 

conceptualized as a CM strategy in classical taxonomies such as the TKI framework (Thomas & 

Kilmann, 1977), it can nevertheless be understood as a strategic response from the perspective 

of organizational actors. Seeking support enables individuals to draw on the influence, expertise, 

or formal authority of others, including the specialized knowledge of HR practitioners regarding 

CM and employment law (Roper & Higgins, 2020).  
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Figure 3. Choice of actor group for employees’ relational support.  

 

Our findings indicate that seeking relational support was a common practice across all actor 

groups, but particularly amongst managers and employees. Employees mainly used this strategy 

in task and process conflicts, although it was also employed when relationship or status 

dimensions were involved. In most cases, employees primarily turned to their managers for 

support. Prior research suggests that supervisor involvement in CM can positively affect team 

productivity, reduce absence rates, and increase both CR and organizational commitment 

(McCarthy & Pearce, 2025; Teague & Roche, 2012). In addition, acknowledgment of the 

employees’ perspective, encouragement and responsiveness by their manager have been shown 

to enhance motivation and performance (Deci et al., 2006). Consisting with these findings, 

employees in our study generally perceived managerial involvement as valuable and supportive.  

However, managers themselves were sometimes the source of conflict. In such cases, employees 

tended to seek support from alternative organizational actors, including informal networks, 

unions, or, in some cases, HR practitioners as seen in Figure 3. This finding highlights the dual role 

of managers in organizational conflict: managers act as the first layer of CR, while they might 

simultaneously contribute to or become involved in the conflict themselves. Similarly, a survey 

by the CIPD (2020) found that employees reported experiencing serious conflicts with line 

managers and supervisors to a similar extent as with coworkers in their teams. The managerial 

role in CM therefore appears inherently tension-filled, as managers are expected to resolve 

conflicts while not always remaining neutral actors within them. 
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Figure 4. Choice of actor group for managers’ relational support.  

 

Managers themselves also relied on relational support as they perceived it as difficult to resolve 

independently. When dealing with task and process conflicts, managers most commonly 

consulted their own manager for advice or intervention. For relationship conflicts and HR related 

issues such as performance evaluations, managers primarily turned to HR practitioners for 

guidance (see Figure 4). As argued by Costantino and Merchant (1996), an important managerial 

capability is recognizing which conflicts can be resolved independently and which should be 

referred to higher managerial levels or more formalized organizational processes. 

Beyond providing direct support, HR involvement may also contribute to greater consistency in 

CM practices, particularly in relationship conflicts. One HR practitioner reflected on experiences 

in a previous organization with a weak HR function: 

“And so it was different solutions in the same company, because there were different 

managers with different experience, and so it was very, very scattered about what are the values 

of the company, what's okay, what's not okay. What is the consequence [ed]?” (Interviewee 13, 

HR). 

 This illustrates how the absence of HR guidance may result in inconsistent approaches to CM 

across teams and managers. At the same time, organizations must balance consistency in HR 

practices with flexibility toward individual employee situations (Pak et al., 2026). Combining 

managers’ contextual knowledge of their teams with HR practitioners’ expertise in organizational 

policies may therefore support a more balanced and consistent approach to CM.  
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5.2.4. Employees and Managers, De-escalating Task and 

Process Conflicts 

Another common strategy used by both managers and employees in task and process conflicts 

was de-escalation. Employees additionally applied this strategy in relationship and status 

conflicts. In our findings, de-escalation often involved indirect CM approaches such as avoidance, 

accommodating or subtle nudging toward desired behaviors rather than openly confronting the 

conflict.  

This finding extends the work of Wall and Nolan (1986), who found avoidance to be a common 

strategy among undergraduate students, particularly in relationship conflicts. In contrast, our 

findings suggest that avoidance and de-escalation are also frequently used in organizational task, 

process, and status conflicts. Unlike Wall and Nolan’s study, our setting included formal 

managerial roles. Managers in our study generally reported addressing relationship and status 

conflicts openly. However, HR practitioners frequently criticized managers for avoiding conflicts 

until they became severe. As one HR practitioner noted: “[T]hey see it as a failure if it's a conflict 

[…] it must happen something very direct for them to act”. (Interviewee 13, HR)  

This suggests that managers may not always recognize or address conflicts at an early stage. 

Employees similarly often hesitated to openly address conflicts, even when contacting HR. HR 

practitioners linked this reluctance partly to concerns about social reputation and fear of being 

perceived as difficult to work with.  

While avoidance is commonly viewed negatively in the CM literature, such as in the TKI 

framework where it is characterized by low assertiveness and low cooperativeness (Thomas & 

Kilmann, 1977) our findings indicate a more nuanced picture. HR practitioners warned that 

unresolved conflicts may escalate if ignored too long. However, avoidance and de-escalation 

were not always passive disengagement. In some situations, managers intentionally chose 

indirect approaches to prevent unnecessary demotivation or escalation. For example, managers 

described successfully nudging employees by emphasizing deadlines or priorities rather than 

directly confronting them. In other cases, managers temporarily accommodated others’ 

preferences with the expectation of future reciprocity. In those cases, the conflicts were about 

tasks and processes. 

These findings suggest that de-escalation and selective avoidance may, under certain conditions, 

function less as conflict neglect and more as pragmatic strategies for tolerating differences and 

maintaining working relationships, particularly when conflicts are perceived as low in severity 

and are about tasks and processes rather than relationships or status.  
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5.2.5. Managers and HR, Resolving Relationship Conflicts 

Through Team Changes 

Changes in team composition have not been identified as a common strategy in CR. However, 

the findings indicate that several actors have implemented such changes, most frequently 

following a relationship conflict. For instance, after experiencing a relationship conflict with his 

manager, an employee requested to be moved away from the team (Interviewee 3, E). This 

request was approved and carried out within less than a week. In another case, an employee 

described how an individual was removed from the team by both the team manager and the 

person responsible for the overall project due to “badly colliding personal chemistry” 

(Interviewee 4, E). In a more severe case, removing a manager proved to be considerably more 

challenging. After repeated complaints and threats of resignation from multiple employees, 

emergency meetings were held where team members shared their experiences working with him. 

Eventually, management decided to remove him from the team (Interviewee 1, E). Pasarakonda 

et al. (2023) argue that changes made to team composition, e.g., a team member leaving or being 

replaced, can disrupt coordination and outcomes. Feitosa et al. (2024) agree and add that team 

members tend to leverage these effects more effectively, which increases performance. However, 

Chapman & Meuter (2023) argue that there are “Bad Apples” amongst employees, which can 

negatively impact the dynamics, satisfaction and performance of the team. In these cases, 

restructuring the team proved to be beneficial.  

Following these relationship conflicts, learning to tolerate differences is not considered a viable 

solution. Differences can however be reduced by removing the individual responsible for causing 

the conflict (Carton & Tewfik, 2016). Another interviewee recounted a personal conflict involving 

two friends whose relationship had suddenly deteriorated. As a result, one of the employees 

requested to transfer teams, however, HR denied the request, stating that employees should 

learn how to work with everybody (Interviewee 9, HR). In this case, the HR practitioner explicitly 

stated that the employees were expected to learn how to tolerate their differences, rather than 

reducing them (Carton & Tewfik, 2016). Interestingly, the HR practitioner also tried to “push the 

manager” towards making this decision. She explained that he had already been considering this 

decision but was uncertain. The HR practitioner encouraged the manager to consider the 

advantages and disadvantages of keeping the employees together, leading to the manager 

deciding that they would remain on the same team. This may also be interpreted as the dialectical 

inquiry strategy (Priem & Price, 1991) as both parties defended their arguments for solving the 

conflict. The interviewee adds that however, if a conflict is deemed not solvable in the future, 

then managers have the decision power to transfer employees. She further added a particularity 

of reassigning employees: a “work environment [representative] delegated by the union” will 

intervene to perform a risk assessment before the change. Wickramansinghe & Nandula (2015) 

emphasized that management plays an important role in creating a collaborative environment. 
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One HR interviewee mirrored this view, describing a situation in which an employee confided in 

her, but requested that she not intervene. However, she responded that the responsibility for 

the overall work environment fell upon her and the team manager and therefore needed to act 

(Interviewee 7, HR). 

 

5.2.6. HR and Employees, Holding Others Accountable and 

Compliant 

Interviewees often considered relationship conflicts to be of a larger scale, which required the 

involvement of HR practitioners. For instance, one interviewee recalled that certain conflicts 

were elevated due to the “mismatch” or “negative personal chemistry” (Interviewee 4, E). This 

supports Simon & Peterson’s (2000) characterization of relationship conflicts as “emotional 

conflict”. Simon & Peterson (2000) and Jehn (1997) also pointed out that relationship conflicts 

often stem from task conflicts: this was partially confirmed within the findings. When 

interviewees described relationship conflicts, certain conflicts had an underlying aspect of task 

conflicts characteristics. This is illustrated by one of the interviewees who explained that he was 

not “attacked” for refusing certain tasks, but because he chose to work on a task he believe would 

be more beneficial for the company. (Interviewee 3, E, i.e. disagreement on what should be done), 

when revealing he had a relationship conflict with his immediate superior. Most relationship 

conflicts still seem to have “personality issues” (Jehn, 1997) as a root cause. The data further 

showed that relationship conflicts do hinder group performance (Interviewee 7, HR; Interviewee 

9, HR), which supports Jehn (1997) and Priem & Price’s (1991) findings. It is also important to 

note that for long, research has regrouped relationship conflicts and status conflicts together 

(see De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1997 for merged; and Bendersky & Hays, 2012 for 

separated), however, despite the relatedness of both conflict types, our findings did not observe 

HR practitioners dealing with status conflicts. 

As CM often depends on the circumstances (Runde & Flanagan, 2007), the findings indicated that 

there is no single strategy suitable for a particular type of conflicts. This was particularly evident 

for relationship conflicts which were primarily managed by HR practitioners. Torrington et al. 

(2025) defined a “devolution” in responsibilities of HR practitioners which could explain why HR 

practitioners mostly deal with relationship conflicts, leaving other types of conflicts to managers 

(Jones & Saundry, 2012; Saundry et al., 2016). This is also in line with Bredin and Söderlund (2011) 

who defined the shift of HR-oriented responsibilities towards line managers in project-based 

organization.  

One strategy did stand out, HR practitioners recalled being the role that hold others accountable 

and compliant with the rules. This was pointed out by an interviewee who recounted a situation 

where an employee was dishonest about specific situations and spread the lies to their coworkers. 
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Multiple bigger teams needed to be brought together to discuss what had happened, and why 

certain actions had been taken. The HR interviewee pointed out that, at the same time, there 

was a challenge in addressing the situation with transparency and protecting the employee 

(Interviewee 7, HR). This relationship conflict affected the whole team and spilled over multiple 

teams. This finding goes in line with De Dreu & Weingart (2003) who also identified that 

relationship conflicts affected team performance. Moreover, the HR practitioner mentioned 

having to write an action plan to help the employee, which contained “very strict rules”, “weekly 

meetings with the manager” and “weekly meetings with [the] psychologist”. The interviewee also 

stated that the employee had “brain ghosts”, implying possible mental health issues that may 

have contributed to underlying, non-overt conflicts beforehand. This further reinforces Deutsch’s 

(1969) claim that there often tends to be “underlying conflicts”, and also the importance of 

finding the root cause of the conflict (Carton & Tewfik, 2016). Another HR interviewee mentioned 

using warnings as a precursor of disciplinary action (Interviewee 9, HR). As HR practitioners use 

different tools to hold employees accountable for their actions and compliant to the rules, 

Sandholtz and Burrows (2016) denounce a duality of the roles in HR. Their findings suggest that 

HR practitioners can face tensions between their roles as the “compliance police” and their 

“business partner” role due to institutional demands and organizational complexity.  

A further significant finding is that employees also held their managers responsible for their 

actions. One interviewed employee described his former manager as very career-driven and 

frequently engaged in manipulative and self-serving behavior. As a result, he noted that “it [sic] 

helps to document what was being said and what was agreed on”. (Interviewee 1, E). This rejoins 

Pertegal-Felices et al.’s (2019) findings, where the researchers discovered that the use of team 

contracts in engineering student groups improved significantly the productivity: conflict rates 

decreased, satisfaction, motivation and accountability increased. As his former manager 

exhibited signs of high assertiveness and low cooperativeness, according to the TKI, he used a 

competitive mode of handling conflicts (Thomas & Kilmann, 1977). Regarding task conflicts, one 

employee explained that they wanted to avoid potential repercussions resulting from decisions 

that had been made within the team without management, and therefore, the team used 

“decision logs” as a way to hold management accountable in situation where responsibility was 

highlighted. Another employee mentioned using his union to hold his former manager and an HR 

practitioner accountable and compliant (Interviewee 3, E). As unions play a central role in 

representing employees, they hold significant power in addressing employees’ issues (Carlson, 

2023). In the employee’s situation, the union held both management and HR accountable for 

their actions and in compliance with governmental regulations.  
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6. Conclusion 
This chapter summarizes the main findings and contributions of this thesis. It also highlights the 

limitations and potential future research areas in the field.  

In conclusion, this study examined the engagement and interactions of organizational actors in 

CM, focusing first on their respective roles and responsibilities, and then on the relationship 

between conflict, actors and strategies. To answer the first research question, this study 

established that managers are considered the backbone of CM, however, they are still highly 

dependent on the other actors. The findings also revealed that the role of the employees tends 

to be overlooked, despite their significant contribution to effective CM. Furthermore, the study 

also determined that consultants are frequently uncertain about where responsibility for CM lies, 

a situation that is becoming increasingly common as project-based organizations continue to 

emerge.  

To answer the second research question, this study identified that different types of CM 

strategies are applied depending on the nature and circumstances of the conflict. Employees, 

who most often encounter task-related conflicts, typically attempt to make sense of the 

disagreements concerning the substance of the task. Alongside managers, they also rely on their 

network for relational support and seek to de-escalate conflict to the fullest extent. Some 

employees have also held their counterparts accountable, whether it is a manager or an HR 

practitioner. Taken together, this demonstrates that employees play an important role in CM. 

Managers have mainly focused on clarifying procedures and organizational structures to support 

employees in performing effectively. Together with HR, managers have also restructured their 

team, reallocating actors who were causing significant issues. These results highlight that 

managers remain primarily responsible for CM but are highly dependent on the involvement of 

other organizational actors. Lastly, HR practitioners have mostly dealt with relationship conflicts, 

resolving them by holding both employees and managers accountable, and ensuring compliance 

with regulations. These findings altogether provide important insights that contribute to the 

theoretical understanding of CM, and the roles of actors within it.  

 

6.1. Theoretical Contribution 

This thesis contributes to the theory by focusing specifically on the role and responsibilities of 

actors in CM. In particular, existing research has given limited consideration to employees, who 

are as important in CM processes, but also to non-permanent employees, who remain uncertain 

of their roles and responsibilities in CM. Furthermore, the study contributes theoretically by 

connecting specific organizational actors to particular types of conflicts and CM strategies. Lastly, 

it paints a descriptive picture of how conflicts are actually handled in organizations.  
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6.2. Practical Contribution  

As such, this thesis has provided relevant insights on how conflicts can be handled in the 

workplace. As the importance of CM is well established, this thesis further reinforces the 

differences between the conflicts types which may support organizational actors in addressing 

conflicts more effectively. It also aims to provide new perspectives and strategies for resolving 

and potentially preventing future conflicts. Furthermore, this thesis emphasizes the need for 

clearer structures regarding the roles and responsibilities of the different actors, particularly 

between managers and HR practitioners. In addition, it highlights that non-permanent workers 

should be taken more into consideration in CM. This thesis also arguments that managers need 

to dig deeper into the root cause of the conflict before attempting to resolve them. Moreover, 

they are often faced with a conundrum: managers are often involved in the conflict but also 

responsible for solving said conflict. Therefore, it is important for managers to foster 

psychological safety within their teams, which allows employees to speak up early. This is 

particularly important given the significant role of employees in providing psychological and 

relational support to their peers (Beehr, 1976; Edmondson, 2019).  

 

6.3. Limitations and Future Research  

The current study provides valuable insights into the roles of HR practitioners, managers, and 

employees in organizational CM, as well as the CR strategies applied across different conflict 

types.  Nevertheless, this study has several limitations that should be acknowledged.  

Firstly, the study employed an interview design, which enabled in-depth insights into participants’ 

experiences and perceptions, but is inherently subjective. As participation was voluntary and the 

topic of CM communicated beforehand, participants might have been particularly interested in 

or engaged with CM issues. In addition, as participants reported about themselves there might 

be a self-presentation bias. The study did not examine actual behavior and was not longitudinal 

in nature. Consequently, some aspects of CM processes and conflict escalation dynamics may not 

have been fully captured. Future research could address these limitations through longitudinal 

and observational designs that examine how conflict types, conflict severity and CM practices 

develop over time and in actual workplace interactions. 

Secondly, for analytical simplicity, conflicts were categorized according to the conflict type that 

appeared most dominant. However, previous research has shown that conflict types frequently 

co-occur and influence one another. Similarly, CR often involved multiple organizational actors 

applying several strategies simultaneously. While this complexity reflects the realities of 



   
 

59 
 

organizational CM, the interactions between overlapping conflict types and combined strategies 

were not systematically examined in the current study. Future research could therefore 

investigate how conflict types and combinations of strategies interact throughout CM processes. 

Thirdly, not all interview data could be consistently categorized into the interaction analysis 

between actor, conflict type, and strategy. In particular, HR practitioners often discussed CM 

from a more general perspective rather than referring to concrete conflict cases. Although these 

insights informed the overall findings, this may have created a bias toward the perspectives and 

experiences of employees and managers. Future studies could therefore focus rather on one 

individual actor group and explore more in depth how they solve which conflicts.  

Fourthly, the study did not measure objective performance outcomes. Although interviewees 

reflected on whether conflicts were perceived as resolved or whether solutions were considered 

effective, no measures of team or organizational performance were collected. Previous research 

focusing on organizational actors in CM has similarly paid limited attention to comparing 

performance outcomes associated with different forms of actor involvement. As these outcomes 

are highly relevant from both organizational and employee perspectives, future research could 

examine how different forms of actor involvement and CM strategies influence team 

effectiveness, employee well-being, and organizational performance. 

Fifthly, the study context is limited to public organizations in Sweden. This was done for 

comparability reasons between interviewees. Therefore, the study might not be fully 

transferable to organizations in other countries or for the public sector.  

Lastly, the study identified sever promising directions for future research. One particularly 

interesting finding concerned the unclear CM responsibilities and lower willingness to engage in 

conflicts among non-permanent employees. Despite the increasing prevalence of temporary and 

other non-standard forms of employment, this topic appears to have received limited attention 

in the CM literature. Future research could therefore examine differences in CM experiences and 

responsibilities between permanent and non-permanent employees. Moreover, future studies 

could expand the focus beyond CR and investigate the roles of organizational actors in conflict 

prevention.  
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8. Appendix 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide Manager/Employee 

Topic Questions 

Introduction & 
Ethics 

Thank you for participating in this interview. Your name and company will be 
anonymized. If you consent to recording, the recording will only be stored 
during the thesis project. The transcript will be included as an appendix.  

• Do you consent to recording and transcription? Yes/No  

• Do you have any questions before we begin?  
 

Background & 
Context 

• Could you briefly describe your educational background? Your 
current role and responsibilities? 

• Do you work in a team? How large is the team? How would you 
describe its structure (e.g. hierarchical, agile, cross-functional)? 

• How would you describe the work environment in your team? 
 

Conflict 
Experience 

• Can you describe a (few) (recent) disagreement(s) within your team? 
(Who was involved? What was the disagreement about? How did it 
start? How did it develop? How long did it last? Is it a disagreement 
that happens often? Did it spread beyond the individuals involved?) 

• Why do you think the disagreement occurred? (Differences in 
expertise? Communication issues? Unclear roles? Time pressure? 
Personality differences? Change management?) 

 

Conflict 
Handling 
(Strategy) 

• How was the disagreement handled? Was it resolved? If yes, how? If 
not, why not?  

• What strategies were used? (Direct discussion? Manager 
involvement? Formal procedures? Avoidance? Compromise? 
Authoritarian Decision?) 

• Was the approach more formal and informal?  

• Looking back, would you have handled it differently?  
 

Actors in 
Conflict 

Resolution 

• Who was involved in resolving the disagreement? Was your direct 
manager involved? Did you seek advice from colleagues? Is HR 
typically involved in such matters? 

• Who is ultimately responsible for handling conflicts in your 
organization?  

 

Tools 

• Which tools are provided by the organization to help you deal with 
conflict? (Unions, formal procedures, videos, guidelines, training, AI?) 

• Would you like to have more guidance on how to solve conflicts? 
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Conflict 
Prevention 

• Are there structures or practices in place to prevent conflicts? (Clear 
role definitions? Structured processes? Regular feedback meetings? 
Agile ceremonies? Team building? Leadership practices?) 

• How effective are these measures?  

• Could the conflict you described have been prevented?  

• Do you believe conflict are inevitable in technology-oriented 
environments? Why? 

 

Managerial 
Skills & 

Competencies 

• What types of skills are needed to handle the conflict you described? 

• Do you feel you would need additional skills to solve this conflict? 
(Technical expertise? Interpersonal skills? Communication skills? 
Emotional intelligence? Conceptual/strategic understanding? Process 
management?) 

• If you could get training on either conceptual, interpersonal or 
technical skills, which one would you choose (for dealing with 
conflicts)?  

• If your manager was involved, how would you describe their 
approach? What worked well? What could have been improved?  

• Do managers in your organization receive training in conflict 
management? Do you?  

• Does HR provide tools or support to strengthen employees’ or 
managers’ conflict management capabilities?  

 

Psychological 
Safety & Team 

Climate 

• Do you feel comfortable expressing disagreements in your team?  

• Do you think your employees are comfortable expressing 
disagreements within their team?  

• What influences whether people speak up or stay silent (e.g. 
experience?) 

• How does leadership influence this climate? 
 

The role of 
disagreements 

• Do you believe disagreements can be constructive?  

• In what situations are disagreements beneficial?  

• When do disagreements become harmful? 

• How are conflicts generally viewed in your organization? As 
something negative? As something normal? As something positive?  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide HR Practitioner  

Topic Questions 

Introduction & 
Ethics 

Thank you for participating in this interview. Your name and company will be 
anonymized. If you consent to recording, the recording will only be stored 
during the thesis project. The transcript will be included as an appendix.  

• Do you consent to recording and transcription? Yes/No  

• Do you have any questions before we begin?  

Background & 
Context 

• Could you briefly describe your educational background? Your 
current role and responsibilities? 

• Are you involved in conflict resolution?  

• Are there specific positions for conflict management in the HR 
department?  

 

Conflict 
Experience 

• Can you describe a (few) (recent) disagreement(s) that you have dealt 
with? Who was involved? What was the disagreement about? How 
did it start? How did it develop? How long did it last? Is it a 
disagreement that happens often? Did it spread beyond the 
individuals involved?  

• How was the team composition? How large is the team? How would 
you describe its structure (e.g. hierarchical, agile, cross-functional)? 

• How would you describe the work environment in the team (e.g. fast-
paced, highly technical, collaborative, independent, project-based)? 

• Why do you think the disagreement occurred? (Differences in 
expertise? Communication issues? Unclear roles? Time pressure? 
Personality differences? Change management?) 

 

Conflict 
Handling 
(Strategy) 

• How was the disagreement handled? Was it resolved? If yes, how? If 
no, why not?  

• What strategies were used? (Direct discussion? Manager 
involvement? Formal procedures? Avoidance? Compromise? 
Authoritarian Decision?) 

• Was the approach more formal and informal?  

• Looking back, would you have handled it differently?  
 

Actors in 
Conflict 

Resolution 

• Who was involved in resolving the disagreement? Were the managers 
involved? Did you seek advice from colleagues?  

• When does HR typically get involved in such matters? Is there a 
conflict of interests?  

• Who is ultimately responsible for handling conflicts in your 
organization?  
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Tools 

• Which tools are provided by the organization to help you deal with 
conflict? (Unions, formal procedures, videos, guidelines, training, AI?) 

• Would you like to have more guidance on how to solve conflicts? 
 

Conflict 
Prevention 

• Are there structures or practices in place to prevent conflicts? (Clear 
role definitions? Structured processes? Regular feedback meetings? 
Agile ceremonies? Team building? Leadership practices?) 

• How effective are these measures?  

• Could the conflict you described have been prevented?  

• Do you believe conflict are inevitable in technology-oriented 
environments? Why? 

 

Managerial 
Skills & 

Competencies 

• What types of skills are needed to handle the conflict you described? 

• Do you feel you would need additional skills to solve this conflict? 
(Technical expertise? Interpersonal skills? Communication skills? 
Emotional intelligence? Conceptual/strategic understanding? Process 
management?) 

• If you could get training on either conceptual, interpersonal or 
technical skills, which one would you choose (for dealing with 
conflicts)?  

• If your manager was involved, how would you describe their 
approach? What worked well? What could have been improved?  

• Do managers in your organization receive training in conflict 
management? Do you?  

• Does HR provide tools or support to strengthen employees’ or 
managers’ conflict management capabilities?  

 

Psychological 
Safety & Team 

Climate 

• Do people in the company usually feel comfortable that individuals 
can speak up without fear of negative consequences?  

• What influences whether people speak up or stay silent? 

• How does leadership influence this climate?  
 

The role of 
disagreements 

• Do you believe disagreements can be constructive?  

• In what situations are disagreements beneficial?  

• When do disagreements become harmful? 

• How are conflicts generally viewed in your organization? As 
something negative? As something normal? As something positive?  

 

 


