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Abstract 
Conflict is an inevitable feature of business and organizational life, arising from differences in 

individual interests, values, perceptions, and structural arrangements. In contemporary 

organizations characterized by diversity, globalization, and dynamic work arrangements, 

understanding conflict typologies has become increasingly important for effective management 

and organizational sustainability. Conflict, defined as a process in which an individual or group 

perceives that another has negatively affected or is about to negatively affect something of 

importance, manifests in multiple forms within business. This paper examines key conflict 

typologies in organizational contexts, including intrapersonal, interpersonal, intragroup, and 

intergroup conflicts, as well as task, relationship, process, and values-based conflicts. It explores 

how these conflicts occur across hierarchical levels, team structures, organizational cultures, 

and different business contexts. The paper also highlights the role of language as both a 

mechanism for conflict escalation and a strategic tool for conflict management, shaping 

perceptions, power relations, and negotiation outcomes within organizations. Drawing on recent 

empirical and theoretical literature, the study demonstrates that while moderate task conflict can 

enhance creativity, critical thinking, and decision quality under conditions of trust and 

psychological safety, relationship and poorly managed process conflicts are consistently 

associated with stress, reduced cohesion, and diminished performance. By systematically 

classifying conflict types and situating them within modern organizational realities, this paper 

contributes to a clearer understanding of organizational conflict dynamics and provides insights 

for managers seeking to harness constructive conflict while minimizing its dysfunctional 

consequences. 
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Introduction 

Conflict is an inevitable aspect of 

business environments due to the diversity 

of individuals, goals, values, and operational 

processes involved. It can either stimulate 

positive change and innovation or create 

significant disruptions and inefficiencies, 

depending on how it is managed (Robbins & 

Judge, 2019). To effectively handle conflict 

in organizational contexts, it is crucial to 

understand its typologies the classifications 

that help identify the nature and origin of 

mailto:ngwamaj@yahoo.com


Bayero Journal of African Entrepreneurship Studies                 Volume 7, Number 2 December, 2025 

 

519 
 

disputes within the workplace. One widely 

accepted categorization distinguishes 

between intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

intragroup, and intergroup conflicts (Jehn, 

1995; Rahim, 2011). Intrapersonal conflict 

occurs within an individual, often arising 

from role ambiguity, ethical dilemmas, or 

competing responsibilities. Interpersonal 

conflict takes place between individuals and 

is frequently rooted in personality 

differences, miscommunication, or 

competition for resources. Meanwhile, 

intragroup conflict involves disputes among 

members of the same team or department, 

and intergroup conflict occurs between 

different organizational units or divisions, 

often due to misaligned goals or resource 

competition (DeChurch et al., 2013). 

 

A more nuanced typology focuses on 

the content of the conflict, identifying three 

main types: task conflict, relationship 

conflict, and process conflict (Jehn, 1997). 

Task conflict refers to disagreements 

regarding the content and outcomes of tasks, 

for instance, what should be done and how. 

Research indicates that low to moderate 

levels of task conflict can enhance decision-

making and creativity by encouraging 

critical evaluation and discussion (Jehn, 

1995; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). 

However, relationship conflict, which arises 

from personal issues such as personality 

clashes or emotional confrontation, is 

generally detrimental, as it tends to provoke 

stress, reduce team cohesion, and impair 

performance (Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

Process conflict concerns the logistics of 

task completion, such as role assignments or 

workload distribution. Like relationship 

conflict, high levels of process conflict are 

typically unproductive and may indicate 

poor organizational structure or 

communication (Behfar et al., 2011). 

 

Beyond content-based typologies, 

some scholars have examined structural 

versus strategic conflicts, with structural 

conflicts stemming from the organizational 

hierarchy, culture, or workflow, and 

strategic conflicts arising from deliberate 

behaviors aimed at gaining power or control 

(Robbins & Judge, 2019).The ability of 

managers and leaders to diagnose these 

conflict types accurately is essential for 

selecting appropriate resolution strategies. 

For instance, task conflicts may be resolved 

through collaborative problem-solving, 

while relationship conflicts may require 

mediation or emotional intelligence-based 

interventions (Rahim, 2011). Understanding 

conflict typologies not only enhances 

conflict management skills but also 

contributes to the development of a healthy 

organizational culture that supports 

innovation, employee well-being, and long-

term performance. 

 

A Task, Relationship and Process 

Conflicts: Causes and Effects 

 

Task conflict 

This refers to disagreements related 

to the content and goals of a task. It involves 

disputes over issues such as ideas, 

procedures, decisions, and problem-solving 
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strategies. This type of conflict is often seen 

in teams composed of diverse members with 

varying expertise and perspectives, which 

can lead to differing opinions on how best to 

accomplish a shared goal. When managed 

appropriately, task conflict can be beneficial 

to team performance. It encourages critical 

thinking, stimulates creativity, and improves 

decision-making by forcing individuals to 

consider alternative viewpoints (Amason, 

1996). However, task conflict can also be 

detrimental if it escalates, especially when it 

is misinterpreted as personal criticism or 

when team members lack the skills to 

manage disagreements constructively 

(Simons & Peterson, 2000). The positive 

outcomes of task conflict are most likely 

when there is high intragroup trust, open 

communication, and a psychologically safe 

environment (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). 

 

Causes of Task Conflict 

Task conflict arises when team 

members hold differing views about the 

work itself—this includes disagreements 

over goals, strategies, ideas, and the 

interpretation of data. It is most commonly 

found in settings where team members 

possess diverse skill sets, professional 

backgrounds, or intellectual orientations. For 

example, engineers, marketers, and financial 

analysts working on the same project might 

disagree on the project’s priority areas due 

to their functional perspectives. 

Additionally, lack of clarity in task 

objectives or goals can lead to misalignment 

and conflicting assumptions about the 

desired outcome (Jehn, 1995). Time 

pressures and ambiguous instructions from 

leadership can further exacerbate task-

related disagreements. In some cases, these 

conflicts stem from cognitive diversity, 

which, while valuable for problem-solving, 

can also be a source of friction when team 

members are not open to opposing 

viewpoints. 

 

Effects of Task Conflict 

Task conflict, when managed 

constructively, can be beneficial for group 

performance. It promotes critical analysis, 

creative thinking, and robust decision-

making by encouraging team members to 

evaluate multiple options before arriving at a 

solution (Amason, 1996). For instance, in 

strategic planning, a healthy debate over 

different market entry strategies can lead to 

a more informed and balanced decision. 

However, when task conflict is poorly 

managed or persists over time without 

resolution, it can turn dysfunctional. It may 

create tension, reduce group morale, and 

shift into personal conflict, especially if 

team members begin to feel that their ideas 

are consistently dismissed or undervalued. If 

there is no structure for resolving 

disagreements or if team members lack 

communication skills, task conflict can 

ultimately derail project timelines and 

hinder organizational effectiveness (De 

Dreu&Weingart, 2003). 

 

Relationship conflict 

This is rooted in personal 

incompatibilities among team members. It is 

characterized by tension, animosity, and 
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negative emotions such as frustration or 

anger. Relationship conflict often stems 

from differences in personality, values, or 

interpersonal styles and is usually unrelated 

to the work itself. This type of conflict is 

generally harmful to organizational 

performance, as it reduces team cohesion, 

undermines trust, and distracts individuals 

from their tasks (Jehn, 1997). Employees 

involved in relationship conflict are more 

likely to experience stress, lower job 

satisfaction, and decreased morale. Because 

of its emotional nature, relationship conflict 

is difficult to resolve and often requires 

interventions focused on improving 

interpersonal communication, emotional 

intelligence, and team-building (Rahim, 

2011). While task conflict can be channeled 

productively, relationship conflict tends to 

disrupt group harmony and should be 

minimized through proactive conflict 

management strategies. 

 

Causes of Relationship Conflicts 

Relationship conflict is typically 

fueled by emotional and interpersonal 

incompatibilities rather than work-related 

issues. This type of conflict may arise from 

personality clashes, misinterpretation of tone 

or intent, competition for recognition, or 

deep-seated mistrust. For example, if a team 

member is perceived as arrogant or overly 

critical, others may react defensively, 

leading to resentment. Differences in 

communication styles—direct vs. indirect, 

assertive vs. passive—can also contribute to 

misunderstandings. Moreover, unresolved 

past disagreements, lack of empathy, and 

workplace gossip often exacerbate 

relationship tensions. In multicultural teams, 

cultural differences can intensify this 

conflict when team members misinterpret 

gestures, expressions, or silence, leading to 

perceived slights or exclusion (Jehn, 1997). 

 

Effects of Relationship Conflict 

The consequences of relationship 

conflict are predominantly negative. 

Because this type of conflicts center around 

personal feelings and emotions, it often 

leads to hostility, stress, and anxiety among 

team members. It undermines trust and 

cohesion, which are critical to team 

effectiveness and collaboration. Teams 

experiencing high levels of relationship 

conflict tend to underperform due to poor 

communication, avoidance behaviors, and 

lack of coordination (Simons & Peterson, 

2000). Individuals embroiled in such 

conflict may disengage from team activities, 

show reduced job satisfaction, and even seek 

transfer or resignation. Relationship conflict 

also consumes valuable organizational time 

and resources as managers are often forced 

to intervene or mediate, diverting attention 

from productive activities (Rahim, 2011). 

Furthermore, it can spill over into other 

forms of conflict, turning simple task 

disagreements into emotionally charged 

arguments. 

 

Process conflict 

The third typology, involves 

disagreements about how tasks should be 

carried out. This includes conflicts over 

roles, responsibilities, timelines, and 
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resource allocations. For instance, team 

members might argue over who should take 

the lead on a particular assignment, how 

duties should be distributed, or how time 

should be managed. While a moderate level 

of process conflict can help clarify 

expectations and refine workflows, 

excessive or poorly managed process 

conflict is typically counterproductive (Jehn, 

1997). It can lead to confusion, inefficiency, 

and dissatisfaction, particularly in teams 

with vague roles or inadequate leadership. 

Process conflict can also cause resentment if 

certain members perceive the task allocation 

as unfair or burdensome. Managing this type 

of conflict requires establishing clear roles, 

transparent decision-making processes, and 

effective communication structures (Behfar 

et al., 2011). When handled correctly, 

process conflict can lead to better 

coordination and improved operational 

clarity.  

 

Causes of Process Conflict 

Process conflict centers on the 

―how‖ of task execution—who does what, 

when, and with what resources. It commonly 

arises when there is ambiguity in role 

definitions, unclear authority lines, or unfair 

workload distribution. For instance, if one 

team member feels overburdened while 

another has minimal responsibilities, 

resentment and friction can quickly develop. 

Similarly, lack of standardized procedures or 

project guidelines can cause team members 

to develop their own working methods, 

which may clash with those of others. 

Process conflict also emerges when there is 

disagreement about how decisions should be 

made or who has the authority to make 

them. Hierarchical ambiguity and inefficient 

coordination mechanisms are major 

contributors to such conflicts (Jehn, 1997). 

 

Effects of Process Conflict 

When process conflict is moderate 

and resolved early, it can help clarify roles, 

define expectations, and streamline 

workflows. It encourages teams to critically 

evaluate and improve their internal 

processes, enhancing efficiency in the long 

run. However, persistent or poorly managed 

process conflict is usually detrimental. It 

causes delays, disrupts project timelines, and 

leads to dissatisfaction among team 

members who may feel that their time and 

skills are not being used optimally. Over 

time, frustration from unresolved process 

conflict can erode team morale and lead to 

passive resistance or open confrontation. 

Additionally, recurring process issues may 

reflect systemic problems in leadership or 

organizational structure, highlighting a need 

for management intervention (Behfar et al., 

2011). 

 

 B. Conflict in Startup Vs Established 

Corporation 

i. Conflicts in Startups 

In the context of a startup, conflict 

refers to the disagreements or clashes that 

arise among the founding team members, 

employees, or stakeholders due to 

differences in opinions, goals, values, roles, 

or approaches while working to establish 

and grow the new business. Because startups 
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often operate under conditions of high 

uncertainty, rapid change, limited resources, 

and overlapping responsibilities, conflicts 

typically stem from unclear roles, pressure 

to meet targets, divergent visions for the 

company’s future, or interpersonal tensions. 

In simple terms, conflict in a startup is the 

natural tension or struggle that happens 

when people involved in building the 

company disagree or face obstacles in 

coordinating their efforts toward common 

goals. 

Causes and Nature of Conflict in Startups 

Startups operate in highly dynamic 

and uncertain environments, often with 

limited resources, evolving goals, and a 

small, close-knit team. This setting naturally 

breeds certain types of conflict. 

i. Role Ambiguity and Overlapping 

Responsibilities 

Because startups typically have a flat or 

informal structure, roles and 

responsibilities often overlap or remain 

undefined. Founders and early 

employees may perform multiple roles 

simultaneously, leading to confusion 

over who is responsible for specific tasks 

(Ensley et al., 2002). For example, 

marketing may overlap with product 

development or customer support, 

resulting in conflicting priorities and 

duplication of efforts. 

ii. High Pressure and Rapid Change 

Startups face constant pressure to 

innovate, attract funding, and capture 

market share quickly. This urgency can 

generate tension around deadlines, 

resource allocation, and strategic 

priorities. Disagreements about product 

features, business models, or pivoting 

strategies are common, particularly 

when there is no clear decision-making 

process. 

iii. Founders’ Conflicts and Equity 

Disputes 

Startups often begin with a small 

founding team bound by shared vision 

and trust. However, as the company 

grows, conflicts may emerge related to 

equity ownership, control, or differing 

visions for the future. Founders may 

disagree on growth pace, funding 

approaches, or exit strategies, which can 

create personal and professional rifts 

(Clough et al., 2008). 

iv. Cultural and Interpersonal Issues 

As startups grow and bring in new 

employees, cultural clashes can arise 

between the original team’s informal 

culture and new hires’ expectations. 

Personality clashes, differences in work 

ethic, and communication styles can lead 

to relationship conflicts (Ries, 2011). 

Effects of Conflict in Startups 

Positive Effects: When managed 

well, conflict in startups can promote 

creativity, critical thinking, and adaptability. 

Task-related debates encourage diverse 

perspectives, leading to better product 

designs and innovative solutions. Conflict 

can also help clarify roles and expectations, 

which is critical as the startup scales 

(Amason, 1996). 
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Negative Effects: Without formal conflict 

resolution mechanisms, conflicts can 

quickly become personal and toxic. This can 

result in low morale, high turnover, and loss 

of key talent, which is especially damaging 

for startups that rely heavily on each 

individual. Founder disputes can threaten the 

startup’s very survival, scaring off investors 

or partners. Moreover, unresolved conflicts 

may distract the team from core business 

activities, delaying progress and innovation 

(Ensley et al., 2002). 

 

Lack of Formal Processes: Most 

startups lack human resource policies or 

trained managers to mediate disputes, 

meaning conflicts often go unresolved or 

escalate unchecked. This absence of 

structure can allow minor disagreements to 

spiral into significant problems (Clough et 

al., 2008). 

ii. Conflicts in Established Corporations 

In an established corporation, 

conflict refers to the disagreements or 

clashes that occur among employees, 

departments, or management due to 

differences in interests, goals, values, or 

perspectives within a more structured and 

formalized organizational setting. These 

conflicts often arise from competition over 

resources, power struggles, bureaucratic 

procedures, communication breakdowns, or 

resistance to change. Given the size and 

complexity of established corporations, 

conflicts can be more multifaceted, 

involving various levels of hierarchy and 

diverse stakeholder groups. In essence, 

conflict in an established corporation is the 

tension that results when individuals or 

groups within the organization have 

opposing views or objectives that affect 

collaboration, productivity, or organizational 

harmony. 

Causes and Nature of Conflict in 

Established Corporations 

Established corporations differ 

markedly from startups in terms of size, 

structure, and maturity, leading to distinct 

conflict dynamics. 

a. Bureaucracy and Hierarchy: Large 

corporations have multiple layers of 

management, formalized rules, and 

standard operating procedures. While 

these create order, they also generate 

friction when rigid structures slow 

decision-making or frustrate 

employees. Conflicts often arise 

from power struggles, territoriality, 

or political maneuvering within these 

hierarchies (Pelled, 1996). 

b. Interdepartmental Rivalries and 

Silos: Departments like marketing, 

finance, operations, and R&D often 

have different goals, metrics, and 

incentives. This misalignment breeds 

process and relationship conflicts, as 

departments compete for resources, 

recognition, or influence. For 

example, sales may push for faster 

product delivery, while production 

emphasizes quality control, leading 

to tension (Jehn &Bendersky, 2003). 

c. Resistance to Change: Large 

corporations often face inertia and 
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cultural resistance to new strategies 

or technologies. Change initiatives 

can spark conflict when employees 

or managers feel threatened by new 

processes, loss of autonomy, or 

uncertainty about their roles. 

Mergers, acquisitions, or 

restructuring are particularly 

conflict-prone periods (Larson & 

Christensen, 1993). 

d. Generational and Cultural 

Differences: With diverse 

workforces spanning generations and 

cultures, misunderstandings and 

communication breakdowns can 

occur, creating interpersonal 

conflicts. Established firms may 

struggle to integrate differing values 

and work styles effectively (Huo et 

al., 2016). 

Effects of Conflict in Established 

Corporations 

Negative Effects: When 

unresolved, conflicts in large 

corporations can reduce productivity, 

increase absenteeism, and damage 

employee morale. Departmental silos 

and power struggles inhibit 

collaboration and knowledge 

sharing, which impairs innovation 

and responsiveness to market 

changes (Pelled, 1996). High levels 

of relationship conflict can create 

toxic work environments and lead to 

costly legal disputes or turnover. 

Positive Effects: On the other 

hand, corporations often have formal 

conflict resolution systems—such as 

HR departments, grievance 

procedures, and trained mediators—

that can help manage and harness 

conflict constructively. Properly 

managed conflict can stimulate 

critical reflection, improve policies, 

and foster a culture of continuous 

improvement (Jehn & Bendersky, 

2003). 

Complexity of Conflict 

Management: Due to their size, 

conflicts in large corporations can be 

more complex and layered, involving 

multiple stakeholders with 

competing interests. Resolving 

conflicts often requires strategic 

negotiation and long-term cultural 

change initiatives (Larson & 

Christensen, 1993). 

iii. Conflict in Startups versus Established 

Corporations 

In painstaking juxtaposition, conflict 

in startups versus established corporations is 

succinctly discussed below considering 

sacrosanct parameter of conflict in a going 

concern 

1. Causes of Conflict 

Startups 

In startups, conflicts often arise from 

the inherent ambiguity and volatility typical 

of early-stage companies. Roles are usually 

not well-defined, with founders and early 

employees juggling multiple responsibilities. 

This lack of clarity can cause disagreements 

over task ownership and accountability. 
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Additionally, limited resources such as 

funding, time, and personnel intensify 

competition and stress within the team, 

fueling conflicts. Divergent visions among 

founders or disagreements about strategic 

direction—such as product development 

priorities or market approach—are also 

frequent sources of tension (Ensley et al., 

2002). Furthermore, equity splits and 

compensation can create personal conflicts, 

especially if expectations are misaligned. 

 

Established Corporations 

Conversely, conflicts in established 

corporations largely stem from the 

complexity of organizational structure and 

formalized processes. Hierarchies create 

power dynamics where managers and 

departments compete for control, resources, 

and influence. Interdepartmental rivalries 

are common, as each unit pursues its own 

goals, sometimes at odds with others—for 

instance, sales pushing for faster delivery 

while operations emphasize quality control 

(Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). Additionally, 

resistance to organizational change is a 

major cause of conflict, as employees may 

feel threatened by new technologies, 

restructurings, or policy shifts. Cultural 

differences and communication breakdowns 

in large, diverse workforces also contribute 

to relational tensions. 

2. Nature and Dynamics of Conflict 

Startups 

Conflicts in startups tend to be more 

personal and intense due to the small size of 

the team and close interpersonal 

relationships. Because teams are lean, 

disagreements can quickly affect the entire 

group’s morale and cohesion. However, the 

fluid and flexible nature of startups often 

means conflicts can be resolved swiftly if 

there is open communication and strong 

leadership. The informal environment 

allows for rapid shifts in roles and 

responsibilities, which can help the team 

adapt and resolve misunderstandings 

quickly. That said, unresolved conflicts can 

escalate rapidly and threaten the viability of 

the startup given the limited buffer for 

disruption. 

 

Established Corporations 

In established corporations, conflicts 

are typically more complex and layered. The 

presence of multiple management levels and 

formal processes often causes conflicts to 

become institutionalized or bureaucratic. 

These conflicts may persist longer and 

involve more stakeholders, making 

resolution slower and more challenging. 

Because communication channels can be 

rigid, misunderstandings and tensions may 

fester. Power struggles or political 

maneuvering can exacerbate conflicts, 

creating environments where employees 

may disengage or become less collaborative. 

Yet, the structured nature also provides 

clarity in roles, which can prevent some 

conflicts from arising in the first place. 

3. Conflict Management Approaches 

Startups 

Most startups lack formal human 

resources departments or established conflict 
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resolution policies. Conflict management is 

typically informal and reactive, relying on 

founders’ leadership style and personal 

relationships within the team. This can work 

in early stages when the team is small and 

closely bonded, but as the company scales, 

the absence of structured conflict 

management may result in unresolved 

disputes, lowered morale, or even the 

departure of key talent (De Dreu 

&Weingart, 2003; DeChurch, Mesmer-

Magnus & Doty, 2019). The pressure to 

perform quickly can sometimes lead 

founders to avoid addressing conflicts 

openly, which risks deeper problems later. 

 

Established Corporations 

Large corporations usually have 

formalized systems for managing conflict, 

including HR policies, grievance 

procedures, and trained mediators or 

ombudsmen. These mechanisms can help 

ensure disputes are handled fairly and 

transparently. However, the bureaucracy 

involved may slow down the resolution 

process, leading to employee frustration. 

Additionally, formal procedures may 

discourage spontaneous or informal 

communication that could otherwise resolve 

conflicts before escalation. The challenge 

for established firms is to balance the need 

for formal conflict resolution with 

maintaining a culture that encourages 

openness and collaboration. 

 

4. Effects and Organizational Impact 

Startups 

Conflict in startups is a double-edged 

sword. On one hand, task-related conflict—

disagreements over ideas, strategies, or 

goals—can stimulate creativity, innovation, 

and critical thinking, which are vital for 

startup success. Constructive conflict helps 

clarify roles and improve decision-making. 

On the other hand, relationship conflict or 

unresolved disputes can be especially 

damaging in the small, high-pressure 

environment of startups. Such conflict risks 

fragmenting the team, reducing motivation, 

and deterring investors or partners. Because 

startups have limited resources and fragile 

structures, even minor conflicts can threaten 

survival. 

 

Established Corporations 

In established corporations, conflicts 

can reduce employee productivity, increase 

absenteeism, and foster a toxic work 

environment if poorly managed. 

Interdepartmental and political conflicts can 

inhibit collaboration and knowledge sharing, 

undermining organizational efficiency. 

Howeverwhen managed properly, conflict 

can be a catalyst for positive change, 

prompting improvements in policies, 

processes, and organizational culture. Large 

organizations also have the resilience to 

absorb conflict-related disruptions better 

than startups, although prolonged or deep-

seated conflict can still harm performance 

and reputation. 



Bayero Journal of African Entrepreneurship Studies                 Volume 7, Number 2 December, 2025 

 

528 
 

C. Conflict Resolution in Matrix Versus 

Hierarchical Organizational Structure 

i. Conflict Resolution in Matrix 

Organizational Structure 

The matrix organizational structure 

is designed to improve flexibility and 

responsiveness by combining two chains of 

command — typically functional 

departments and project or product teams 

(Davis & Lawrence, 1978). While this 

structure promotes efficient resource use and 

facilitates communication across functions, 

it inherently generates a higher level of 

conflict than traditional hierarchical 

structures. This conflict primarily stems 

from dual authority relationships, unclear 

reporting lines, and competing priorities 

(Ford & Randolph, 1992). 

 

Sources of Conflict in Matrix Structures 

1. Dual Reporting and Role Ambiguity: 

Employees in a matrix structure 

often report to two managers: a 

functional manager responsible for 

technical expertise and a project 

manager focused on specific 

deliverables. This dual reporting can 

cause confusion and conflicting 

instructions, leading to interpersonal 

friction (Galbraith, 2009). When 

roles are not clearly defined, 

employees may struggle to prioritize 

tasks or may receive contradictory 

demands, intensifying stress and 

dissatisfaction. 

2. Resource Allocation Conflicts: Since 

resources such as personnel, budget, 

and equipment are shared across 

projects and functions, managers 

may compete for these limited assets. 

This competition can create tension, 

particularly if one manager perceives 

another as having preferential access 

or unfair influence (Ford & 

Randolph, 1992). 

3. Power Struggles and Authority 

Conflicts: The ambiguity about who 

holds final decision-making power 

often leads to disputes between 

functional and project managers. 

Each may have legitimate claims 

over certain aspects of an 

employee’s work, creating a power 

struggle that can undermine 

cooperation (Davis & Lawrence, 

1978). 

 

Conflict Resolution Strategies 

To mitigate these challenges, 

organizations adopt various conflict 

resolution approaches tailored to the matrix 

context: 

1. Clarification of Roles and 

Responsibilities: Clear and formal 

documentation of roles, 

responsibilities, and authority limits 

helps reduce uncertainty. Galbraith 

(2009) emphasizes that organizations 

should define who makes which 

decisions, how conflicts should be 

escalated, and establish protocols for 

managing workload prioritization. 

This clarity helps employees 

understand expectations and reduces 

the likelihood of conflicting orders. 
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2. Enhanced Communication and 

Coordination Mechanisms: Frequent 

communication between functional 

and project managers is vital to align 

objectives and resource demands. 

Scheduled coordination meetings 

and shared performance goals foster 

transparency and collective problem-

solving (Kerzner, 2017). 

Additionally, open communication 

encourages early identification of 

conflicts, allowing prompt resolution 

before issues escalate. 

3. Conflict Management Training and 

Development: Training managers 

and employees in conflict resolution 

techniques—such as negotiation, 

mediation, and collaborative 

problem-solving—builds their 

capacity to handle disagreements 

constructively. Thomas and 

Kilmann’s (1974) conflict mode 

instrument highlights the importance 

of selecting appropriate conflict-

handling styles based on the 

situation, ranging from competing to 

collaborating approaches. 

4. Use of Integrating Roles and Teams: 

Matrix organizations often appoint 

integrators or liaison roles who 

bridge gaps between functions and 

projects. These integrators 

coordinate activities, resolve 

disputes, and ensure alignment of 

goals (Davis & Lawrence, 1978). 

Cross-functional teams and steering 

committees also serve as platforms 

for joint decision-making, 

minimizing unilateral actions that 

may cause conflicts. 

5. Supportive Leadership and Culture: 

Leaders play a critical role in setting 

the tone for conflict resolution. A 

culture that views conflict as an 

opportunity for innovation rather 

than a threat encourages openness 

and collaboration. Top management 

must model cooperative behavior, 

endorse transparent conflict 

resolution processes, and reward 

teamwork to foster trust and reduce 

adversarial attitudes (Galbraith, 

2009). 

6. Formal Conflict Resolution Policies: 

Implementing formal policies and 

procedures for conflict resolution, 

including grievance mechanisms, 

arbitration, and escalation paths, 

provides a structured way to manage 

serious conflicts that cannot be 

resolved informally (Kerzner, 2017). 

ii. Conflict Resolution in Hierarchical 

Organizational Structure 

A hierarchical organizational 

structure is a traditional system of 

management where authority and 

responsibilities are clearly defined and flow 

from the top levels of management 

downward (Robbins & Judge, 2019). It is 

prevalent in both public and private sector 

institutions due to its clarity, formal 

authority lines, and organized decision-

making. However, the very nature of this 

structure can generate specific types of 
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organizational conflict that require 

deliberate resolution mechanisms. 

Sources of Conflict in Hierarchical 

Structures 

1. Power Distance and Authority Misuse 

Power distance refers to the extent to which 

less powerful members of organizations 

accept unequal power distribution 

(Hofstede, 2001). In hierarchical structures, 

high power distance often leads to 

authoritarian leadership, where superiors 

may exert excessive control and 

subordinates may feel intimidated or 

oppressed. This imbalance can foster 

resentment, passive resistance, or even open 

defiance, especially when subordinates feel 

undervalued or excluded from decisions that 

affect them (Mintzberg, 1983). 

2. Communication Breakdown 

The multi-layered nature of hierarchical 

organizations can obstruct effective 

communication. As messages are passed 

through different levels, they may be altered, 

delayed, or misunderstood, resulting in 

misalignment of goals and misinterpretation 

of instructions (Luthans, 2011). The lack of 

timely feedback from lower levels can 

prevent managers from identifying and 

resolving emerging issues before they 

escalate. 

3. Bureaucratic Rigidity and Resistance to 

Change 

Hierarchical organizations are often 

bureaucratic, with strict adherence to 

procedures, protocols, and job roles. While 

this supports order and predictability, it can 

also create inflexibility, stifling creativity 

and innovation. Employees may experience 

conflict when they seek to introduce new 

ideas or when procedural rigidity interferes 

with performance or job satisfaction (Daft, 

2016). 

4. Lack of Employee Participation and 

Voice 

Employees in lower tiers may feel 

disengaged when decisions are made 

without their input. This top-down approach 

can create an ―us versus them‖ mentality 

and breed dissatisfaction, particularly when 

policies or directives seem disconnected 

from ground realities (Robbins & Judge, 

2019). 

Conflict Resolution Strategies in 

Hierarchical Organizations 

To manage conflict effectively within a 

hierarchical system, organizations can adopt 

a mix of structural, interpersonal, and 

cultural strategies: 

1. Enhancing Communication Flow 

Establishing structured yet open 

communication systems can reduce 

misunderstandings. Encouraging bottom-up 

feedback through regular team meetings, 

anonymous suggestion systems, and staff 

surveys empowers employees to share 

concerns safely and constructively (Daft, 

2016). Managers must also improve 

listening skills and ensure transparency in 

communication. 

2. Empowering Middle Management as 

Mediators 

Middle managers serve as critical links 

between senior leaders and frontline 

employees. When adequately trained in 
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conflict resolution and leadership, they can 

mediate disputes, interpret policies, and 

ensure that employees’ perspectives are 

communicated upwards (Luthans, 2011). 

This bridging function fosters trust and 

cohesion. 

3. Developing a Formal Grievance and 

Redress Mechanism 

Hierarchical organizations benefit from 

having structured procedures to address 

grievances. A formal system ensures that 

complaints are addressed fairly and without 

fear of retribution. These systems should 

include clear steps for filing, investigating, 

mediating, and resolving conflicts 

(Mintzberg, 1983). 

4. Conflict Resolution and Emotional 

Intelligence Training 

Training programs that focus on negotiation, 

mediation, and emotional intelligence 

enhance the ability of leaders to identify the 

roots of conflict and resolve them 

constructively. Emotional intelligence helps 

leaders remain empathetic, self-aware, and 

composed in tense situations (Goleman, 

1998). Leaders who manage their emotions 

and understand others’ feelings are more 

effective in de-escalating conflicts. 

5. Encouraging Participatory Decision-

Making 

Although decision-making in hierarchical 

structures is typically centralized, selectively 

involving employees in planning and 

problem-solving can increase commitment 

and reduce resistance. This shared 

governance model, even on minor issues, 

can mitigate feelings of alienation and build 

a more inclusive culture (Robbins & Judge, 

2019). 

6. Encouraging a Culture of Respect and 

Feedback 

A hierarchical structure should not preclude 

a culture of mutual respect. Organizations 

should promote core values such as dignity, 

fairness, and accountability. Regular 

performance reviews, open-door policies, 

and recognition of contributions help 

reinforce positive behaviors and reduce 

interpersonal tensions (Daft, 2016). 

 

Managing Conflict for Effective and 

Sustainable Outcomes 

Conflict is an inevitable aspect of 

human interaction and organizational life. 

Wherever individuals or groups with diverse 

backgrounds, interests, values, and 

expectations interact, disagreements are 

bound to arise. Conflict may occur in 

families, workplaces, educational 

institutions, communities, and even at 

national and international levels. Although 

conflict is often perceived as negative and 

disruptive, contemporary management and 

organizational studies recognize that 

conflict, when properly managed, can be 

constructive and beneficial (Robbins & 

Judge, 2017). The challenge, therefore, is 

not to eliminate conflict entirely, but to 

manage it effectively in order to achieve 

positive and sustainable outcomes. 

Effective conflict management 

begins with a clear understanding of the 

nature and causes of conflict. Conflicts may 

arise from poor communication, competition 

for scarce resources, unclear roles and 
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responsibilities, personality differences, 

power struggles, or differences in values and 

beliefs (De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008). 

Identifying the root cause of a conflict is 

essential because addressing surface-level 

symptoms without tackling underlying 

issues often leads to recurring disputes. 

Managers and individuals involved must 

distinguish between task-related conflicts, 

which may enhance creativity and decision-

making, and relationship conflicts, which 

often generate hostility and reduce 

cooperation (Jehn, 1995). Proper diagnosis 

therefore provides a solid foundation for 

selecting appropriate conflict management 

strategies. 

 

One of the most important 

approaches to managing conflict is 

promoting open and effective 

communication. Many conflicts escalate due 

to misunderstandings, assumptions, or lack 

of clear information. Open communication 

allows parties to express their concerns, 

needs, and expectations honestly while 

listening actively to others (Thomas, 1992). 

Effective communication involves empathy, 

respect, and clarity, as well as the avoidance 

of aggressive or accusatory language. The 

use of ―I‖ statements rather than ―you‖ 

statements helps reduce defensiveness and 

fosters constructive dialogue (Fisher, Ury, & 

Patton, 2011). When individuals feel heard 

and respected, tensions are reduced and trust 

is strengthened, creating an environment 

conducive to conflict resolution. 

 

Another key aspect of conflict 

management is the adoption of appropriate 

conflict-handling styles. Scholars commonly 

identify five major styles of handling 

conflict: avoiding, accommodating, 

competing, compromising, and collaborating 

(Thomas & Kilmann, 1974). Avoiding may 

be suitable when the issue is trivial or when 

emotions are too intense for productive 

discussion. Accommodating is useful when 

preserving relationships is more important 

than winning an argument. Competing may 

be necessary in emergency situations or 

when quick, decisive action is required. 

Compromising allows each party to give up 

something in order to reach a middle 

ground, while collaborating seeks a win–win 

solution that satisfies the interests of all 

parties involved. Among these styles, 

collaboration is widely regarded as the most 

effective for long-term conflict management 

because it addresses underlying interests 

rather than superficial positions (Robbins & 

Judge, 2017). 

 

Focusing on interests rather than 

positions is another critical strategy in 

managing conflict effectively. Positions 

represent what parties demand, while 

interests reflect the underlying needs, fears, 

and motivations driving those demands 

(Fisher et al., 2011). For example, a conflict 

over promotion may appear to be about 

status, but the real interests could include 

recognition, job security, or career 

advancement. By uncovering and addressing 

these deeper interests, conflicting parties can 

generate creative solutions that meet mutual 
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needs. This interest-based approach 

encourages cooperation, mutual respect, and 

problem-solving rather than confrontation. 

 

In situations where conflicts become 

intense or unmanageable, the involvement of 

neutral third parties is often necessary. 

Mediators, arbitrators, supervisors, human 

resource managers, or respected community 

leaders can facilitate dialogue and help 

parties reach fair and balanced agreements 

(Bercovitch & Jackson, 2009). The 

effectiveness of third-party intervention 

depends on neutrality, confidentiality, and 

fairness. Such interventions prevent 

conflicts from escalating into destructive 

confrontations and help restore trust and 

cooperation among parties. 

 

Emotional intelligence also plays a 

vital role in conflict management. 

Individuals who possess high emotional 

intelligence are better able to recognize and 

regulate their own emotions, understand the 

emotions of others, and respond 

appropriately under pressure (Goleman, 

1998). Managing emotions such as anger, 

frustration, or resentment is essential for 

preventing conflicts from escalating. 

Empathy, patience, and self-control enable 

individuals to approach conflicts calmly and 

rationally, thereby increasing the likelihood 

of constructive outcomes. 

 

Finally, effective conflict 

management involves learning from conflict 

and implementing preventive measures. 

Once a conflict has been resolved, 

organizations and individuals should reflect 

on the lessons learned and take steps to 

prevent similar issues in the future. This 

may include improving communication 

channels, clarifying roles and 

responsibilities, revising policies, and 

providing training in conflict management 

and interpersonal skills (Rahim, 2011). 

Creating a culture that encourages dialogue, 

fairness, and mutual respect reduces the 

frequency and intensity of conflicts over 

time. 

In conclusion, conflict is an 

unavoidable part of human and 

organizational interaction, but it does not 

have to be destructive. When managed 

effectively through proper understanding, 

open communication, appropriate conflict-

handling styles, emotional intelligence, and 

fair resolution mechanisms, conflict can lead 

to improved relationships, better decision-

making, and organizational growth. 

Effective conflict management transforms 

disagreement into an opportunity for 

learning, innovation, and sustainable 

development. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has explored carefully the 

typologies of conflict in business settings 

and an understanding of such is critical for 

cultivating adaptive and resilient 

organizations. Task-oriented, relational, 

procedural, or values-driven conflicts 

present unique challenges and require 

context-specific responses as the study has 

revealed. Language plays a significant role 

which is central to all conflicts as it both 



Bayero Journal of African Entrepreneurship Studies                 Volume 7, Number 2 December, 2025 

 

534 
 

communicates and constructs the reality of 

conflict. It is a medium through which 

individuals express dissent, negotiate 

solutions, and navigate organizational 

hierarchies. Wrong use of language could 

lead to miscommunication, which could 

heighten tensions, while mindful and ethical 

communication can foster clarity, respect, 

and resolution. When conflict is managed 

well in hierarchical systems, organizations 

benefit from improved employee job 

satisfaction, reduced absenteeism, improved 

turnover, enhanced collaboration across 

departments, increased trust in leadership 

including stable and cohesive organizational 

culture. Organizations should therefore 

invest in soft skills like linguistic 

competence and communication training as 

it is a necessity. Integrating linguistic 

insights into conflict management strategies 

in diverse and complex business landscapes 

could be a fertile ground for research and 

this study suggests this need. 
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