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Preface

This PhD is structured as an article-based thesis. This means that it consists of a ‘frame’ and
three separate articles that are written for publication in three separate journals. Additionally |
have presented elements from the articles in different forums.

Chapter 6 ‘Conflict and Sensemaking Frameworks in Nonprofit Organisations: An Analysis of
the Social Meanings of Conflict’ has been accepted for publication by Nonprofit and Voluntary

Sector Quarterly.

Chapter 7 “‘Exploring how Conflict Management Training Changes Workplace Conflict: A
Qualitative Case Study, has been published in Journal of Conflictology, Vol. 3 (1), pp. 7-17. An
abbreviated version of the chapter’s focus on effects of the training intervention entitled
‘Exploring how Conflict Management Training Works’ has been presented at the International
Conference on Communication and Conflict, Prague, Czech Republic, November 2011 and has

been published in a conference e-book.

Chapter 8 ‘A Researcher’s Tale: How doing Conflict Research Shapes Research about Conflict’
has been accepted for publication by Qualitative research in Organisations and Management —
An International Journal. An abbreviated version of the chapter’s focus on ethics and researcher
reflexivity entitled ‘How Come we Never Discuss Ambiguities in Organisational Conflict
Research?’ has been presented by invitation in the symposium on Reflexivity and Crafting
Research Narratives at the 2012 Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management, Boston,
Massachusetts, 2-7 August 2012.

To integrate the different parts of the thesis into a meaningful whole, the thesis comprise a
common frame that sets the scene for the study and ends with a shared conclusion that outline its

contribution.
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Introduction

This study is about everyday conflicts that occur at work; how meaning and action
interact in processes of handling those organisational conflicts that arise naturally in daily life
when people meet in social interactions. | approach the phenomenon of conflict by exploring
those social processes of organisational sensemaking that arise when conflicts occur in a
nonprofit organisation, my own processes of sensemaking of the research process about conflict,
and conflict research literature’s sensemaking of the concept of conflict. In this study, I basically
aim to understand conflict at work and understand research about conflict at work. Below |
introduce this study’s topic of conflict and sensemaking more thoroughly and I situate the study
within the field of conflict research. I then pose the study’s research questions and outline the

contribution of the study. | end this chapter by outlining the rest of the thesis.

Conflict and sensemaking

Weick argues that “[t]he basic idea of sensemaking is that reality is an ongoing
accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what
occurs” (Weick, 1993, p. 635). This process often becomes obvious in organisations when staff
and management confront issues, events, and actions that are surprising or confusing (Weick,
1995a). Accordingly, sensemaking is conceptualised as a process of social construction where
individuals attempt to interpret and explain sets of cues, or signals from their environments
(Maitlis, 2005). However, the term can also be applied to the craft of research as sensemaking,
in which researchers as sensemakers actively analyse the empirical material and generate
representations of how reality is (Czarniawska, 1998; Weick, 1995b). From this perspective, the
research process is regarded as the researcher’s sensemaking of an object of study and scientific
knowledge is regarded as a body of literature’s sensemaking of a phenomenon.

11



My attempt to apply a sensemaking perspective to conflict highlights two under-studied
dimensions of conflict at work: First, few studies have explained how sensemaking plays a
critical role in the way staff and management experience and act out conflicts at work. Second,
only a few scholars have formally engaged in conceptualising conflict; an examination of the
dominant assumptions of the theoretical domain of organisational conflict from a sensemaking
perspective reveals that the concept of conflict in the majority of conflict research is taken for
granted.

As with any research project, the story of this study begins with the decision to
investigate a particular topic. My decision sprang from an interest in how interventions made
through conflict management training affected conflict in organisations. Could staff and
management’s participation in conflict management training change the ways that they dealt
with conflict — and if so, how would these changes affect conflict at work? My decision to
investigate how training in conflict management works was also an attempt to fill what I thought
was an interesting void in conflict research literature: Very few studies of conflict management
training interventions exist and virtually no studies concentrate on the effect that conflict
management training may have on the workplace itself, although a slew of this kind of training
is readily available from a variety of sources. With this as the starting point, the study employed
a before-and-after research design. | structured the study to obtain longitudinal empirical
material in order to compare effects before and after the training intervention. However, as my
empiricist’s perspective on conflict unfolded throughout the longitudinal fieldwork, my attention
was drawn to understanding the dynamics of conflict and conflict handling in their complexities
and was thereby not entirely fixated on answering the question of how conflict management
training works.

My desire to understand the dynamics of conflict as they unfold at work was set off by
how conflicts were addressed in the empirical setting itself - a nonprofit organisation, which |
will refer to by the pseudonym of NGO Plus:

Initially I was told, that conflict at NGO Plus was absent, which | later came to recognise
as a taboo in the sense that the existence of conflict was routinely denied in the organisation.
Rather, people would praise the sense of community in the organisation and emphasise their co-
workers’ support of each other. Many saw their job as a privilege and talked about collaboration
as being virtually conflict-free. It was not that steps were taken to avoid conflict in this
organisation — conflict, | was told, just did not happen. Many staff members would deny any

knowledge of conflict occurring between individuals and would emphasise their surprise at how
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few conflicts they actually experienced in this job. Members of management described the
management group as “a space free from conflict” and it was repeatedly highlighted that
working relationships among staff were comfortable and harmonious. When staff and
management did talk about “issues’ or ‘situations’ at work, they often said, “we’ve got this, well
not conflict, but problem because ...” And when asked directly about experiences with conflict,
people would often say that they did not always perceive less successful collaboration as
conflict. The taboo surrounding conflict meant that there was not an outspoken need at NGO
Plus to receive training in conflict management. Since conflict was not a way to conceptualise
social problems in the organisation, why would they be interested in learning conflict
management? Nevertheless, that was exactly what they signed up for.

The way that conflicts were addressed at NGO Plus struck me as rather peculiar. | was
puzzled by how to make sense of this, because, although the opportunity to research this
particular organisation was serendipitous, it proved to be a very contradictory place in which to
undertake a study about conflict at work since conflict played an important, albeit implicit role
in the organisation’s mission. NGO Plus’ core purpose is to create social change for
marginalised groups in developing countries. The organisation works in a number of ways to
promote respect for citizens’ rights and to support civil society’s participation in reforming
government and developing democracy. Its exclusive deployment of bottom-up approaches
reflects the organisation’s belief in social change being attained from below. However, history
has repeatedly shown that the process of enabling marginalised groups to challenge those in
power is rarely accomplished without conflict. Hence, the role of ‘breathing the fire’ constitutes
an important implication of the organisation’s doings. Given that conflict profoundly constitutes
NGO Plus’ reason for being in the world, one would expect that an organisation like this would
deal with internal conflicts in exemplary and role modelling ways. However, surprisingly, for
me at least, conflicts within the organisation were a taboo in the sense that their existence was
feared and denied.

If an organisation, which fundamentally relies on creating and fuelling conflict in order
to attain social change nonetheless denies that conflicts occur internally, how can one expect
other organisations to properly address and deal with conflict? Kolb and Bartunek (1992) and
De Dreu and van Vianen (2001), reviewing qualitative and quantitative analyses of conflict at
work, conclude that avoidance appears to be the most frequent response to conflict situations.
NGO Plus, like other organisations, also used an avoidance strategy in response, which makes

this empirical study interesting beyond its immediate context. However, before digging into the
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full story of conflict at NGO Plus, | need to situate this study within the field of conflict research
literature. | therefore begin by walking through what we know so far about conflict in

organisations.

What do we know about conflict in organisations?

The conflict research literature is mountainous and very diverse. The literature’s
extensiveness has been explained by the fact that conflict always has been with us and that
people have been writing about it since early literate times (Wall & Callister, 1995).
Traditionally, most academic contributions to conflict theory have come from philosophy,
political theory, and sociology, but today conflict researchers come from various disciplines
such as psychology, anthropology, communication studies, organisation studies, as well as
political theory, sociology and philosophy. The field of organisational conflict has a long
tradition with crossovers to decision-making, organisational culture, organisational
development, and leadership studies.

The abundance of historical literature on conflict has mainly dealt with controlling,
avoiding, and eliminating social conflict. Classical philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle
shared an interest in conflict based on the need to maintain order in a society. Both Plato and
Aristotle assigned conflict a pathological status: viewing it as a threat to the success of the state
and argued that the state should be responsible for keeping conflict to an absolute minimum
(Shipka, 1969, cited in Rahim, 2000). More recently, seventeenth-century social contract
theorists, such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, were to suggest that government should
control conflict so as to establish order in social relations (Rahim, 2000). It was not until the
nineteenth century that major philosophical contributions by particularly Hegel and Karl Marx
inspired considerable attention towards a more functional view of conflict.

Below, I review modern conflict research; that is, research from the 1950s and onwards.
To introduce this very large and dynamic field adequately, 1 focus on three main shifts in
conflict research literature that have characterized our knowledge about conflict in organisations
over the past six decades. Barley (1991), Morrill (1989), and Wall and Callister (1995) have
independently identified some of the main movements within the field. While the first shift
embraced a functional view of organisational conflict, which emphasised how conflict could be

a productive force rather than a breakdown in organisational harmony, the second shift was a
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break from normative ideas about how conflict should be managed because researchers began
studying de facto management of conflict. The third shift called attention to the continual
existence of conflict in organisational life and moved beyond the traditional view of conflict as
dyadic interactions. The current study is situated within the stream of research spurred by the
third shift in conflict research, specifically, studies that have an interpretative approach to
conflict. With its focus on conflict and sensemaking, the current study attempts to make an
empirical contribution to interpretative research in conflict.

The three shifts have occurred separately and they do not follow each other in three
consecutive time periods. Each of them can be identified over periods of several decades.
Although there is no direct coupling between the three shifts, they carry considerable overlap.
Essentially they must be viewed as different but concurrent streams within the field of conflict
research. For each of the three shifts, | present the status quo in mainstream conflict research
from which the critique emerged. | then unfold the critique that provoked each of the three
shifts, and finally | describe how the three shifts broadened the nature and scope of conflict
research.

From a view of conflict as dysfunctional to a view of conflict as constructive

A general consensus in conflict literature identifies the first shift in conflict research,
which moved away from viewing conflict as dysfunctions — that is, as breaches of harmony in
organisational life — to viewing conflict as being potentially constructive or even productive if
the right kind of conflict occurred and was handled correctly.

Early works on conflict largely regarded conflict as a dysfunctional phenomenon. There
was a tendency to regard conflict as “altogether bad” (Fink, 1968, p. 445), as “a breakdown in
standard mechanisms of decision-making” (March & Simon, 1958, p. 112), and “as basically
different from ‘co-operation’” (Mack & Snyder, 1957, p. 212). In fact, because conflict was
often depicted as part of a conflict-cooperation dichotomy, where one is defined in terms of the
absence of the other, conflict situations were best kept under control through elimination (Mack
& Snyder, 1957).

In spite of this early tendency to view conflict as dysfunctions, more and more
researchers began pointing to the positive dynamics and consequences of conflict. Starting with
Coser, who in 1956 published his now classic book on the Functions of Social Conflict (1956) in
which he contended that conflict is not always socially destructive but rather an essential
mechanism in the positive evolution of society, theorists such as Pondy (1967) and Thomas
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(1976) contributed to a changing view of conflict in organisations. For example, Pondy (1967)
argued that conflict is neither good nor bad; it must be assessed in terms of its individual and
organisational functions and dysfunctions. And Thomas (1976) contended that conflict can
contribute to the stimulation and production of ideas in an organisation and foster internal
cohesiveness among groups, thereby viewing conflict as being potentially constructive or even
productive. Inspired by Thomas, much research began to distinguish between dysfunctional
conflict and constructive conflict. This has led to the establishment of a conflict typology
framework, which identifies task and relationship conflict. While task-related conflict concerns
work procedures and the allocation of resources, relationship conflict involves values and
interpersonal style (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005).

Generally task conflict is considered less threatening to one's personal identity and
involves fewer negative emotions. More importantly, task conflict is agreed to motivate team
members to search for optimal decisions and solutions (Amason & Schweiger, 1997; De Dreu &
Weingart, 2003; De Dreu, Harinck, & Van Vianen, 1999; Jehn, 1997) and research, particularly
by Jehn (1995; 2001) suggests that moderate levels of task conflict can be constructive because
they stimulate discussions that may help groups perform better. Task conflict is therefore more
likely to be constructive (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005; De Dreu & Van de Vliert, 1997; Jehn &
Mannix, 2001) due to its ability to enhance decision-making quality, individual creativity, and
work-team effectiveness (Jehn, 1994; Jehn, 1995; Tjosvold, 1991). Relationship conflict on the
other hand, is seen to interfere with performing tasks (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1995;
1997; Murnighan & Conlon, 1991) and especially poorly managed relationship conflict is
regarded to have worse negative long-term consequences for individual health and well-being
than task conflict (De Dreu, van Dierendonck, & Dijkstra, 2004).

Thus task conflict is commonly viewed as constructive conflict, while relationship
conflict is viewed as dysfunctional conflict. The development of the conflict typology
framework has led to further research on how to reduce those conflicts that hurt the organisation
and how to stimulate those conflicts considered productive and beneficial for the organisation,
including increased performance, creativity, and innovation.

This first shift occurred when conflict researchers no longer regarded conflict to be only
a dysfunctional breakdown in organisational harmony. Instead they embraced a constructive,
functional view of organisational conflict that emphasised that conflict could be a productive
force in organisations. The second shift was a break from normative ideas about conflict

management because conflict researchers began to study real life management of conflict.
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From what should be done in conflict to what is done in conflict

Morrill (1989) and Wall and Callister (1995) identify the second shift in conflict
research, which moved away from an interest in normative prescriptions of what disputants
should do in conflict situations to research into how conflict is handled. By far the majority of
the normative school is inspired by Deutsch's theory of Cooperation and Competition (1949;
1973), the premises of which is that conflict include a blend of cooperative and competitive
motives and that takes a prescriptive approach to conflict, stressing cooperation and
collaboration. Normative prescriptions of what should be done in conflict include, for example,
that disputants should become aware of the causes and the effects of conflict (Deutsch, 1990;
Hocker & Wilmot, 1991), they should face the conflict by focusing on interpersonal dynamics
(Deutsch, 1990), they should avoid blaming each other (Kottler, 1994), and each should think
about the conflict from his own and the opponent’s position (Eiseman, 1978)and openly discuss
opposing views (Tjosvold, Dann, & Wong, 1992).

Wall and Callister (1995) point out that research into how conflict is handled initially
took off from the normative school and often confirmed that many disputants engage in the
prescriptions offered by the normative school. Additionally, Pruitt and Rubin (1986) noted that
disputants may approach conflict in a trial and error fashion, and Pinkley and Northcraft (1994)
observed that disputants may interpret conflict in a variety of ways. Murnighan and Conlon
(1991) also found that interpretations, together with many other factors such as experiences,
culture, and goals, influence and underpin the disputants’ approaches to conflict management.
Coser (1967) and Kriesberg (1992), - moreover, observed that disputants sometimes resorted to
violence.

As pointed out by Van de Vliert and Prein (1989), early research into how conflict is
handled relied upon Deutsch's (1949) one-dimensional measure of conflict management, with
cooperation and competition designating the opposite poles. But in 1964, Blake and Mouton
developed their theory of leadership effectiveness, which proposed a graphic portrayal of
leadership styles through a managerial grid (Wall & Callister, 1995). The grid depicted two
dimensions of leader behaviour, “concern for production” and “concern for people” and became
a fundamental inspiration for researchers working with organisational issues. Within the field of
conflict management, the basic ideas of the grid theory were adopted and spurred the
developments of a two-dimensional measure of conflict management. Rahim (1986) later
redefined the two dimensions from the grid theory into “concern for self” versus “concern for
others”. These two orthogonal dimensions framing the five styles of personal conflict
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management have dominated research on conflict management (Wall & Callister, 1995).
Consequently, research into how conflict is handled is commonly characterized by numerous
descriptions of the disputants’ management options, almost exclusively psychologically
assessing their use of five specific conflict management styles: forcing/dominating, avoiding,
accommodation/obliging, problem solving and compromising.

Put briefly, the conflict management style of forcing, or dominating, occurs when one
party acts to achieve her/her own goals, which may be at the expense of the other party. Without
seeking to cooperate with the other party, this is the ‘win-lose’ approach. The conflict
management style of avoiding is when one simply avoids the issue, and the style of
accommodating, or obliging, is when one accommodates the other party’s interests often at
one’s own expense and actually works against one’s own desired outcomes. A problem solving
style is used when both parties pair up with each other to achieve each party’s goals. This style
is about breaking free from the ‘win-lose’ paradigm and focuses on ‘win-win’ solutions. By
contrast, a compromising conflict management style often creates a scenario where neither party
really achieves what he/she wants.

Wall and Callister (1995) count no less than eight instruments that have been developed
to measure these five conflict management styles, the considerable quantity of which shows that
many universities, business schools, and research institutes worldwide have adopted the conflict
management style typology framework. Conflict management instruments include those of
Lawrence and Lorsch (1967, cited in Wall & Callister, 1995), the CMS (Conflict Management
Survey) by Hall (1969, cited in Wall & Callister, 1995), the Conflict MODE Instrument by
Kilman and Thomas (1977), the OCCI (Organisational Communication Conflict Instrument) by
Putnam and Wilson (1982), ROCI-1I (Rahim Organisational Conflict Instrument Il) by Rahim
(1983), the ECI (Employee Conflict Inventory) by Renwick (1975), the CMMS (Conflict
Management Message Style) by Ross and DeWine (1982, cited in Wall & Callister, 1995), and
the inductively derived Conflict Instrument by Riggs (1983, cited in Wall & Callister, 1995).

Although the developments of these instruments took place several decades ago, many
research communities still consider these instruments to be the best way to examine how
disputants actually manage their conflicts. Wall and Callister (1995) argue that these devices’
popularity stems from their ability to consolidate a great number of techniques into
approximately five styles. But the authors also criticize the two-dimensional scope of these

instruments:
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“The use of a two-dimensional instrument has generated two-dimensional
thinking, and the discussion or investigation of five styles has conduced many
researchers into thinking these five are all-inclusive” (p. 539).

In attempts to move beyond the two-dimensional conceptualisation of disputants’ conflict
management styles, some conflict researchers began to view disputants’ conflict management
within the organisational context in which it occurred, which signalled the third shift in conflict
research.

The second shift broke away from normative ideas about how conflict should be
managed, as conflict researchers began to study the management of real life conflicts. For this
purpose, they developed instruments to measure styles of conflict management. The third shift
moved beyond the traditional view of conflict as dyadic interactions and embraced an

understanding of conflict as an intra-organisational phenomenon.

From interpersonal conflict to intra-organisational conflict

Morrill (1989) and Barley (1991), in particular, call attention to a third shift in conflict
research by emphasising how the focus of mainstream conflict research has now broadened. It
no longer focuses only on psychological functional analyses of the different types of conflict
and different styles of conflict management, which were emphasised by the first two shifts, but
now also includes studies that emphasise how social relations, organisational culture and
structure shape the forms that conflict and conflict management assume.

The majority of conflict research uses laboratory studies and survey instruments as the
main methodologies for researching conflict that occur between individuals or groups in
organisations, sometimes also defined as interpersonal conflict (Barki & Hartwick, 2004). In
particular, psychological studies of conflict have applied these methodologies to investigate
negotiation as a means for resolving conflict. While these approaches have clearly been
important for understanding specific aspects of conflict and conflict management, they explore
conflict primarily in dyadic interactions because they assume that all conflicts tend to follow
principles of interaction dynamics that are premised on the person-to-person dyad (Barley, 1991;
Clegg, Mikkelsen, & Sewell, 2012). Accordingly, the dyadic level of analysis represents all
organisational conflict.

Broadening of the scope of conflict research has stemmed from criticisms within the
field. Much of the criticism pertains to issues about how research that uses survey instruments
for measuring conflict management styles treat the individual as the sole benchmark for
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conceptualising conflict and for determining how the conflict will develop thereby excluding the
organisational context in which the conflicts occur (Knapp, Putnam, & Davis, 1988; Kuhn &
Poole, 2000; Somech, Desivilya, & Lidogoster, 2009; Womack, 1988). The criticism further
argues that when conflict is conceptualised as separate from the organisational context, the
conflict encountered by staff and management are defined as private problems that must be
resolved and managed individually; the organisation is not responsible (Bartunek, Kolb, &
Lewicki, 1992; Martin, 1992). Knapp et al. (1988) particularly contend that if we wish to
understand what happens during conflict interaction, then we must conceptualise and develop
methodologies for understanding person-situation interaction.

Barley (1991) further argues that since laboratory experiments have long been the
dominant method of studying conflict, conflict research has largely focussed on the behaviour
and cognitive processes of disputants, which has tended to reinforce an asocial and
compartmentalized conception of conflict, because the participating disputants have no history
or future outside the confines of the experiments. Besides, real life conflicts rarely have clear
temporal boundaries. Rather, they tend to unfold as an ongoing series of skirmishes that
continually ebb and flow. Moreover, rational economic models in which the disputants are
expected to behave as a utility-maximizer, with little or no leeway to behave in ways that are
more representative of how they handle conflict in real life, inform the designs that are used in
experimental settings. Finally, much of the experimental literature is predominantly concerned
with individual cognition, in which the outcomes of conflict are assumed to arise from the way
the disputants’ process information. Accordingly, individual cognition is presumed to be
socially unconstrained not taking into account that people are members of groups whose beliefs
and values shape their behaviour and cognition (Barley, 1991).

Within the critique of the dominant psychological discipline of conflict studies, Barley
(1991) and Knapp et al. (1988) view conflict as more than an individual or interpersonal event.
Instead, they view conflict as a social and cultural phenomenon, where conflict behaviours are
shaped by context. Other scholars within the field of organisational conflict have similarly
argued that the context of a conflict is a critical variable in assessing conflict in organisations
and requires the examination of a variety of sources for conflict, for example, the allocation of
work between entities, power and resource distribution, rules, norms and values existing in the
organisational systems (King & Miles, 1990; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Morrill, 1989; Sheppard,
1992).
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In Wall and Callister’s (1995) review of the literature on the topic of organisational
conflict, the authors look at previous studies of conflict in organisations that include the role of
context and divide these studies into four groups. Each group has a distinct approach to the role
that context plays. The first group describes context as a setting of the conflict. Some
researchers describe this setting without mentioning how elements in that setting affect the
conflict. The second group looks at the independent variables in relation to the conflict, such as
complexity of the organisation’s tasks, interdependence of units, culture, and group norms. The
third group considers the field or environment in which the conflict is embedded. The fourth
group treats the context of the conflict on the structural level. The third and the fourth groups
indicate that conflicts take place at different levels and that impact factors reside at external
levels as well as within the primary level. Within these studies, the context is viewed as the field
in which conflicts are embedded, and environmental factors are considered to contribute to
conflict and influence conflict management strategies.

Within the domain of conflict research that critically assesses conflict as an intra-
organisational phenomenon, some researchers additionally emphasise that a focus on the social
processes of how conflict is recognized and made sense of, and handled within the
organisational system is equally important to our understanding of the strategies used in conflict
management (Barley, 1991; Kolb, 2008; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Kusztal, 2002; Putnam, 2004,
Van Maanen, 1992). This stream of conflict research views conflict as part of the social fabric of
organisations, thereby emphasising conflict as an intra-organisational phenomenon. Although as
early as 1976, Thomas stresses the role of cognition in shaping conflict behaviour, an
interpretative stream of conflict research was not developed until the late 1980s.

The interpretative stream in conflict research constitutes by no means a homogeneous,
unified field. In fact, a variety of interpretative frameworks are used to study conflict and
conflict management in organisations: analyses of discourses, for example, have been used to
demonstrate how intercommunity group identities are negotiated in conflict (Collier, 2009), how
discourse influences the enactment of tacit norms in conflict negotiations (Putnam, 2004), and
how discourse in use determines what conflicts arise in organisations and how they are
understood and managed (Kusztal, 2002). Analyses of interpretation processes in conflict have,
for example, shown that sensemaking is an important factor in determining which impact
disputes will have (Cloven & Roloff, 1991) and that social sensemaking with third parties is an
important dynamic in the process of managing conflict (Volkema, Farquhar, & Bergmann,

1996). Analyses of interpretation processes in conflict have moreover showed that people
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actively interpret conflict meanings through pre-existing cognitive structures whilst considering
the context of the conflict (Gray, Coleman, & Putnam, 2007), a process that has also been
termed as “conflict framing” (Brummans et al., 2008). Other studies with an interpretative
approach to conflict have shown that the meaning that individuals and groups make of a conflict
situation is influenced by the structural and culturally negotiated contexts within which an action
occurs (Bartunek et al., 1992; Friedman, 1992; Friedman & Berthoin Antal, 2005; Gadlin, 1994;
Kolb & McGinn, 2009).

The third shift emerged as researchers from other areas of organisational research
studied conflict in organisations and, based on their research experience, criticized the
predominant use of survey instruments and laboratory experiments in conflict research because
these methods maintained a view of conflict as a dyadic, asocial, and compartmentalized
phenomenon. The critics of mainstream conflict research have facilitated an understanding of
conflict as an intra-organisational phenomenon, which essentially means that conflict and the
forms it may take are shaped by the context in which it occurs.

I have now described how the field of conflict research has undergone the three major
shifts of (1) embracing a functional view of organisational conflict, which emphasised how
conflict can be a productive force rather than a organisational breakdown; (2) breaking from
normative ideas about conflict management as researchers began studying de facto management
of conflict; and, (3) moving beyond the traditional view of conflict as dyadic interactions and
conceptualising conflict as an intra-organisational phenomenon. The current study’s focus on
conflict and sensemaking situates it within a stream of research that has been inspired by the
third shift. Given this study’s display of how conflict is conceptualised in conflict research
literature and how staff and management experience and act out conflicts in a nonprofit
organisation, the current study constitutes an empirical contribution to the interpretative stream
of conflict research. Below | describe the study’s contribution in more detail and present the

three research questions that have guided the study.

From conflict typologies to conflict topography: the current study

As shown above, conflict research has become well established in the literature.
Although the three shifts have broadened the nature and scope of conflict research, the majority

of this research has remained thoroughly embedded in positivism with laboratory studies and
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survey instruments as the main methodologies for researching conflict. My review shows that a
main contribution of these methodologies to the field of organisational conflict has been the
developments of typologies to explain various aspects of conflict as phenomenon. From a
simple consultation of oxforddictionaries.com, we learn that ‘typology’ means “a classification
according to general type”. The main features of the predominant typologies of conflict are (1) a
conflict typology framework that categorizes conflict as to its content by distinguishing between
the generalized types of task conflict and relationship conflict, and (2) a conflict management
typology framework that categorizes conflict management as ways of responding to conflict by
distinguishing between five generalized styles of handling interpersonal conflict.

Much of conflict research has been designed to confirm the existence of these conflict
typologies using data that has been pre-categorized to fit the existing models. However, critics
have argued that the existing conflict typology frameworks reduce our understanding of conflict
in organisations. Kolb and Putnam (1992), for example, argue that conflict “has its roots in the
individual, social, organisational, and cultural relationships that overflow the existing
descriptive and normative topologies” (p. 315). The authors subsequently contend that what is
needed are different methods and theoretical frameworks to capture conflict dynamics in
organisations. In a similar vein, Barley (1991) calls attention to a common misconception about
the nature of conflict in organisations, shown by the tendency to separate conflict and conflict
resolution from the flow of daily organisational life and treat them as decontextualized events.
This ‘bracketing’ of conflict does not mean that scholars view conflict as rare or unfortunate;
rather, it means that conflicts are viewed as special cases to be treated in special ways. He
considers this bracketing of conflict to stem indirectly from developments within the discipline
itself, where social psychology has gained a dominant foothold in conflict research and where
the study of dyadic negotiations in laboratory settings has dominated developments in conflict
theory and practice.

Both Barley (1991) and Kolb and Putnam (1992) argue that we need to conduct studies
of conflict at the centre of everyday experience of organisations if we want to further develop
our understanding of conflict and from this deal with and potentially resolve conflict. The
authors point toward ethnography as a method that has much to offer in moving the field of

organisational conflict into new directions; they call attention for an ‘ethnography of disputing’.
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Developing a topography of conflict from the everyday experience at work

Inspired greatly by Barley (1991) and Kolb and Putnam (1992), I develop a topography

of conflict from my research into everyday conflict at work at NGO Plus. While the term
‘topography’ means “a detailed description or representation on a map of the physical features
of an area” (oxforddictionaries.com), my topography of conflict, inspired by a reading of

Geertz’ “thick description” (1973) of cultures, describes conflicts as they play out in the context
of everyday life in this particular organisation. | develop the topography of conflict in chapter 6-
8. Below I describe my foci for its development.

A topography of conflict displays conflict processes as they occur in the social
relationships of this particular organisational setting, rather than working with the generalized
classifications of conflict types and styles of conflict management, depicted by the conflict
typology frameworks, to establish causal relationships. Through detailed recordings of people’s
experiences in conflict at NGO Plus, including their motives and meanings and the situations
and contexts in which conflict occurs, the topography of conflict represents the processes of how
meaning and actions interact in conflict handling. By gaining access to the conceptual world of
NGO Plus in which these people work | capture the multiplicity of conceptual structures in
people’s interpretations of conflict and develop a topography of what these conflicts look like as
they unfold in practice.

Rather than working with pre-categorized data that fit the typology frameworks, |
welcome responses from the empirical field. Rather than decontextualizing conflict and conflict
handling from the ongoing flow of daily organisational life and fitting them into the typology
frameworks, I immerse myself in the empirical field to consider the local meaning-making in
conflict and relationship structures and their relation to actions taken in conflict. Thus, whereas
conflict typologies emphasise general categorisations of conflict and conflict management, a
topography of conflict contains narratives that show how conflict is given shape and definition
by specific everyday occurrences and becomes meaningful because of the social context in
which it occurs.

My development of a topography of conflict has been inspired by the idea in past
conflict research, that context is crucial when assessing conflict in organisations (see e.g. Gray
et al., 2007; Kolb & Bartunek, 1992; Sheppard, 1992). Context-based conflict research focuses
on the social relations, rules and values in the organisational systems as well as the
organisational culture and structure from which the conflict may arise. A topography of conflict
stresses the embeddedness of conflict developments in such contextual elements by displaying
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that how conflict is recognised and interpreted within the organisational system shapes how they
unfold in practices of conflict handling.

Moreover, in undertaking this study, | have been greatly inspired by what Barley (1991)
suggests as an ethnography of conflict processes. | therefore use interview and observational
methods to investigate conflicts and their ongoing management as they occurred in the routines
and mundane activities that made up daily life in the organisation. Over the course of a two-year
field study in a nonprofit organisation, | observed in-the-moment-conflicts and listened to
participants’ own accounts of their experiences with conflict. While traditional ethnography
tends to portray conflict as part of something else, this study applies the methodology of
ethnography to present a topography of organisational conflict that recognizes the central role of
the organisation in conflict activity. This means that | aim to capture the context-embedded
dynamics of conflict at work — that is, how conflict meanings play a role in the way conflicts are
experienced and acted out and how these dynamics are shaped by the context in which the
conflict occurs.

To capture these dynamics of conflict, | have adopted the theoretical framework of
‘sensemaking’ (Weick, 1995a; 2001) in this study. With a sensemaking perspective on
organisational conflict, 1 focus on how conflict, as a social phenomenon, plays out in
organisational cultures and group dynamics. Sensemaking theory belongs within the
interpretative sciences of organisation studies. As argued above, an interpretative approach to
studying organisational conflict is not new. Still, the application of Weick’s theory of
organisational sensemaking to the empirical phenomenon of conflict in organisations is only
seen in Kutzal (2002), where sensemaking theory, together with discourse theory, is applied to a
study of discourses in use in organisational conflict, and Brummans et al. (2008), who explicitly
used sensemaking theory as their main theoretical framework to capture how multiple parties in
intractable environmental disputes framed conflict situations. None of these studies, -however,
examined how participants acted out framings, or sensemaking of conflict, in actual conflict
situations, nor how the social and cultural context influenced the way the conflicts were framed,
played out, and were dealt with. Nor has repeated searches through the literature provided me
with conflict research that explicitly approach epistemological issues in defining and capturing
conflict.

The current study aims to address these limitations by inquiring into the sensemaking
activities in organisational conflict and how such sensemaking motivates engagements, actions,

and practices and by critically reflecting upon conceptions of conflict in conflict research
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literature and upon the enterprise of doing conflict research. Thus, with an aim to understand
conflict at work and understand research about conflict at work, |1 examine the following

research questions from a sensemaking perspective:

1) How is conflict conceptualised in conflict research literature?

2) How do staff and management experience and act out conflicts in the nonprofit
organisation of NGO Plus and how does changing conflict sensemaking affect conflict at

work?

3) What is my process of theorizing in conflict research?

The first research question is theoretical and contains my interpretation of conflict research
literature and my critiques. | answer this research question in chapter 1 and in particular in
chapter 2. The second research question is strictly empirical as it concerns showing how
conflicts are constructed and enacted in the organisational field. I deal with this research
question primarily in chapter 6 and chapter 7. The third research question is methodological and
contains the story of how I tried to make sense myself of the research experience and the
empirical material about conflicts that | gathered in the field. I answer this research question in
chapter 3 and chapter 8. In chapter 4, | elicit my theoretical perspective of sensemaking that
makes it possible to investigate the research questions stated above, and in chapter 5, | present
the empirical context of NGO Plus to provide the reader with a useful platform from which to
engage with the empirical analyses in chapter 6-8. In chapter 9, | summarise the contribution of
this study and draw out its implications.

The main contribution of this thesis to conflict research lies in its effort to understand
and portray conflicts as they play out in everyday organisational life and are given shape and
definition that are meaningful in the social context in which they occur. Thus, my primary
contribution is to show how conflicts are embedded in the structure of social relationships and to
show how this embeddedness shapes interpretations of and actions taken in conflict. This
portrayal of conflict leans towards Barley’s (1991) conception of conflict as a social or cultural
phenomenon.

As mentioned above, | apply Weick’s theoretical framework of organisational

sensemaking to develop this contribution. While Weick himself does not apply the framework
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of sensemaking to the study of conflict, approaching conflict from a sensemaking perspective
creates important insights into how conflicts are socially constructed and acted out in ways that
make sense in the actual setting where the conflicts occur. From a sensemaking perspective on
conflict at work, the focus is less on understanding how to reduce the level of conflict in the
workplace than it is on understanding the processes through which individuals and organisations
enact and make sense of conflict. Nevertheless, in terms of wanting to change, or resolve
conflict, I grant that there is much to learn from work concerned with understanding it. Although
I do not provide specific steps for how to change and possibly resolve conflict, I lean towards
Bartunek et al. (1992), who argue that the broadening of our understanding of conflict and
conflict handling in organisations may help practitioners to act from a more knowledgeable
base.

Another contribution of this thesis lies in its effort to display the different ways in which
different factions of conflict research conceptualise conflict. This contribution is primarily
theoretical because it aims to add to current thinking in conflict research by emphasising how
theoretical assumptions about what conflict is shape the knowledge production within the field.
Thus the aim of this contribution is to move the practice of conflict research towards a direction
that makes it more reflective in terms of what we talk about when we talk about conflict. This
leads to the final contribution of this thesis, which emphasises its reflective stand to the research
undertaking of studying organisational conflict. By displaying the methodological and ethical
dilemmas related to the process of doing conflict research, the methodological contribution,
together with the theoretical contribution, emphasises the construction of knowledge as an

activity of sensemaking aimed at developing scientific knowledge within an area of research.

Outline of thesis

This PhD thesis is structured in an article-based format. This means that the thesis
consists of two main parts — a frame (chapter 1-5 + 9) containing chapters that each focus on
particular aspects of the study as is usually the case in the monograph format and three
analytical chapters (chapter 6-8) comprising journal articles in various stages of the publication
process. Given this format | grant that that some repetition appears in the thesis; this is a by-
product of the chosen form.

217



Chapter 1 is an introduction to the study and presents an overview of conflict research
literature. In this chapter | also situate the current study within the existing research field of
organisational conflict. Chapter 2 contains an additional examination of the theoretical domain
of organisational conflict, but in this chapter I review the theoretical positions on conflict found
in the literature and juxtapose those positions with how different areas of conflict research have
approached and made conflict at work the subject of study. Although some overlap between
these two chapters cannot be avoided as both chapters contain reviews of conflict research
literature, | intend to show very distinct aspects of the research literature in chapter 1 and
chapter 2 respectively. In the former | provide an overview of what conflict research is about by
describing the different streams of research existing within the field. In the latter | go deeper into
the literature and focus narrowly on the concept of conflict by showing distinct and competing
theoretical positions of what we talk about when we talk about conflict.

Following in chapter 3, | present the methods of data collection and analysis and
describe the process through which the study’s theoretical development emerged. In chapter 4, |
provide the theoretical framework for the study and present the main theoretical concepts of
sensemaking framework and enactment, which form the base for the analysis. Chapter 5
contains a presentation of the empirical context for the study. I include this empirical description
due to space limitations in the article format and because | wish thoroughly to embed the study’s
observations and derivations about conflicts within NGO Plus’ organisational culture and the
organisation’s embeddedness in society.

In chapter 6, 7, and 8, | present the three main analytical chapters in the form of journal
articles. As mentioned in the Preface to this thesis, the articles are in different stages of
preparation for publication. More importantly, the articles are presented as independent
contributions to organisational conflict research as each of them raises distinct questions,
connects to different bodies of literature, and employs distinct analytical concepts. Each article
contains an empirical contribution to the field of conflict research and with the addition of
chapter 2 each contains the main contribution of this thesis.

In chapter 6, | present the article ‘Conflict And Sensemaking Frameworks In Nonprofit
Organisations: An Analysis Of The Social Meanings Of Conflict’. The article shows significant
processes concerning how staff and management make sense of conflict and how
institutionalised meanings shape such sensemaking. More importantly, it shows how different
perceptual frameworks may interact and compete in shaping social reality. The article reveals a

weakness in Weick’s sensemaking theory because there appears to be an implicit assumption
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that sensemaking processes are targeted towards consensual understanding. By showing that
conflict sensemaking may evolve from conflicting perceptual frameworks, this study refutes the
assumption that describes sensemaking as consensual in nature.

In chapter 7, | present the article ‘Exploring How Conflict Management Training
Changes Workplace Conflict: A Qualitative Case Study’. The article shows how conflict
sensemaking changed as it was enacted from the perspective of staff and management in a non-
profit organisation that participated in conflict management training. Some conflicts did not
change through training, when the conflicts’ perpetual structural bases remained intact. Insights
from the study call attention to the embeddedness of conflict in the organisation’s social fabric.

In chapter 8, | present the article ‘A Researcher’s Tale: How Doing Conflict Research
Shapes Research About Conflict. The article displays empirical narratives that explore how I
used research experiences of getting access to information about conflicts in the field, making
sense of — or deciding — which stories from the field are conflict stories, and dealing with ethical
dilemmas in the process of doing research about conflict to reflect critically upon some common
factors that influenced my construction of knowledge about conflict. The paper shows how field
experiences in the research process act as conditions that shape the actual production of
knowledge in a research field.

The analyses presented in this thesis connect to its title: *Making Sense Of
Organisational Conflict: An Empirical Study Of Enacted Sensemaking In Everyday Conflict At
Work’. The title reflects that the scholarly enterprise in this thesis concerns deriving the
meaning and understanding of conflicts as they appear in everyday organisational life; in the
ongoing process of doing research, as well as in conflict research literature. Moreover, with this
title I wish to point out that this thesis deals with the ways in which meaning and action interacts
in processes of conflict handling in everyday conflict that arises naturally in daily organisational

life when people meet in social interactions.
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What is Conflict?

In the introductory chapter, | gave an overall presentation of the theoretical domain of
organisational conflict and | situated this study within the stream of interpretative studies
existing in the field of conflict research. Given that the review in the introductory chapter aimed
at introducing a very large and dynamic field, | focused on the three main shifts in conflict
research literature that have characterized our knowledge about conflict in organisations; that is,
the shift from viewing conflict as dysfunctional to viewing it as constructive, from focusing on
what should be done in conflict to focusing on what is done in conflict, and from viewing
conflict as dyadic interactions to viewing it as an intra-organisational phenomenon. This chapter
complements the review presented in the introductory chapter by going further into the
literature. In this chapter, I present theoretical assumptions underpinning conceptions of conflict
in organisational conflict research to investigate how conflict is conceptualised in conflict
research literature.

Despite the voluminous work on how conflict is handled and its longevity as a research
topic, discussions about what constitute the concept of conflict and its epistemology are rare
(Some of the few who do discuss the concept of conflict are Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Pondy,
1967; Schmidt & Kochan, 1972; Thomas, 1992; Tjosvold, 2006; 2008). Consequently, the
literature on organisational conflict offers many conceptualisations of conflict. However, the
lack of discussion about what constitutes the concept of conflict and the many different
definitions of conflict is a problem not because it creates conceptual ambiguity, but because a
lack of awareness of the different theoretical assumptions embedded within these different
conceptions of conflict obscures conceptual advancements in conflict research. The current
debates in the field that do engage with what conflict is deal primarily with whether conflict is a
negative phenomenon - that is, destructive and disruptive — or if conflict can be a constructive

process that has positive consequences (for such a debate about conflict, see particularly De
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Dreu, 2008; Tjosvold, 2008). Unfortunately, the scholars behind these debates do not openly
reflect on the theoretical constituents on which they base their view of conflict.

In this chapter, | attempt to break new ground in conflict research literature by
investigating the constructs underlying the meaning of conflict. More specifically, | analyse the
literature to extract underlying theoretical assumptions of what conflict is. I find three distinct,
and competing positions, each comprised by a group of theoretical assumptions, research
objectives and main concepts that have dominated the literature on conflict at work. These
positions centre on conceptualising conflict either as overt behaviour, as an outcome, or as a
social construction. Given that each position depends on distinct assumptions about what
conflict is, they each embrace distinct methods for researching conflict and hold distinct
objectives for yielding scientific knowledge about conflict. In my examination of the literature, |
recognise that not all conflict studies are of the same bent; my objective is to identify the

dominant theoretical positions that have framed studies of conflict at work.

Conflict as overt behaviour

Early conceptions of conflict focused on its associations with competitive intentions
manifested as deliberate interference with the goals of others (see e.g. Boulding, 1957; Fink,
1968). Here conflict was treated as a subset of competition since it was perceived that all cases
of conflict would involve some level of competition. By contrast, some conflict researchers (see
e.g. Deutsch, 1973; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Schmidt & Kochan, 1972) criticised the ambiguous
distinction between concepts of conflict and competition and limited the concept of conflict by
narrowly conceptualising it as “the overt behavioral outcome (...), that is, the actual
interference or blocking” (Schmidt & Kochan, 1972, p. 363) that follows perception of goal
incompatibility. The interference must be deliberate and goal directed by at least one of the
parties involved, and it may be passive or active. In this view of conflict, perception of goal
incompatibility is central and even seen as a necessary precondition for conflict. The concept of
a goal is defined as future ‘positions’ that a unit wishes to occupy (Boulding, 1957).

In other iterations of what it is that essentially distinguishes conflict from competition,
Katz and Kahn (1978) defined conflict as “the collision of actors” (p. 613) and thereby
supported a position of overt behaviour. In doing this, they argued that certain questions, like

whether a conflict is characterised by great anger or lack of it, by real or imagined differences of
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interest, or by hostile act or a misunderstood gesture are all appropriate questions to
understanding the conflict but not for defining it. Accordingly, Katz and Kahn (1978) defined
conflict to always involve some kind of antagonistic behaviour, thereby regarding this as a basic
constituent of the phenomenon. Being visible in overt behaviour, conflict was essentially viewed
as a breakdown in a relationship.

Another contrasting view to conflict as competition was put forward by Thomas (1976)
who highlighted the role of cognition in shaping conflict behaviour, emphasising the parties’
cognitive interpretations of events. In the 1960s and 1970s, this cognitive perspective contrasted
very strongly with the dominant behaviourist perspective present in the conflict literature at the
time that viewed conflict behaviour as a direct ‘black box’ response to the other party’s
behaviour or to the situation. The idea of cognition, however, further emphasised that whether a
certain behaviour or pattern is conflictual must be interpreted in the context in which it takes
place.

While a main aim of the conflict research debates in the 1960s and 1970s was to
distinguish conflict from competition, most studies were based on a position on conflict that
emphasised the parties’ behaviours in conflict situations. Conflict literature of this era focused
on a party’s deliberate interference with the goal of another following goal incompatibility or on
an overt struggle visible by the collision of actors. While some of these elements in conflict do
involve the role of cognition in shaping conflict behaviour, they all position conflict to be a
matter, essentially, of observable behaviour, emphasising conflict as something (negative) that
happens to the relationship between people. For this faction of conflict research, since, conflict
is viewed as a dysfunctional breakdown within the organisation, the purpose of their research is
normative: to reduce or resolve the conflict.

The preferred methodology of inquiry within this position on conflict is conducting
laboratory studies that focus on the conflict behaviour of individuals and the processes that
shape such behaviour. The advantages of this experimental methodology include its increased
confidence in the direction of relationship between variables and not least its ability to observe
the details of conflict behavioural processes largely inaccessible in field settings (Druckman,
2005). The experimental literature has been criticised for framing conflict behaviour as being
primarily about individual cognition (Barley, 1991) and for experimental settings that are
contrived, which poses a problem for generalizing results to real-world situations (Druckman,

2005). Conflict research methodologies therefore moved into the settings in which those studied
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actually worked. This change in research methodologies was accompanied by changes in how
conflict was conceptualised.

To sum up, the position on conflict as overt behaviour is visible in the breakdown of
relationship and in deliberate interference with the goals of the other party. Main concepts that
can be extracted from this position of conflict research are behaviour, interference, goal
incompatibility, and cognition as cognition is viewed to shape conflict behaviour. Research
within this position clearly aims to reduce the level of conflict and therefore has a normative

purpose.

Conflict as an outcome

Underlying Pondy’s analysis of conflict from 1967 was the notion that conflict disturbs
the ‘equilibrium’ of the organisation, which at the time was implicit in nearly all studies of
organisational conflict. Conflict was widely regarded as detrimental to organisational
functioning. In 1992 however, Pondy revised the idea that conflict creates disequilibrium by
arguing that “conflict is not only functional for the organisation, it is essential to its very
existence” (1992, p. 260). This change in Pondy’s conception of conflict in organisations
epitomises a paradigm shift within the conflict research field — a shift from viewing conflict as
dysfunctional to viewing it as a constructive event in the organisational life, which | described in
the previous chapter. In this section however, | examine the theoretical assumptions of conflict
that emerged from this paradigm shift. While Pondy was among the first to offer a new
perspective on organisational conflict by positing them as inevitable processes needing
management through particular forms of intervention and that conflict may be instrumental in
the achievement of goals, many others (for example De Dreu & Van de Vliert, 1997; Jehn,
1997; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Tjosvold, 2006; Tjosvold, 2008; Van de Vliert, Nauta, Giebels, &
Janssen, 1999) followed and have built on this notion of conflict being beneficial for
organisations, thereby making the case for productive conflicts: “Indeed, it is through conflict
that teams can be productive and enhancing and leaders effective” (Tjosvold, 2006, p. 92).

From the 1980s onwards, research in organisational conflict was either concentrating on
task-related conflict or relationship-related conflict, categorizing conflict on the basis of its
content and its sources and essentially regarding conflict as ‘something’ in itself. While task-

related conflict concerns “disputes about the distribution and allocation of resources, opposed
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views with regard to the procedures and policies that should be used or adhered to, or
disagreeing judgements and interpretations of facts” (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005, p. 106),
relationship conflict involves “irritation about personal taste and interpersonal style,
disagreements about political preferences, or opposing values” (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005, p.
106). In a literature review of the concept of interpersonal conflict from 2004, Barki and
Hartwick identified three properties that are generally associated with conflict situations:
disagreements that relates to cognition, negative emotions which relate to affect, and
interferences which relate to behaviour. Regarding the task-relationship distinction in conflict
studies, Barki and Hartwick (2004) found the notion of disagreement to be central in task
conflict and identified emotions as a key conflict dimension associated with relationship
conflict.

Much of current conflict research has adopted the conflict typology framework that
distinguishes between task conflict and relationship conflict. Although the main contribution of
the conflict typology framework has been to distinguish between negative and positive, or
productive, conflicts in organisations, these developments have spurred a lot of conflict research
to map out how “these two types of conflict differentially affect work group outcomes” (Jehn,
1997, p. 531). That is, what makes one type of conflict better than another in organisations. The
research objective within this position of conflict research is thus normative. Jehn (2001) argues,
“Moderate levels of task conflict have been shown to be beneficial to group performance on
certain types of tasks” (p. 239). In other words, task conflict is viewed as a way of enhancing
decision-making quality, individual creativity, and work-team effectiveness in general by
preventing a premature consensus (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005; De Dreu & Van de Vliert, 1997;
Jehn, 1994; 1995; 1997; Tjosvold, 1991). On the other hand, relationship conflict is thought to
interfere with performing tasks and thereby to lower effectiveness and innovativeness (De Dreu
& Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1995; 1997; Murnighan & Conlon, 1991).

Those who do research using the conflict typology framework see conflict as an outcome
because the focus is on how to manipulate the system — that is, how to reduce those conflicts
that are bad for the workplace and stimulate, or cultivate, other types of conflicts which are
deemed constructive for increasing performance, effectiveness, creativity, and innovation.
Consequently, research within this position of conflict research prescribes that relationship
conflicts is bad for the organisation while task conflict is more likely to be constructive.

This analysis primarily applies to the interpersonal level of analysis, which means that

conflicts are viewed as limited to those which occur between individuals or groups in
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organisations (Barki & Hartwick, 2004). Given that conflict within this position is assumed to
be acknowledged and verbalized by those who are involved, it is viewed as measurable. Thus
the preferred methodology for investigating conflict relies on using survey instruments designed
to measure conflict intensity and conflict levels (see e.g. Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Mannix, 2001,
Shah & Jehn, 1993) between individuals and groups, and staff and management’s conflict
management styles (see e.g. Kilmann & Thomas, 1977; Rahim, 1983; Rahim, 2000; Rahim,
2002).

The advantages of measurement methodologies are that the results are reliable due to the
large number of cases included in a typical survey and that causality is easier to determine
(Druckman, 2005). Nevertheless, instruments for measuring conflict have been criticized for
holding the individual as the unit of analysis in the study of conflict in organisations. Treating
the individual as the sole benchmark for conceptualising conflict and for determining how the
conflict will develop often treat the organisational context in which the conflict occurs in the
distant background (King & Miles, 1990; Knapp et al., 1988; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Kuhn &
Poole, 2000; Somech et al., 2009; Womack, 1988). To capture how conflict is not only an
interpersonal event but also a social and cultural phenomenon, conflict researchers are urged to
embrace anthropological methods, which highlight the social and cultural embeddedness of
conflict (Barley, 1991; Kolb & Putnam, 1992).

To sum up, within the position on conflict as an outcome, researchers distinguish
between conflicts that are detrimental to organisational functioning and conflicts that are
functional and productive for the organisation. In essence, conflict is regarded as ‘something’ in
itself — either task or relationship conflict, and is productive if the right kind of conflict can be
attained. Conflict can therefore be reduced or stimulated depending on the situations and the
kind of outcome desired by management. Research conducted by this faction has a normative
purpose because it aims to reduce the conflicts that are bad for the organisation and stimulate

productive conflicts.

Conflict as a social construction

The social construction approach to conflict emphasises attention to how the disputants
interpret the conflict, how they talk about the conflict, and how the conflict is acted out at

different times and in different places (Kolb & Bartunek, 1992). In a now-classic article by
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Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat from 1981 on ‘Naming, blaming, and claiming’, the foundation was
laid for the view that conflict by itself is meaningless: “[D]isputes are not things: they are social
constructs. Their shapes reflect whatever definition the observer gives to the concept” (pp. 631-
632). In a comment on his study of conflict management among the British Police Force, Van
Maanen (1992) successfully articulated the importance of meaning in conflict: “Meaning is so
critical because there is absolutely nothing inherent in the notion of conflict that is strictly
independent of human observation and the making of meaning” (p. 55).

According to this view, conflict is seen as a performance to which the involved parties
and observers attach different meanings that may change over time, and which can be talked
about in any number of different ways (Kolb & Bartunek, 1992). This also means that people in
organisations can have a conflict without giving that label to their relationship and as observers
of that relationship, we may use the concept of conflict mainly as an analytic category (Barley,
1991).

Researchers whose work constitutes this position on conflict view conflicts and their
ongoing management as embedded in organisational members’ interaction as they go about their
daily activities (Kolb & Putnam, 1992). Researchers who emphasise the disputants’ interpretive
processes during a conflict have therefore criticized a lot of conflict research for treating conflict
as being outside the usual day-to-day business of organisational life (Barley, 1991). Rather than
assuming that conflict is a special case to be treated in special ways, this position on the
meaning of conflict assumes it to be part of the social fabric in the organisations and therefore
investigates its occurrences as part of the routines of work and its norm for handling as
embedded in everyday organisational activities (Bartunek et al., 1992; Dubinskas, 1992;
Friedman, 1992; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Morrill, 1989; Van Maanen, 1992). The conception of
“conflict [as] part of the social fabric of organisations” (Bartunek et al., 1992, p. 217) implies
that interpretations of issues and problems that make up a conflict must be understood within the
context in which the conflict occurs. In essence this view of conflict highlights the role that
social context and social process play in shaping the form and trajectory of a conflict (Barley,
1991).

Given that it is difficult to demarcate conflict from other form of social interaction,
conflict researchers working from this conceptualisation of conflict welcome stage models that
distinguish between phases in conflict development. Examples of such models are the
grievance-conflict-dispute model by Nader and Todd (1978) and the naming-blaming-claiming

model mentioned above by Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat (1980). Both models recognise how
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conflicts are dynamic processes with changing scopes, manifestations, and enactments by
demarcating different stages in conflict development. The stage models furthermore aim to
illustrate that the evolvement of conflict from subjective grievances to actual disputing evolves
in the structure of social relationships.

The assumptions that underlie this position of conflict research constitute conflict as a
social construction because the focus is on how conflict is given definition and shape within an
organisational setting as disputants take action. Conflict seen as a social construction emphasises
the role that the social context plays in the interpretation and conceptualisation of the conflict.
This view has implications for the unfolding and trajectory of the conflict (Barley, 1991).
Moreover, the varieties of ways conflict is handled in organisations — that is, the choice of
methods available — are culturally and locally governed in an organisation (Van Maanen, 1992).
By assuming conflict as omnipresent, scholars working within this position on conflict do not
see conflict as always taking overt forms of expression but acknowledges that conflict can be
expressed through more private or hidden forms of expression (Bartunek et al., 1992; Martin,
1992). Conflict is therefore not always assumed to be visible nor is it always acknowledged.

The preferred methodologies for investigating conflict within this group of conflict
definitions are therefore qualitative methodologies such as interviews, documents, discourse
analysis, and ethnography, which are designed for the researcher to gain insight into the lived
experience of those who are studied. Scholars such as Kolb and Putnam (1992) and Barley
(1991) have suggested that the sensitivity inherent in the methodologies of ethnography and
anthropology has the potential to uncover the structural and cultural contexts of conflict. This
can be done by treating the conflict as a dynamic, evolving relationship that is under the strong
influence of contextual factors such as social identities, distributions of power, cultural
knowledge, and unanticipated turns of events (Barley, 1991, p. 186).

Research which views conflict as a social construction aims to broaden the
understanding of conflict and conflict handling in organisations and is not about prescribing
specific applied steps to deal with conflict. That said, implications of providing practitioners
with diverse explanations of conflict are that these explanations may help them act from a
stronger knowledge base (Bartunek et al., 1992). Researchers adhering to this school of thought
characterize conflict research as descriptive.

To sum up, within the position on conflict as a social construction, conflict is viewed as
omnipresent and part of the social fabric of organisations. A conflict’s shape reflects the

definition that observers give to it, and it is embedded in human interaction as organisational
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members go about their daily activities. This position on conflict includes theoretical concepts
of meaning and experience, and emphasises conflict as embedded in the cultural and structural
context. The purpose of such research is descriptive because within this faction of conflict
research the core aim is to understand conflict. Implications of this are that practitioners may act

from a more knowledgeable base when dealing with conflict to create social change.

Theoretical assumptions about what conflict is

I have examined conflict research literature to investigate how conflict researchers have
conceptualised conflict in developing their models. From this, I have extracted underlying
theoretical assumptions about conflict and I have found three distinct and competing approaches
that have framed studies of conflict at work. As depicted in table 1, each of the three significant
theoretical approaches that have governed studies of organisational conflict are rooted in
significant epistemological presuppositions about what conflict is and what it means for the
organisation. Table 1 also include the sources to which these particular three conceptions of

conflict can be traced.
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My own position on conflict resembles the position on conflict as a social construction in
the sense that | also give attention to disputants’ interpretive processes in conflict and to the
ways that the conflict is experienced, talked about and acted out at work. Moreover, similar to
research within the position on conflict as a social construction, my analysis of conflict also
emphasises the role that social context plays in how the conflict is interpreted within the
organisation as this has implications for how the conflict unfolds. I situate my own position on
conflict tentatively within conflict as a social construction because, as we move through the
thesis, | present how the study’s methodology, empirical material, theoretical framework, and
analyses, iteratively, have challenged my thinking about conflict and have sharpened my
position of what conflict is. My final position on conflict will appear in the last chapter of the
thesis.

This chapter has presented an overview of the dominant theoretical assumptions
underpinning the positions of conflict in conflict research literature. The thesis of this chapter is
that conflict research is never isolated from epistemological commitments, whose diversity leads
to different ways of positioning and engaging with conflict. Although epistemological
commitments are rarely openly displayed within conflict research literature and may often even
remain unrecognized by the individual researcher, they are a key feature of the theoretical
assumptions that influence how researchers make things intelligible. With that in mind, I
therefore use some pages of the next chapter to describe the change in my own epistemological
position since this has shaped my position on conflict and the methodological choices | have

made in order to capture conflict as empirical phenomenon.
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To Study Conflict

In the previous chapter, | argued that research is never isolated from epistemological
commitments and that such commitments always shape how we conceptualise and decide to
engage with objects of study. The current study is no exception. In this chapter I therefore
present my own epistemological position. However, throughout the study my epistemological
position changed from reflecting positivist assumptions about conflict to committing to a more
interpretative view of conflict. In this chapter, | confront the consequences that the change in
epistemological position has had for my choice of methodology, my scientific perspective on the

object of study, and my own role as a researcher.

Changing my epistemological position

In this section | describe how my thinking behind the study - that is, how my
epistemological commitments, changed. This is important because by explicitly recognizing the
change in my epistemological commitments | guide the reader to a better understanding of how I

came to make conflict at work intelligible.

Epistemology

Epistemology is concerned with the nature of knowledge. Epistemological commitments

are a key feature of our pre-understandings and shape how we make things intelligible (Johnson
& Duberley, 2000). Epistemological commitments create a coherent path for our thinking,
which shape how we acquire knowledge, how we rely upon our senses, and how we develop
concepts in our minds. In any profession, discipline, occupation or everyday activity where
knowledge claims are made, epistemology contributes by clarifying the limits and conditions of

what is construed as justified knowledge, whether or not those involved recognize this as so
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(Johnson & Duberley, 2000). Concerning scientific research, our underlying epistemological
commitments influence the particular questions we ask, how we value different research
methodologies for investigating those questions, and how we evaluate the output of our
research. Thus, epistemology is the study of the criteria by which we can know what does and
does not constitute scientific knowledge (Johnson & Duberley, 2000).

Epistemology is important because it is fundamental to how we think. The term
‘epistemology’ is an ancient Greek word, which may be what gives it its esoteric character,
often obfuscating more that it reveals. The word derives from two words: the noun ‘episteme’
which means ‘knowledge’; and the suffix ‘ology’” which means * knowledge’, ‘theory, or ‘the
study of’. Thus, according to this etymology, the word ‘epistemology’ is usually understood to
mean a concern with knowledge about knowledge, or the investigation of knowledge itself. As

argued by Johnson and Duberley (2000):

“[E]pistemology is the study of the criteria by which we can know what does and
does not constitute warranted, or scientific, knowledge” (p. 3).

Clearly referring to theories of knowledge — how one can know the world — it seems that
epistemology is one step removed from the practice of science itself. Nevertheless,
epistemology is pivotal to science because it aims to provide foundations for what we consider
to be true knowledge — that is, how we arrive at our beliefs (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
Accordingly, ‘proper’ scientific theorizing can only happen after the development of
epistemological theory.

Everyone adheres to some theory about what constitutes reliable knowledge, and these
epistemological commitments provide us with criteria for distinguishing between reliable and
unreliable knowledge. Such criteria rest upon ontological assumptions about whether (a) there is
an objective reality ‘out there’ to be known and (b) it is possible to remove all subjective bias in
the assessment of that reality (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). A fundamental question of
epistemological concern is thus whether or not science can produce objective knowledge that
shows that there are no incontestable foundations from which we consider our knowledge of
knowledge. Instead we have competing philosophical assumptions about knowledge that lead us
to engage with our object of study in particular ways.

While it is not possible to detach ourselves from our epistemological commitments;

indeed we depend upon them in order to undertake the task of doing research, we can become
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more consciously reflexive when considering our epistemological position. This involves
becoming aware of our pre-understandings and trying to assess their impact upon how we
engage with the world. Thus, studying epistemology involves critical interrogation of the often-
unnoticed taken-for-granted assumptions and values that influence our social construction of
reality and then influence action. Below | describe the change in my epistemological
commitments, as this is a key feature of how my theoretical assumptions about conflict changed.
Moreover, the change in my epistemological commitments influenced my methodological

choices.

Epistemological take-off

Because of the study’s original research objective, which was about measuring possible
changes in conflict management behaviour stemming from conflict management training
intervention, the study employed a before-and-after research design and was structured to obtain
longitudinal data in order to compare effects before and after the training intervention. With data
collection taking place over a two-year period, | aimed to measure potential long-term changes
occurring one year after the completion of the conflict management training. The study was
inspired by positivist assumptions about causality and I had applied standardized tools for data
collection and aimed at minimizing my own biases.

The study employed both quantitative (survey) and qualitative (single and focus group
interviews) approaches in the collection and analysis of data. The quantitative approach
consisted of a questionnaire that comprised a number of validated scales used to measure
conflict levels and conflict management behaviours at NGO Plus.! The qualitative approach was
intended to complement survey findings with interviews in a mixed methods research design.

However, when | selected NGO Plus to be the empirical case organisation in the study,
senior researchers and statisticians at the National Research Centre for the Working
Environment advised me to drop the survey element of the research design because the
population size of NGO Plus was too small. Survey instruments simply would not be sensitive
enough to capture changes in a population of only thirty individuals. A couple of months into
the study, | therefore dropped the survey element of the research design and instead | decided to

1| planned to use the following validated scales: the Intragroup Conflict Scale (Jehn, 1995; Shah & Jehn, 1993),
which measures the level of task and relationship conflicts in organisational units; Rahim Organisational Conflict
Inventory-1l (Rahim, 1983; 2000; 2002), which measures conflict management styles; and the scales for Conflict
Norms and Conflict Resolution (Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Mannix, 2001), which measures norms for conflict
management in organisational units.
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spend a significant amount of time in the organisation myself and, from my own presence, learn
about conflict and conflict management at NGO Plus. Although experienced in gathering and
working with different types of qualitative data, I engaged myself in this study as a first time
ethnographer. Having changed the research design, | let the empirical material that 1 gathered
via participant observations and via interviews complement each other.

I chose to do an ethnographic study because | anticipated that this method would enable
me to explore the results of the conflict management training and advance our understanding of
the effects of such training. Thus, | maintained the longitudinal research design and gathered the
empirical material before and after the conflict management training.

| gathered the empirical material in three periods of fieldwork, which ran over a two-year
period from June 2008 to September 2010, amounting to six months of full time fieldwork (see
fig. 1 for the research process timeline). The fieldwork included repeated open-ended qualitative
interviews with staff and management (Kvale, 1996; Steyart & Bouwen, 2004), focus group
interviews (Halkier, 2002; Schensul, 1999), on-site observations and participant observations
(Bernard, 1994; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Hastrup, 2003; Waddington, 2004) and direct
observations of the training.? The six months of fieldwork included one month in 2008 (August
2008), three months in 2009 (January-April 2009) and two months in 2010 (June and August
2010). In total, I conducted 56 interviews — that is, 52 individual interviews and four focus
group interviews. | conducted the individual interviews yearly in four rounds — that is, once in
2008 (August 2008), twice 2009 (February/March 2009 and April 2009), and once in 2010
(June/August 2010).

All members of staff and management were interviewed at least once. Six individuals, a
mix of staff and managers, participated in individual interviews in all four rounds. Additional

interviews were conducted with managers, union representatives and other staff members over

2 Besides the Kvale book (1996) about conducting and analyzing interviews, | originally consulted a body of
clinical literature when writing about interviews and used references in the texts such as Malterud’s (2001) piece
entitled ‘“The art and science of clinical knowledge: evidence beyond measures and numbers’ which had been
published in The Lancet, and Goldenhar’s et al., (2001) article entitled ‘The intervention research process in
occupational safety and health’ which had been published in the Journal of Occupational Medicine. Both these
articles presented and described qualitative methods to an audience of readers working from positivist assumptions
in their work and research. While these articles very clearly communicate that the value of qualitative methods is
that they enable a focus on social interaction and relationships in context, this is still communicated within a
paradigm where causality, objectivity and verification of truth are the main pillars of scientific knowledge
generation.
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the course of the study. I conducted the focus group interviews in two rounds — that is, once in
2009 and once in 2010, with the same seven staff members, who were divided into two focus
groups. The appendix displays the entire list of interviews and the interviewing patterns (see
Appendix B). Individual interviews lasted from 20 to 75 minutes, and focus group interviews
lasted from 90 to 120 minutes.

Half the interviews were recorded and later transcribed, while for the other half, | took
notes during the interview and wrote them up later that same day. This difference stemmed from
my wish to experiment with different ways of documenting the interviews; in the former the
interview produced a sound file, which was transcribed at some later point, in the latter my
written notes formed the basis for the finished interview transcript. In both ways of conducting
the interview | found that | was able to be attentive to what the interviewees said and to structure
the interview as a conversation between us. A main consequence was, -however, that interviews
that were recorded often ended up being longer than when | was writing down what the
interviewee said because sometimes, by not having to write down all that they said, allowed me
more space to explore more or less relevant tangent themes that arose in the interviews.

Before | describe the interview topics and my observations, | discuss how certain
experiences during the first period of fieldwork brought about an epistemological turning point
in the study. It was this turning point that changed my use of the research methods to having a
more cumulative approach rather than being fixated on training effects.
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Fig. 1. Research process timeline
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As | began the fieldwork in 2008, the theoretical assumptions of the study were still
infused by positivism because although | no longer planned to collect survey data, | was still
working with the same conflict typology frameworks of task and relationship conflicts and
conflict management styles, which | had planned to use in the surveys. Thus, I still had a pre-
categorized approach to gathering the empirical material and was investigating conflict as being
‘something’ in itself. Moreover, | still intended to use the three periods of fieldwork and the four
rounds of interviewing to detect if any changes had occurred in conflict levels and conflict
management behaviours at NGO Plus. Finally, despite my decision to use ethnography, |
anticipated my presence at NGO Plus to have a ‘neutral fly on the wall’-character.

Below | describe how my experience of investigating conflict as ‘something’ in itself
during the first period of fieldwork in 2008 brought about the epistemological turning point of
this study. The experience led me to be more explicit about my epistemological commitments
and from that to develop a focus on everyday conflict to understand how meaning and action

interact in processes of conflict handling.

Investigating conflict as ‘something’ in itself: An epistemological turning point

In the beginning of the research process | needed to define my object of study clearly. To
do this, I conducted a review of conflict research literature, and from that review | decided to
lean on well-established conceptions of conflict developed in the literature. In the literature on
organisational conflict, I found a myriad of definitions of the term ‘organisational conflict’.
Many conflict scholars define conflict as perceived differences and opposition between
individuals or groups about interests, beliefs, or values that matter to them (De Dreu et al., 1999;
Jehn, 1997; Wall & Callister, 1995). More importantly, organisational conflict researchers
appeared to agree that such perceived differences and opposition “evolve around work- and
task-related issues, or around socioemotional and relationship issues” (De Dreu & Beersma,
2005, p. 106). To recap from the previous chapter, conflict can be categorized into two groups:
Task-related conflict which involves work procedures and the allocation of resources, and
relationship conflict which concerns values and interpersonal style (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005).
At this point in the study, this way of categorizing conflict by its content appeared convincing,
not least due to the enormous support that this typology framework has gained in the conflict
research community.

Consequently, I began the first fieldwork period in 2008 looking specifically for task
conflict about work procedures and the allocation of resources, and relationship conflict about
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clashing values and interpersonal style. However, quickly into the fieldwork, | began to
experience problems when trying to distinguish between different types of conflict. Below |
describe how my initial investigation of conflict at NGO Plus took off from the typology
framework that distinguished between task and relationship conflict. I discovered that in real life
situations of conflict the neat theoretical distinction between task and relationship conflict did
not work. Demarcations between different types of conflict were blurred simply because conflict
was not either task or relationship conflict. These conflicts contained elements that were both
task-related as well as relationship-related and more importantly, it was difficult to distinguish
task from relationship issues. As | describe below, my study took off from investigating conflict
at NGO Plus as ‘something’ in itself as it is prescribed by the conflict typology framework, but |
ended up inquiring into how conflicts played out in practice and why they took the form they
did.

An example of this difficulty occurred while | was observing a conflict between team
members. Ruth, Lisa, and George were working in a team with Sarah, who they thought was
taking up too much space in team meetings because she always presented a lot of ideas and
talked extensively about her opinions, experiences, and contacts. In a team meeting, the team
was discussing one of their joint tasks and for today’s meeting, Ruth had prepared to present a
new way that they could process this one particular joint task. As she presented her idea,
everyone in the meeting agreed that it was a good idea and just the solution they were looking
for. Sarah nevertheless decided to present her idea about how she thought the joint task should
be processed. She interpreted the situation as a brainstorming session where everyone could
share ideas. But the situation was not a brainstorming and Ruth therefore began to defend her
idea and asked, “Why are you presenting this now? Is it because you don’t think that my idea is
good enough?” “No”, Sarah immediately answered, “I just have an idea as well, which is
different to yours.”

While on the surface it looks like a task conflict, the situation unfolding in the meeting is
not just about “opposing views with regard to the procedures ... that should be used” (De Dreu
& Beersma, 2005, p. 106). It is also about how Sarah breaks the norms the others in the team
have decided for how ideas should be presented and discussed in meetings, which indicates that
what is going on is a relationship conflict because it involves “opposing values” (De Dreu &
Beersma, 2005, p. 106) about how team members can relate to each other. Moreover, the others
in the team perceive that the problem occurs when Sarah interferes with their work (task conflict

about the allocation of resources), which they all say is something she does quite often. It really
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annoys them and George sums up the team-shared opinion that Sarah is “too much”
(relationship conflict about interpersonal style). After the team meeting, George reflects on
Sarah’s interpersonal behaviour, “She’s all over the place”, he says, and continues, “In the team
meetings ... she doesn’t stay with what her role or responsibility is, she extensively expounds on
subjects that belong to someone else. It really wears on our relationship”. With her
interpersonal behavioural style at meetings, Sarah clashes with the others’ way of relating to
each other professionally. This creates some kind of socioemotional distance between her and
the other team members and strains their relationship. Lisa, one of the team members explicitly
says, “Sometimes we enter each other’s personal space and we take professional criticism very
personally and then there’s conflict. It’s when the boundaries for professionalism get blurred”.

The example shows how a team conflict is both a task conflict and a relationship
conflict, and that the different task and relationship elements are interrelated in different ways.
This has implications for the mantra about reducing those conflicts that hurt the organisation and
stimulating conflicts that are considered to benefit the organisation on which the conflict
typology framework is founded. If most conflicts are a blend of both task and relationship
conflict, then how should we approach such conflicts to gain our desired outcomes.

Additionally, conflicts in the team which are about the task at hand arise easily because
of clashing ways of relating to each other professionally, which again are fostered by opposing
personal values and differing preferences for how team members should behave in team
meetings. Moreover, the very visible conflict about how the team should or should not do its
work becomes evidence for team members who perceive that within the team they have
substantial collaborative problems, which keep them firmly in their opposite positions of
interpersonal behavioural style, dogmatic preferences, and values. Thereby the different
elements in the conflict feed each other in ongoing cycles of disagreement and conflict. Due to
this entanglement, it is very difficult to clearly distinguish between task and relationship
elements in conflict, which has further implications for how we approach conflict. If it is
difficult to clearly distinguish between task and relationship elements in conflict, then how can
approaches aimed at reducing the ‘bad’ conflicts and stimulating the ‘good’ conflicts succeed?

I could not see that the neat theoretical distinctions that were described by the literature
between task and relationship elements in conflict existed in real life. | grant that most conflicts
consist of a lot of different elements that potentially could be categorized as task or relationship
issues, but the empirical demarcation between task and relationship elements in conflict was

blurred and the different elements were interconnected and appeared to feed each other: the
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disagreements about how to do the task, the difference in norms for how the team meetings
should run, the interference with work, the clashing interpersonal behavioural style, the
socioemotional distance between team members, they pushed each other forward in ongoing
cycles.

Moreover, | realised that as | categorized conflict by its content and its sources, | was
essentially regarding conflict as being ‘something’ in itself, which cut me off from exploring
how conflicts were interpreted by those people who were experiencing them and how such
interpretations shaped, and were shaped by, practices of conflict handling. More importantly, |
could not see that the position on conflict as being ‘something’ in itself, as manifested by a
differentiation between task- and relationship elements in conflict, would lead me to discover
anything interesting about conflict at work. I wanted to go beyond reporting events and details
of experience related to conflict and instead try to understand and show how events and
experiences of conflict represented systems of meaning (Geertz, 1973) at NGO Plus. More
importantly, whenever | tried to fit conflict events from the field into the categories of task and
relationship conflict, | felt that the conflict typology constrained me from looking at the larger
picture of conflict at NGO Plus. | was simply missing out on the particular ways that conflict
was interpreted and talked about in the organisation and how the ways conflict was addressed
were shaped by the structure and culture within which they occurred. Moreover, | could see that
conflict unfolding at one level in the organisation (for example in teams) was interconnected to
conflict at a different level in the organisation (for example between staff and management), and
I wanted to explore these interconnections.

It became clear to me that the conflict research literature that I initially had reviewed
primarily used laboratory and survey measurement methods — methods that were different from
the ethnographic methodology that | had decided to use. | therefore began to look towards other
streams of literature to learn about how other scholars had conceptualised and studied conflict at
work. Inspired by Barley’s (1991) conception of conflict as a social and cultural phenomenon
and Kolb and Bartunek’s (1992) focus on conflict as part of the social fabric of organisations, |
decided prior to the second period of fieldwork that | would no longer use the conflict typology
framework for analysing conflict in the field. Instead, | fell back on the epistemological
paradigm of phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; Schutz, 1970), which had formed my training
as a graduate student. With phenomenology forming my basic scientific awareness, | decided to
move towards an explicit focus on everyday social practice of conflict handling, and for this

purpose | found Garfinkel’s (1967) tenets of ethnomethodological research useful.
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Ethnomethodology has proven advantageous in documenting the mechanisms by which the
construction of social reality is accomplished in everyday life. Below | describe my
epistemological commitments in detail and explain the relationship between phenomenology
and ethnomethodology.

To conclude, the epistemological turning point occurred when | consciously ceased the
deductive approach of trying to fit conflict events from the field into the conflict typology
framework, and instead | began gathering empirical material on conflict that explored patterns
and themes to understand the phenomena of conflict. My approach to conflict changed to one of
understanding how the social reality of conflict is constructed, managed, and sustained. In
essence, this focus of inquiry fostered a process perspective on conflict, emphasising how
conflict was understood locally and managed accordingly (which in turn influences local
understandings of conflict). Thus, it was this change in the study’s epistemology — that is, my
theoretical beliefs about how | could discover knowledge about conflict at NGO Plus, and
methodology — that is, how I decided to use these research methods for acquiring knowledge
about conflict at NGO Plus, and not only the change in the use of research methods, which

changed the study’s approach to conflict.

The pivotal epistemological commitment

The epistemological idea that ended up shaping this study is ethnomethodology

(Garfinkel, 1967). In an article on the diversity of ethnomethodological research, Maynard and
Clayman (1991) write:

“[W]hereas numerous commentators have equated ethnomethodology with
phenomenology..., it is more accurate to say that a phenomenological sensibility
iIs expressed in ethnomethodology than the latter is or should be a
phenomenological sociology” (p. 388, my emphasis).

Thus, for the purpose of tracing this sensibility, | briefly describe the main tenets of
phenomenology.

The logic of a phenomenological approach to a study is learning about the meaning of a
naturally occurring phenomenon in the social world (Van Maanen, 1979b). Schutz (1970)
argues that researchers should focus on how the life world is experienced by ordinary members
of society. The life world is conceptualised as what every individual takes for granted. Schutz

argues that “safeguarding of [this] subjective point of view is the only but sufficient guarantee
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that the world of social reality will not be replaced by a fictional non-existing world constructed
by the scientific observer” (1970, p. 271). Therein lies the imperative that the researcher must
deal with how the social world is made meaningful with an emphasis on the configuration of
meaning. This orientation to the subjectivity of the life world points researchers to the constructs
and categories of knowledge, the beliefs, values, images, folk theories, and attitudes, that people
apply to aspects of experience to make them meaningful and give them a semblance of everyday
familiarity (Holstein & Gubrium, 2005). Moustakas (1994) writes:

“The empirical phenomenological approach involves a return to experience in
order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the basis for a reflective
structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience” (p. 13).

This approach seeks to elucidate the phenomenon of behaviour in the context of a particular
situation to determine what an experience means for the individuals who have had the
experience. From these descriptions, general meanings may be derived.

At the very basic level, Garfinkel (1967) was influenced by phenomenology in his
inquiries into the world of everyday life of how the social world is made meaningful. Thus,
ethnomethodology takes its point of departure from phenomenology by focussing on both the
hows and the whats of social reality. Ethnomethodology accomplishes this by focusing on how
people construct their experiences and their worlds and also the configuration of meaning and
the broader cultural and institutional contexts shaping the meaning-making (Holstein &
Gubrium, 2005). Particularly the hows involved — individuals’ use of instructions, moral
principles, values, and other accounts to construct a sense of coherence in social action is under
scrutiny in ethnomethodological research. Garfinkel (1967) therefore argues that given that
human actions are infused by social and cultural meanings, the social worlds should be studied
by means of approaches that give us access to the meanings that guide people’s behaviour.
Hence, it is by combining a phenomenological sensibility with a paramount concern for
everyday social practice that Garfinkel (1967) turned the main purpose of ethnomethodology
into addressing the problem of social order.

The concept of social order refers to a relatively persistent system of linked social
structures, social institutions and everyday social practices which enforce and maintain ‘normal’
ways of relating and behaving (Garfinkel, 1967). Garfinkel (1967) particularly emphasises a
focus on how people actually ‘do’ social life, which aims at documenting the mechanisms by

which they construct and maintain social entities. Such an empirical investigation of people’s
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methods for accomplishing everyday reality demands that the researcher focuses on how people
in a setting accomplish a sense of social order. This approach thereby deeply implicates people
in the production of social order. Holstein and Gubrium (2005) write about ethnomethodology:

“Whereas conventional sociology orients to rules, norms, and shared meanings
as exogenous explanations for members’ actions, ethnomethodology turns this
around to consider how members themselves orient to and use rule, norms, and
shared meanings to account for the regularity of their actions” (p. 487).

Ethnomethodologists do not see social order as externally imposed by familiar social forces;
instead, they view it as locally produced by way of the practice of everyday reasoning.

This rests upon two central properties of ordinary social action (Holstein & Gubrium,
2005). First, all actions and objects depend upon context, which means that they have
indeterminate or equivocal meanings without a discernible context. Practical meaning is derived
through contextualization. Thus, as declared by Garfinkel (1967), the issue of how practical
actions are tied to their context lies at the heart of ethnomethodological inquiry. Second,
circumstances that provide meaningful contexts are themselves self-generating because accounts
of a setting constitute that setting, while they are being shaped by the contexts they constitute. In
short, social order and its practical realities are ‘reflexive’ (Holstein & Gubrium, 2005).

Accordingly, Garfinkel (1967) is keenly attuned to naturally occurring social interactions
and talk because he views these as constitutive elements of the setting that is studied.
Ethnographic studies tend to focus on locally crafted meanings and the settings within which
social interactions constitute a social order. With an ethnographic approach, one is therefore able
to consider the situated content of talk in relation to local meaning-making.

To sum up, the main analytical difference between phenomenology and
ethnomethodology is, according to Holstein and Gubrium (2005), that whereas researchers
taking a phenomenological stance are interested in documenting the processes by which social
reality is constructed, managed, and sustained, while ethnomethodologists have been more
analytical radical and empirically productive in specifying the actual procedures and
mechanisms by which social order is accomplished in everyday life. That is, how ordinary
members actually ‘do’ social life and how this constitutive work produces the locally
unchallenged appearances of stable realities. In the next section, | describe what the
epistemological commitment to ethnomethodology meant for my scientific perspective on

conflict at work.
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My scientific perspective on the object of study

Instead of using the conflict typology framework, I conducted my inquiry of conflict
from the point of view of the staff and management at NGO Plus. For this purpose, | used
Blumer’s (1969) idea of ‘sensitizing concepts’ to guide the analysis and my understanding of
what was going on in the field. Blumer (1969) writes about sensitizing concepts:

“A sensitizing concept ... gives the user a general sense of reference and
guidance in approaching empirical instances. Whereas definitive concepts
provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest
directions along which to look™ (p. 148).

I wanted to make the practices of conflict handling — that is, how people at NGO Plus actually
‘do’ conflict in everyday life, the focus of my inquiry. With sensitizing concepts as a reference
point, | explored how the meanings that people ascribe to conflicts are related to their ways of
acting out these conflicts, and how the social and cultural context in which the conflicts occur
shape and are shaped by the forms that conflicts take. Both of these sensitizing concepts are
central tenets integral to an ethnomethodologist’s notion of social action.

| therefore began to systematically record and document how conflicts at NGO Plus
emerged and unfolded and how they were framed and handled by individuals and groups within
the organisation. In essence, this fostered a process perspective on conflict, emphasising how
conflicts were understood locally and managed accordingly. The epistemological position of
ethnomethodology acted as a meta-theory that guided me in choosing what paths to avoid
(conflict typologies), and what paths to pursue (emic® categories of conflict).

Specifically, the change in my epistemological commitments meant that instead of
focusing only on comparing effects before and after the conflict management training, which
involved positivist assumptions about causal links between the training and changed conflict
behaviour and required that I minimized my own biases, | began to focus on processes of how
conflicts at NGO Plus were framed and handled at the collective level of the organisation. My
change in epistemological commitments moreover meant that | became interested in how such
framing and handling of conflict were in accordance with and constituted social regularities for

ways of relating and behaving at NGO Plus. Moreover, | became interested in how my own

® An emic perspective (Harris, 1976) represent the ‘insider's point of view’ in the generation of understandings of a
phenomenon.
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organisation and sensemaking of fieldwork experiences and the empirical material acted as
conditions that shaped my actual production of knowledge about conflict.

As a result of this change in epistemology, the study was turning into a conflict
topography that emphasised processes of how meaning and action interact in processes of
conflict handling. Below | describe how | used the different research methods for acquiring

knowledge about conflict.

How I used the research methods to study conflict

As shown in the research process timeline in figure 1, the first period of fieldwork
comprised the first round of interviewing, the second period of fieldwork comprised the second
round of interviewing, observations of the training, and the third round of interviewing, and the
third period of fieldwork comprised the fourth round of interviewing. As explained above, I
carried out observations and participant observations of everyday organisational life at NGO
Plus in all three periods of fieldwork.

The observations, participant observations and interviews conducted during the first
period of fieldwork had an introductory feel to them. Here | focused on learning about the kind
of work that NGO Plus does, alongside its mission and modus operandi. | conducted active
participant observations in one of the organisation’s fundraising teams as well as at department
meetings in that particular team’s department. | also had several informal conversations with
different people at NGO Plus while I was hanging out on the departmental floors. Finally, 1
observed a full-day event of an organisational seminar about work related stress followed by a
picnic in a nearby park. Interview questions in the first round of interviewing asked about
educational backgrounds and length of employment, tasks and responsibilities, how they felt
about working at NGO Plus, community and collaboration at work, and opinions about
management (see Appendix A for interview questions used in all four rounds of interviewing).
During this fieldwork period, | structured the days so that | usually did the participant
observations or the ‘hanging out and around’ in the morning and interviewed people in the
afternoon.

Due to the sensitive nature of conflict (Jehn, 1995; Kolb & Putnam, 1992), I directed
questions about the conflicts at work only at the management and union representatives, not at
the other employees. However, given that everyone knew that | was related to the conflict
management training course and that I was there to study how such a training intervention might

affect the organisation, including how conflict was approached and dealt with, | was, of course,
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strongly associated with conflict. People therefore often brought up the subject of conflict
during interviews, often saying that conflict was not something that happened in their
organisation. Others appeared to be nervous when | talked to them, afraid of what | would ask
them about (see chapter 8 for a full account of how | was positioned in the field). It was these
field experiences of either denial of conflict or uneasiness in interviews, together with my
difficulties of applying the conflict typology framework when people did acknowledge that
there were ‘problems’ in their working relationships that brought about the epistemological
turning point. Needless to say, the turning point changed how | approached the observations and
interviewing in the second and third periods of fieldwork.

Before commencing the second period of fieldwork, | had become well aware that |
needed to build trust with the staff and management at NGO Plus before | would be able to gain
access to knowledge and experiences with conflicts at NGO Plus. | therefore put more emphasis
on doing the participant observations — that is, doing them the full day and over a longer period
of time in one department at a time. | conducted participant observations in two of the three
departments at NGO Plus — the clerical unit and the fundraising department. | divided my time
equally between doing participant observations in the two departments. In the clerical unit I took
part in daily work activities, such as distributing mail, updating the membership database, and
keeping accounts, and in the fundraising department | translated documents for the
organisation’s membership magazine and for its annual report. In both departments, | observed
staff and management’s informal interactions and participated in staff meetings. In the third
department, the programme department, | did not conduct formal participant observations. I did,
however, participate in a full day staff meeting. | interviewed staff and management from all
three departments.

The method of participant observations helped me conduct unobtrusive research by
focusing on the work processes going on at NGO Plus. Given that such research activities were
not threatening, the participant observation helped me to gain participants’ trust before
conducting the interviews; therefore, | always conducted the interviews at the end of a fieldwork
period. Here | often used the interviews to get ‘inside’ people’s heads (cf. Harris, 1976) by
talking to them about their perspectives, intentions and emotions involved in conflicts that | had
either witnessed or heard about during fieldwork.

For example, when | observed disagreements and arguments between people in the
organisation, | would use the interview to talk to those involved, as well as observes, about how

they had experienced those situations. Moreover, during daily work and particularly at
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department meetings, |1 would observe how they talked about their collaborations with the other
organisational groups, and in interviews | would further explore intergroup relationships with
the interviewees. | viewed intergroup relationships not only between departments but also
between different occupational and hierarchical groups. Finally, 1 observed how staff and
management talked about conflict and organisational values, and in interviews | would ask
directly about how conflict and collaborative problems were addressed by the organisation.

Czarniawska (1998) emphasises how investigating representations is an important part of
doing research in organisations because interviews can be used to elicit standard accounts of a
practice investigated by the researcher and that the researcher’s observations may contrast with
these accounts. As a result, the researcher may use the gap between the two as a source of
knowledge, providing richness and a more complete understanding of the phenomenon under
study. Van Maanen (1979a) additionally argues that the notions and theories we use to explain
events and patterns in the empirical material simply rest upon both our talking to the studied
people and observing the contextual contingencies upon which the studied people base their
representations. | therefore consider that my use of the empirical materials gathered via
interviews and observations complemented each other so as to allow me to explore how conflict
often played out at multiple levels in the organisation.

This focus on people’s experiences, their motives and meanings and the context and
circumstances of action (cf. Denzin 1978, cited in Johnson & Duberley, 2000) in situations of
conflict allowed me to study processes of how conflicts play out. The research method of
participant observations allowed me to understand the routines and mundane activities that make
up life at NGO Plus. More importantly, this focus positioned conflict and conflict handling as
everyday phenomena, embedded in the social interactions between organisational members as
they go about their daily activities, rather than as exceptional situations that occur and are dealt
with outside the usual day-to-day business of organisational life (cf. Barley, 1991). The research
method of participant observations additionally allowed me to make explicit the knowledge that
is often taken for granted and to investigate the social order (cf. Garfinkel, 1967) of how to
address conflict at NGO Plus. Specifically, a number of rules and values shaped what were the
appropriate ways for staff and management at NGO Plus to address and act out conflict.

In the second round of interviewing, | interviewed people about their work values, their
knowledge of conflict at work; their own experiences with conflict; how they dealt with conflict,
their perception of intergroup relations, and their motives for participating in the conflict

management training. | conducted a large number of interviews to obtain multiple perspectives
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(cf. Smircich & Stubbart, 1985) on any situation of conflict. More importantly, | tried to obtain
material about the same conflicts from several different points of view (cf. Kolb & Putnam,
1992) to gain further insights into conflict dynamics at NGO Plus.

For ethical reasons, | carefully structured the interviews to make sure that the conflict
situations we talked about either were situations that the interviewees knew | had observed as
they unfolded in practice or situations that the interviewees themselves brought up. | asked
interviewees to bring up any situations that were frustrating to them personally and that involved
other members of staff and/or management. | encouraged them to talk freely and at length about
what had happened and how they had experienced it. Often | already knew about the particular
situation or conflict relationship that an interviewee was talking about, either from the
observations or | had heard about it from others. Still 1 always made sure that whatever
perspectives and feelings were shared during the interview only came from the interviewee
him/herself. This was my way of practicing confidentiality in the interviews. In chapter 8, I
elaborate on how | dealt with different ethical dilemmas that arose in the process of doing
conflict research.

The conflict management training took place between the second and third rounds of
interviewing. | documented the conflict management training by using direct observations
(Bernard, 1994) of training activities. | focused on the information and exercises that were
presented during the training and how the participants embraced these, and how the trainer
developed a relationship with the participants. As my documentations of training activities were
rather detailed, | was able to use those five days of training as one large focus group interview
with various members of staff and management discussing theories of conflict and how these
theories could be applied to their own organisation. | elaborate on the training in chapter 5 and
chapter 7.

The third round of interviewing took place immediately after the conflict management
training, and | primarily used the interview to explore reflections about the training from the
participating staff and management. For this | not only used single interviews, as | had done in
the first two rounds, but also focus group interviews. | interviewed them about what they liked
and disliked about the training, the trainer’s performance, the group’s performance, and their
reflections on whether there were training elements that had gotten them to think differently
about conflict at work.

The third and last period of fieldwork took place one year after the conflict management

training in 2010. This period included both participant observation and a fourth round of
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interviewing using single interviews and focus group interviews. As | had done the previous
year, | conducted participant observation in the clerical unit and the fundraising department. |
tried to look for whether there were any changes in the ways conflicts were addressed in the
organisation and whether conflict situations played out differently. | used the fourth round of
interviewing to address the same situations or conflict relationship that had been brought up in
the second round of interviewing with the aim of detecting if any changes had occurred.
However, | carefully ordered the questions to prevent self-fulfilling answers from interviewees
about changes. |1 began an interview by inquiring about the same situation or conflict
relationship that we had talked about the previous year, and then proceeded to ask about what
they remembered from the training. Only at the end of the interview did | ask them to consider
how the training had affected the aforementioned problems.

The four rounds of interviewing developed into serial interviewing that explored
developments in specific events and in interviewees’ experiences of conflict. Although I focused
specifically on changes in conflict behaviour in the last round of interviewing, interviews
conducted during this round nevertheless often gave me a more comprehensive understanding of
conflict dynamics at NGO Plus. Through the serial interviewing, | developed an ongoing
relationship with the interviewees, which facilitated discussions of sensitive issues while also
allowing exploration of changing experiences.

Instead of using the four rounds of interviewing to examine effects by revisiting the
same questions in every round of interview to see what effects the training had had, as I should
have done had | stayed with my initial positivist assumptions about conflict, I used the four
rounds of interview in a way where | asked questions that ‘build on’ what was covered in
previous interviews. This provided me with richer and more detailed information. | also used the
participant observations in this cumulative away. By taking the learning from a previous
fieldwork period to inform my focus in the current fieldwork period, without excluding myself
from events and phenomena that were ‘new’, | pushed myself towards more nuanced
understandings of what was going on in the field. I conclude that the longitudinal fieldwork and
the serial interviewing offered considerable advantages in exploring evolving and complex
processes of how conflicts play out at NGO Plus. These methods simply enabled a more
complex account of conflict dynamics because they helped me to see more things in the
empirical material (cf. Kan & Parry, 2004). In the next section | describe how | used different

methods for analysis for analysing the empirical material.
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Analysing the empirical material

I used two different methods to analyse the empirical material: thematic analysis and
narrative analysis. Below | describe how | used these methods for analysing the empirical
material and why | changed them.

I used thematic analysis because this approach seemed productive in terms of learning
about what themes and patterns were in the empirical material. As argued by Braun and Clarke
(2006) thematic analysis should be among the first methods of analysis that qualitative
researchers learn to use because it provides core skills of thematizing meanings that will be
useful for conducting other forms of qualitative analysis. The procedures for coding empirical
material with thematic analysis seem similar to that of grounded theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
but unlike grounded theory, thematic analysis is not directed towards theory development and
does not either have a foothold in positivism and or treat data as “something separate from the
researcher [implying] that they are untouched by the competent researcher’s interpretations”
(Charmaz, 2005, p. 510). Thematic analysis is not wedded to any pre-existing theoretical
frameworks (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

I used thematic analysis to identify, analyse and report the themes and patterns within the
empirical material, which | present in chapter 6. Staff and management’s sensemaking in
conflict appeared very prominent in the empirical material. Through my use of the thematic
analysis, | was able systematically to explore themes of sensemaking in conflict because these
themes emerged clearly every time staff and management talked about conflict. Staff and
management’s accounts of what had happened in conflict were always entangled with their view
of why the conflict had occurred in the first place and why the conflict unfolded the way it did.
Thus, it was not that the thematic analysis enabled staff and management’s sensemaking in
conflict; rather it enabled me to systematically explore how their sensemaking in conflict
worked. | was very careful not to interpret staff and management’s sensemaking in conflict as
reports of real life events, but as their ways of narrating conflict.

Given that there were significant patterns of staff and management’s sensemaking in
conflict, | decided to apply Karl Weick’s theory of organisational sensemaking (Weick, 1995a;
Weick, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005) to extend my understanding of conflict
dynamics at NGO Plus. | unfold Weick’s theoretical framework of organisational sensemaking
in the next chapter. For now | merely explain that | used the methods for analysing the empirical

material in order to explore staff and management’s sensemaking in conflict.
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I changed my method of analysis from thematic to narrative (Czarniawska, 1998) for the
rest of the study. | decided to use narrative analysis because it allowed me to pursue storylines in
the empirical material that represented staff and management’s changing sensemaking in
conflict (chapter 7) and my own sensemaking in the process of doing research about conflict
(chapter 8). Compared to thematic analysis, | felt that | with narrative analysis was better able to
explore conflict processes over time by working systematically with the longitudinal character
of the empirical material; that is, tracing the meanings and fates of conflicts longitudinally. This
also included noticing how my own sensemaking of research experiences that arose throughout
the research process evolved.

In both chapters 7 and 8, | used the narrative approach to make sense of events and bring
them into a meaningful whole. A narrative entails the construction of a plot that moves through
an original state of affairs, an event, and the consequent state of affairs. A narrative approach
includes a temporal dimension by introducing time and space to understand particular events
and actions (Czarniawska, 2004). Chronology is used to understand events and actions in logical
coherence that extends the chronology of the data collection process (through time), thereby
broadening the temporal scope of a particular narrative.

| specifically distinguish between narratives from the field that 1 produced from
analysing the data and narratives of the field that were my collection of stories from the
organisational floor. While the former is counted among interpretative approaches to
organisation studies and conceptualises research as sensemaking, the latter emphasises stories
told in the field, their provenance, formulations, and authors (Czarniawska, 1998).

The narratives of the field are the stories told at NGO Plus, which | gathered while doing
fieldwork. Narratives of the field encompass symbolic language like metaphors and
euphemisms, and integrate the view that the organisational setting influences the language
choices made and enacted in conflict (Putnam, 2004). As shown in chapters 7 and 8,
sensemaking processes in the organisation were often communicated via narratives. Narratives
of the field are carriers of meaning in that they serve a purpose of sensemaking (Maitlis, 2005;
Weick, 1995a). Being connected to experience, narratives provide a means for capturing the
everyday character of organisational sensemaking as they highlight sensemaking that lead to

enactment.” Mills (2010) concurs by arguing that sensemaking makes an “important

* Although narratives are identified as important means of sensemaking, this is not exclusive since not all
sensemaking is narrative, as noted by Weick (1995a). Other means of sensemaking that are not narrative can be
represented in conversations and discussions where the iteration between discussants displays processes of

61



contribution to our understanding of everyday life in organisations” and if we want insight into
what is meaningful to people in organisations and why they think and act the way they do, then
we must explore the construction of meaning conveyed in narratives and discourses.

Focussing only on talk and discourse is insufficient (Hansen, 2006). While talk and
discourse capture those discursive understandings that have been made explicit, many
understandings remain at a tacit level where they exist in the form of unspoken assumptions that
actively guide our behaviour. When we examine talk, we get insight into the construction of
meaning, but the tacit assumptions and cultural knowledge that are present in organisations are
equally used in meaning constructions (Hansen, 2006). The question is how we make such tacit
assumptions and cultural knowledge equally explicit. Ethnography is a methodology that aims
to make cultural or tacit knowledge more explicit because it explores the contexts in which
narratives and discourses are produced. Hansen (2006) writes: “If our focus is on the
construction of meaning in organisations we must attend to the construction site, or context” (p.
1050).

I combined the narrative analyses of conflict with contextual analysis of NGO Plus. The
contextual analysis linked the narratives to actions and events beyond their immediate scope
(across space), thereby embedding the narratives in organisational social dynamics and
structure. The narratives themselves therefore assumed ontological significance beyond the
immediate context in which they were told (Bryant & Lasky, 2007; Czarniawska, 2004). This
combination of methods for analysis allowed me to pursue storylines in the empirical material
that were appropriately placed historically and contextually, and longitudinally investigated.
Specifically in chapter 7, | investigate what had happened prior to the conflict emerging — that
is, how participants would talk about the antenarrative, and how the conflicts unfolded and were
related to and entangled with other phenomena in the organisational system, for example
management practices, external demands, and intergroup hierarchies.

The contribution of combining narrative analysis with contextual analysis is that it is
through the contextual descriptions, which | derived from months of doing ethnographic
research at NGO Plus where | was on site every day of the working week, that | can display
contextual influences on sensemaking in conflict and how it is possible to understand the

sensemaking activities that occur. This is however neither about bringing in context by

argumentation. I managed to capture such sensemaking processes in the unfolding of disagreements for example,
but not exclusively, at department meetings.
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combining narrative and ethnographic approaches, nor is it about turning the analysis of
sensemaking in conflict into a context analysis of conflict. Rather, it entails a distinct way of
working with the empirical material that reflect the iterative movements between staff and
management’s sensemaking in conflict and the organisational context in describing and
interpreting the materials in use in sensemaking activities in conflict. This way of working with
the empirical material starts from concrete situations of social interaction when analysing
enacted sensemaking in conflict and therefore has the social act as the level of analysis. As
argued by Hansen (2006) this approach emphasises “the in situ analysis of narrative
construction” (p. 1066). | have found that this iterative approach to working with the empirical
material makes the analyses about sensemaking in conflict at NGO Plus more meaningful and
more plausible.

In chapter 8, I display my own sensemaking of research experiences; that is, my own
search for meaning throughout the research processes. | do this by reflexively describing my

own process of theorizing about conflict.

My own role as a researcher

The change in epistemology meant that my role as a researcher changed. Instead of trying to
minimize my own bias to obtain a neutral fly on the wall character, | actively used myself in the
generation and analysis of the empirical material. In chapter 8, | thoroughly reflect upon what it
meant for my role as a researcher to study conflict — how this positioned me in certain ways,
how I had to establish trust prior to getting access to knowledge and experience with conflicts at
NGO Plus, how I sought to decide which stories from the field were conflict stories, how I dealt
with ethical dilemmas that arose in the process of doing research about conflict, and how my
long-term engagement with the field resulted in my own involvement in conflict. The accounts
in chapter 8 position me, not as an objective researcher of conflict at NGO Plus, but as taking
the role of a sensemaker, actively constructing representations of the reality of NGO Plus

conflicts.

Summarising: to study conflict

To sum up, my fieldwork at NGO Plus ran over two years from August 2008 to September 2010
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and comprised participant observation, observations, and interviews. Throughout that period my
epistemological commitments changed from reflecting positivist assumptions about conflict to
committing to a more interpretative view of conflict. This change in epistemology meant that
my perspective on conflict changed. Instead of approaching conflict as ‘something’ in itself |
focused on the configuration of meaning in conflict. Thus | approached conflict as an everyday
phenomenon that arises naturally in daily working life when people meet in social interactions.

I used methods for analysing the empirical material to explore processes of sensemaking in
conflict. In the analysis, | described narratives of sensemaking in everyday situations of conflict.
By exploring sensemaking in conflict, | focussed specifically on how social meaning and action
interact in processes of conflict handling. In the next chapter, | outline the theoretical
positioning for the study represented by Weick’s theoretical framework of organisational

sensemaking.
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Sensemaking and Conflict

The study integrates insights from Weick’s theory of organisational sensemaking
(1995a; 2001; Weick et al., 2005). Although sensemaking is an evolving theory, there are
several agreed upon tenets. | begin this chapter by outlining my ‘sensemaking’ of what | view as
the main tenets of sensemaking theory and by explaining its microsociological roots. | then
explain my use of the two main theoretical concepts of ‘framework’ and ‘enactment’ to
understand the empirical material in terms of how sensemaking and enactment interact in
conflict handling. I then describe my application of sensemaking theory to the study of conflict
by discussing some of the criticisms that have been made of Weick’s sensemaking framework

and by presenting my own strategies for confronting these criticisms in my analyses.

Organisational sensemaking

Sensemaking is the process by which people give meaning to experience. Sensemaking
as a theory of that process involves the three main moves of perception, interpretation, and
action, occurring in an ongoing cycle of revisions (Weick, 1979). There are two core
assumptions in sensemaking theory. The first conceptualises sensemaking as the social
construction of meaning, where individuals attempt to interpret and explain sets of cues, or
signals, from their environments. The second core assumption in sensemaking theory is that
thinking and action define one another (Weick et al., 2005), which emphasises the theory’s
potential to explain the role of agency in organising.

According to Weick, “[t]he basic idea of sensemaking is that reality is an ongoing
accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what
occurs” (Weick, 1993, p. 635). Students of sensemaking define sensemaking as: “...the
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ongoing, retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are doing”
(Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). Thus, sensemaking makes circumstances comprehensible both
prospectively and retrospectively. Sensemaking theory differs in important ways from
psychological theories. Having been developed in the field of organisational behaviour,
sensemaking theory is concerned with meaning construction and enactment in and among
groups rather than the effects of enacted sensemaking on individuals. Sensemaking theory
therefore differs fundamentally from cognitive and social psychological theories by being a
microsociological theory rather than a psychological one.

Sensemaking is what it says it is, because it literally means the making of sense. Weick
writes, “[h]Jow [people] construct what they construct, why, and with what affect are the central
questions for people interested in sensemaking” (Weick, 1995a, p. 4). Sensemaking is about
constructing meaning, comprehending, placing events into frameworks, patterning, reacting to
surprise, and interacting in pursuit of understanding. Thus, sensemaking is the primary site
where meanings materialize, and inform and constrain action and identity (Weick et al., 2005).
By the phrase “meanings materialize” Weick et al. (2005, p. 409) mean that sensemaking is an
important issue of language, talk, and communication, because situations, organisations, and
environments are simply talked into existence.

What sensemaking is not synonymous with, Weick argues, is interpretation, because
most descriptions of interpretation focus on a text, and what sensemaking does is address how
the text is constructed in addition to how it is read (Weick, 1995a). This suggests that
interpretation is only a component of sensemaking because as noted by Weick, “Sensemaking is
about authoring as well as reading” (1995a, p. 7).

As mentioned above, sensemaking is a theory of that process. While process thinking
has puzzled philosophers as well as social and natural scientists since before the early Greek
philosophers, Weick is an early contributor of process thinking in organisation studies. Process
thinking is a way of thinking about the world while acknowledging that the phenomena under
study contain an inherent gradualness, which is not to be mistaken for the assumption that
everything undergoes gradual change. Rather, process thinking directs attention to the analytical
distinction between process versus entity, which, in the study of organisations, is a fundamental
ontological distinction (Bakken & Hernes, 2006).

Applying a sensemaking perspective to the study of conflict means to view conflict and
conflict handling as events that arise in the flow of daily organisational life rather than as

outcomes from our manipulation of the system to cultivate or reduce whatever conflicts we want
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or do not want. Applying a sensemaking perspective to the study of conflict additionally means
a focus on how conflicts are recognized and interpreted collectively within the organisation
since it is these emergent conceptualisations at the collective level of the organisation which can
explain the dynamics of conflict.

Sensemaking is about the accomplishment of reality rather than the discovery of it.

Weick writes:

“To talk about sensemaking is to talk about reality as an ongoing
accomplishment that takes form when people make retrospective sense of the
situations in which they find themselves and their creation” (1995a, p. 15).

When people engage in sensemaking activities, Weick (2001) emphasises that it is more precise
to think of them as accomplishing reality because to make sense is to focus on a limited set of
cues, and to elaborate those cues into a pragmatic, plausible, and momentarily useful guide for
actions that themselves are constructing the guide that they follow; thus, action tends to confirm
the preconceptions which shaped the action in the first place (Weick, 1988, p. 307).

The seven properties

In 1995, Weick published his book Sensemaking in Organizations, in which he explored
the social aspects of organisations and proposed a framework that described how individuals and
organisations make sense of their environment. Weick essentially suggested that, rather than
focusing on outcomes, we could use sensemaking to understand the social processes that
contribute to organisational outcomes. In the book, Weick develops seven sensemaking
properties, which he suggests serve as “a rough guideline for inquiry into sensemaking in the
sense that they suggest what sensemaking is, how it works and where it can fail” (Weick, 1995a,
p. 18). Thus, sensemaking properties can provide insights into what we need to look for if we
want to understand why an outcome has occurred. | therefore, with the hope of systematically
clarifying the meaning of ‘sensemaking’, structure this section around the seven explanatory
properties of sensemaking: social processes, retrospective, reliance on cues, plausibility,
identity, ongoing experience, and enactment.

Social. Sensemaking is ongoing, subtle, and easily taken for granted. To make sense of
events, we draw on the meanings we have constructed through past experiences and interactions
in society (Weick, 1995a). Even though sensemaking may seem like a private, individual
process, it is inherently social because what a person does internally is contingent on others,
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whether they are present or not. At a micro level, this means that individuals engage co-workers,
relatives and friends in processes of making sense of events in everyday life and work. But at a
more collective level, it also means that organisational rules, symbols and language have an
impact on an individual’s sensemaking activities by providing procedures or scripts for
appropriate conduct and behaviour.

The social pillar of sensemaking emphasises how our knowledge is not created in a
vacuum. People actively shape each other’s meanings through interactions in the context of
relationships and expectations of others. Hence, people studying sensemaking pay a lot of
attention to talk and discourse because that is how much of social contact is mediated (Weick,
1995a), and such inquiries therefore primarily operate at micro levels of analysis. The emphasis
on meaning construction as happening through social interactions in groups is another important
example of how sensemaking theory differs from psychological theories. Compared with other
microsociological theories, sensemaking theory does not investigate specific individual
cognitive processes or behaviours. Rather, it is concerned with the actions of groups and
communities (Weick et al., 2005), where it provides a framework for understanding how social
phenomena play out in organisational cultures and group dynamics.

Retrospective. Sensemaking happens when people make retrospective sense of situations
that they find themselves in, and it involves constructing, filtering or framing the subjective into
something more tangible (Weick et al., 2005). The retrospective characteristic of sensemaking
means that we rely on past experience to make sense of current events, which makes
sensemaking a comparative activity: to give meaning to the present we compare it to a similar
past event and rely on this to make sense of it. Implications of sensemaking being a
retrospective process are that events must be noticed before they can be interpreted and
understood. In other words, it is only possible to direct attention to what already exists (Weick,
1995a). When people engage in sensemaking activities, they create accounts or explanations of
events to fit them into their beliefs and values.

Focused on and by extracted cues. Our sensemaking activities involve focusing on and
extracting cues, which are elements from the context and past events that help us decide on what
information is relevant in order to make sense of a situation. Extracted cues provide points of
reference for linking ideas to broader networks of meaning (Weick, 1995a). But our
sensemaking activities are selective in terms of which cues we extract to support our
interpretation of an event. Often individuals focus on particular elements of a situation while

completely ignoring others. The question of which cues we extract is related to the context and
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past experiences. For example, rules, norms and regulations may dictate what cues we will
extract to make sense of a situation (Mills et al., 2010). Individuals may also interpret cues in
ways that support their values and beliefs.

Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. Making sense of things is not about truth or
accuracy but driven by plausibility. Weick writes, “accuracy is nice, but not necessary” (Weick,
19954, pp. p. 56). Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy means that when we make sense of
an event, we look for cues that make our sensemaking seem plausible. We do not rely on the
accuracy of our perceptions. Sensemaking is consequently about creating plausible explanations
in order to orient new circumstances to present contexts. The property of plausibility accounts
for inconsistencies in sensemaking among organisational members. Different groups within an
organisation may derive different meanings from the same action, event or policy, which may
explain why organisational behaviour may not be consistent across the organisational hierarchy
(Weick, 1993).

Grounded in identity construction. A core preoccupation in sensemaking theory is the
construction and maintenance of identity. Because identities are constituted out of processes of
interaction, identity construction lies at the root of sensemaking: who we think we are and the
factors that have shaped our lives affect how we interpret them and what we enact — that is, how
we see the world. Our identity is constantly being constructed and reconstructed as a result of
experiences and contact with other people. This in return affects what outsiders think we are —
that is, our image, and how they treat us, and stabilises or destabilises our identity (Weick et al.,
2005). In terms of organisational identity, questions such as ‘who are we?’ or ‘how do we do
things?” may be triggered by changes within organisations as well as by their external societal
relations.

Enactive of the environment. Weick describes enactment as “the activity of ‘making’
that which is sensed” (Weick, 1995a, p. 30). At one level this means that individuals create their
own reality. But as they produce part of the environment they face, they may find themselves
constrained by the environment. Below | explore the property of enactment much further
because it constitutes a main theoretical concept in my model of analysis.

Ongoing. Sensemaking is ongoing; it is a sequential process that never stops because
sensemaking flows are constant. However, this characteristic of sensemaking as an ongoing
process that happens all the time seems to contradict Weick’s (1995a, p. 85) statement that
sensemaking is provoked by shocks or ambiguity. This contradiction requires further

exploration into occasions for sensemaking.
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Weick writes that occasions for sensemaking include shocks, changes, ambiguity, or
unexpected actions that may be small as well as massive but that are a break in routine and
therefore interrupt an ongoing flow. Sensemaking is therefore often studied in contexts marked
by extreme circumstances, such as crises and major organisational changes, where it has
contributed to explaining substantial interruptions to normal orders (Weick, 1988; Weick, 1990;
Weick, 1993). Weick, however, maintains that we continuously make sense of what is going on
around us but that this activity often becomes more obvious in organisations when staff and
management confront issues, events, and actions that are unexpected or confusing or in other
ways constitute a break from the routine (Weick, 1995a). It is in such situations where staff and
management isolate moments and cues from this continuous sensemaking to make sense of the
current situation. Thus, while sensemaking becomes more obvious in situations that emerge
from a break in the routine, the ongoing characteristic of sensemaking maintains that any
noticeable event represents an occasion for sensemaking (Weick, 1995a).

The ongoing characteristic of sensemaking relates to Weick’s assumption of
sensemaking as a process that is reinforced through interactions with others in an attempt to
reduce ambiguity and uncertainty (1995a). Weick sees ambiguity as a common type of
sensemaking occasion in organisations, because it constitutes a ‘shock’ that triggers
sensemaking. When people experience ambiguity, they engage in sensemaking because they are
confused by too many interpretations. When a disruptive event occurs, what once made sense no
longer does so, and the individual experiences temporary disorganisation, an experience of
ambiguity that predisposes individuals to make sense of things differently.

Because sensemaking becomes more obvious in situations that emerge from a break in
the routine, an evident approach to organisational sensemaking has been to examine the social
processes of sensemaking in contexts that are marked by extreme circumstances, such as crises
(e.g. Brown, 2005; Weick, 1988), disasters (e.g. Gephart, 1993; Vendelg & Rerup, 2009; Weick,
1990; Weick, 1993) or major organisational changes (e.g. Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Louis,
1980; Lduscher & Lewis, 2008). However, as argued by Weick (2010), organisational
sensemaking during extreme and turbulent contexts are not representative of ordinary processes
of organisational sensemaking. Other students of sensemaking have additionally highlighted that
the goal of a sensemaking perspective is to understand how organisational life is possible in its
particulars (Drazin, Glynn, & Kazanjian, 1999).

Sensemaking processes can therefore advantageously be examined in events not

characterized by crisis and turbulence. Maitlis (2005), for example, focuses on ordinary
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everyday sensemaking processes over extended periods of time in British Symphony Orchestras
to display how distinct forms of everyday sensemaking unfold, interact, and connect to different
types of accounts and actions.

Similarly, I focus on the ways in which distinct forms of everyday sensemaking in
processes of conflict handling are marked by being everyday experiences of organisations rather
than situations of crises. Since conflicts are ambiguous and involve different often opposing
points of view, they are excellent occasions for the study of sensemaking.

A sensemaking perspective to the study of conflict emphasises conflict as an inevitable
part of everyday organisational life and aims towards understanding the dynamics of conflict in
their particulars. Weick cherished ambiguity and equivocality and gave them a central place in
processes of human behaviour, although this contrasted with the organisation studies field’s
notion of ‘uncertainty’, which at that time was understood as a negative to be eliminated for
organising to take place (Czarniawska, 2005). Similarly, conflict often represents situations of
ambiguity, which were traditionally understood in the literature as dysfunctions to be eliminated
for cooperation to take place.

Although acknowledging that depending on the sensemaking event one or another could
be more dominant, Weick (1995a) initially claimed that all properties were equally important to
sensemaking processes. Recently, he has acknowledged some of the criticisms of sensemaking
that suggest that some properties may be more pivotal than others (Weick et al., 2005).

Identity construction is one of the two basic properties that are regarded as pivotal to the
sensemaking process because identity construction is argued to influence individual
sensemaking as well as how individuals understand the other six properties (Gioia & Thomas,
1996; Mills & Helms Mills, 2004; Weick et al., 2005). The other basic property that is regarded
as a fundamental criterion of sensemaking is plausibility (Mills et al., 2010; Weick et al., 2005).

In this study, | apply two main theoretical concepts to the study of conflict: First,
because sensemaking tends to be swift, we are more likely to see the products of sensemaking
than its process. The products of sensemaking are conceptualised as perceptual frameworks that
summarise past experience, which people draw on to explain situations in the organisational
environment (Weick, 1995a). In the empirical material such frameworks for explaining conflict
appeared very prominent and represented significant patterns of staff and management’s
sensemaking in conflict. These different and opposing frameworks were what initially opened
my eyes to working specifically with how sense was made of conflict at NGO Plus.

71



Second, because of my initial interest in whether the staff and management’s
participation in conflict management training could change the ways that they dealt with
conflict, I had a strong focus on agency in conflict; that is, how conflict was addressed, handled,
and dealt with. Given that | maintained this specific interest in the agency element of conflicts
throughout the study, | focused specifically on enactment as a main theoretical concept, because
enactment allowed me to study the enacted sensemaking in processes of conflict handling. Thus,
the concept of enactment helped me explain the forms that conflict took in social interactions.
However, before describing the main theoretical concepts, | explain the microsociological

foundation of sensemaking theory.

Rooted in microsociology

Sensemaking theory has evolved from microsociological theories, particularly symbolic
interactionism (Blumer, 1969), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), and frame analysis
(Goffman, 1956).

Ethnomethodology

In chapter 3, on studying conflict, | described how my emerging epistemological
commitments to studying conflict turned towards those found in ethnomethodology, because
these are about studying practices of how people in groups and communities share and create
social orders. Accordingly, Weick does not see groups and organisations as being controlled by
social norms, but as the result of the structuring of events and actions. This means that Weick
assumes that social structures are formed through what he calls “interlocking behaviors’, which
form ‘grammars’ that help people to make sense of past events and actions and to draw causal
maps through which their past experiences guide their future actions (Weick, 1979, p. 3). It is
through actions that connect actors that the interlocking takes place. Accordingly, interlocking
behaviours should be understood as casual loops and not as a linear chain of causes and effects
(Weick, 1979). Weick’s concern with the processes by which groups create and reproduce
cultures, norms, and social structures emphasises the ethnomethodological heritage of
sensemaking. However, with a prime focus on how meaning and action interact and develop out
of social interactions, sensemaking theory has evolved particularly from symbolic

interactionism.
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Symbolic interactionism

Symbolic interactionism has been significantly influential in both microsociology and

social psychology. It is concerned with how “human beings act toward things on the basis of the

meaning that the things have for them” and “that the meaning of such things is derived from, or

arises out of, the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows” (Blumer, 1969, p. 2), which
are, in fact, the two tenets integral to a symbolic interactionist's notion of social interaction.

At the heart of symbolic interactionism is a rejection of the stimulus-response model of

human behaviour, which is the core of the methodological arguments of positivism and a basic

proposition of behaviourism (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Blumer (1969) writes:

“The term *symbolic interaction” refers, of course, to the peculiar and
distinctive character of interaction as it takes place between human beings. The
peculiarity consists in the fact that human beings interpret or “define” each
other's actions instead of merely reacting to each other's actions. Their
“response’ is not made directly to the actions of one another but instead is based
on the meaning which they attach to such actions. Thus, human interaction is
mediated by the use of symbols, by interpretation, or by ascertaining the meaning
of one another’s actions. This mediation is equivalent to inserting a process of
interpretation between stimulus and response in the case of human behavior” (p.
78-79).

Theorists behind symbolic interactionism conceptualise social interactions, not as based on
simple stimulus-response mechanisms, but as mediated by symbols, interpretations, and the
social and structural context. People interpret stimuli, and these interpretations shape their
actions. Consequently, the same stimulus can mean different things to different people.

Characteristics of symbolic interactionism are emphasis on (1) interactions among
people; (2) use of symbols in communication and interaction; (3) interpretation as part of action;
(4) self is as a product of social interactions and interpretations; and (5) flexible social processes
(Blumer, 1969). Similar to ethnomethodology, it is concerned with the interaction order of daily
life and experiences rather than the structures associated with more or less fixed social forces.
Given that reality is constructed through social interaction using symbols, the symbolic
interactionist studies the processes that involve the use of symbols and communication, and
always considers actions as joint.

Symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology differ on how to construe the nature of
social interaction. For symbolic interactionists, the understanding of interaction depends entirely

on actors’ interpretations and understandings, while for ethnomethodologists the meaning of any
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interaction is reflexively tied to its context since sense, action, and situation are mutually
elaborative in situ (Dennis, 2011). For symbolic interactionism, meaning is something that is a
product of social interaction, but requires active interpretation to be acted on.
Ethnomethodologists agree with symbolic interactionists that meanings are generated in social
interaction. But instead of focusing on what interpretations are made, ethnomethodologists
emphasize the ways in which meaning is produced, recognised, and transformed during an
interaction and by treating the context in which social interaction takes place as an interactional

accomplishment (Dennis, 2011).

Frame analysis

The idea in sensemaking theory that people draw on perceptual frameworks when they
make sense of actions and situations is particularly influenced by Goffman’s (1974) theory of
frame analysis. Frame analysis presents a theoretical framework for studying how situations are
defined through frames that label schemata of interpretation and allow individuals or groups “to
locate, perceive, identify, and label” occurrences and events (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Through
frames, people derive meaning from actions and events, organise their experiences, and obtain
guidance for actions. Sometimes a particular framework that is most relevant may be applied to
answer the question of what is going on here, during any moment of an activity an individual
may additionally apply several frameworks.

Goffman’s theory of frame analysis does not refer to frames as stable categories; rather,
it calls attention to complex, multiple and often unarticulated processes that people use to
categorise experiences of everyday life. Although not always articulated, frames constitute a
repertoire for interpretation for members of a community, and this repertoire reflects a central
element of that particular community’s culture. Awareness of a community’s repertoire of
interpretation provides insight into that particular community’s culture: “One must try to form
an image of a group’s framework of frameworks — its belief system, its “cosmology” (Goffman,
1974, p. 27).

Goffman’s contribution to sensemaking theory is evident from the focus on the
development of meaning — that is, how people in organisations make sense of and derive
meaning from what occurs. Additionally, Goffman uses the symbolic interaction approach to

investigate human interaction in a number of social settings that are often characterised by being
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everyday social situations®. As such, Goffman has contributed significant insight into how
people interpret and act in ordinary situations of everyday life.

This legacy from Goffman, together with that of Garfinkel, stresses the need for careful
attention to the micro-particulars of everyday interaction contexts. It further positions my
application of sensemaking theory to the study of conflict. More specifically, it focuses on my
interest in deriving meaning from everyday conflict that arises naturally in everyday working
life, and not as matter of studying extreme situations of heated arguments marked by crises.
Being similarly focussed on social interaction and meaning, as well as the creation of social
orders, sensemaking theory is an outgrowth of symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, and
frame analysis. However, while symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology represent
broader theories of the social in context, sensemaking theory focuses more narrowly on

documenting responses to disruptions in social contexts.

Main concepts making up my model for analysis

Given that Weick’s sensemaking theory is a massive theoretical framework, | have
chosen two main concepts to study sensemaking in conflict. It is these two concepts that make
up the model for analysing conflict in the three articles, which are presented in chapter 6-8. The
two main concepts that make up my model of analysing the interaction of everyday
sensemaking and action in conflict handling are ‘framework’, because frameworks are used to
explain situations of conflict in the organisation, and ‘enactment’, because agency has a

prominent role in organisational responses to conflict.

Framework

Sensemaking becomes more obvious when people encounter disruptions — that is, events

that deviate from the normal order of things. Weick (1995a, p. 108) argues that people who
study sensemaking get caught up in the process imagery and forget to look at what is being
processed. Thus, to give substance to sensemaking, there needs to be an understanding of the
meaning of its content. Weick suggests that a way to focus on the substance of sensemaking is

by investigating the different vocabularies that inform the content of sensemaking in

> Goffman also investigated unusual situations such as asylums and prisons in addition to his empirical focus on
everyday life (see Goffman, 1961).
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organisations. People pull words from vocabularies of society, organisations, occupations and
professions, and of predecessors. Thus, the substance of sensemaking is key when studying the
role of agency in organising.

Products of sensemaking are conceptualised as frames of reference or perceptual
frameworks that “people ‘draw on’ to construct roles and interpret objects” (Weick, 1995a, p.
109) in response to situations in the organisational environment. Thus, Weick works from the
assumption that people draw upon frames of reference to cue their understandings. He explains
that frameworks of pre-existing knowledge are derived from past moments of socialisation and
that cues are the result of present moments of experience (1995a, p. 111), and that the way that
these two settings of experience are connected forms the content of sensemaking.

While frameworks are socially constructed, they enable staff and management to locate,
perceive, identify, and label occurrences in their lives (Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford,
1986) and these frames are what guide people’s actions in the world. Frameworks act as lenses
through which staff and management interpret conflict dynamics (Lewicki & Gray, 2003). It is
through the frameworks that they construct what the conflict is about and so decides how to act
and deal with the conflict. The choice of what frame to adopt in a given situation depends on
one’s own memory, the cues that others send, and the context in which the situation occurs
(Gray, 2003), emphasising that sensemaking is influenced by the imagined, implied, or actual
presence of others (Weick, 2001).

Although similar to concepts of interpretation and meaning-making, sensemaking
according to Weick (1995a), goes beyond interpretation and meaning-making by not only being
about discovering that which already exists, but being about inventing meanings and patterns.
He argues that interpretation is involved when an already existing frame of meaning is used,
while in sensemaking, no frame exists and hence one has to be created. Maitlis and Sonenshein
(2010) show how people often shift from perceptually based knowing (no frame exists) to
categorically based (frame exists) knowing. As people develop knowledge, their cognitive
processing becomes concept-driven, or schema-driven, rather than stimulus-driven and begin to
assign perception to frames such as types, categories, stereotypes, and schemas (Maitlis &
Sonenshein, 2010).

Studying sensemaking however, involves more than explaining interruptions or
unexpected events through frameworks. It involves an important action component, which

essentially makes sensemaking a cycle of creating our experiences and environments in the
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process of interpreting events by identifying the specific problems and cues to be attended to
(Weick, 1995a; Weick et al., 2005).

Enactment

In Weick’s book from 1995, ‘Sensemaking in Organizations’ enactment is just one of the

“seven characteristics” (p. 18), or properties of sensemaking. However, given this study’s
special interest in conflict management — that is, how conflicts are handled and dealt with, I give
particular attention to the concept of enactment in conflict. Weick writes that ‘enactment’ is
“both the process of making ideas, structures, and visions real by acting upon them and the

outcome of this process, “an enacted environment” (Weick’s distinguished address to
Technology and Innovation Management Division, Academy of Management 1998, cited in
Czarniawska, 2005, p. 271). | focus on enactment in conflict particularly for a number of
reasons.

First, Weick argues “actions devoted to sensemaking play a central role in the genesis of
crises and therefore needs to be understood if we are to manage and prevent crises” (1988, p.
308). I similarly contend that actions devoted to sensemaking in conflict play a central role in
the genesis and unfolding of conflict. We therefore need to understand these actions if we are to
manage conflict. Insights into enacted sensemaking in conflict at NGO Plus thus explain how
conflicts are dealt with, why they are dealt with the way they are, and how the conflict was or
was not resolved. Moreover, with an enacted sensemaking perspective, the focus is on the
development of meanings and how such meanings motivate engagements, actions, and practices.
Hence, sensemaking is not only about interpreting the world but equally is concerned with
creating the world around us by noticing and responding to unexpected disruptions.

Second, Weick et al. (2005) argue that the concept of sensemaking keeps action and
cognition together and that the term enactment captures the fact that people in organisational life
often enact part of the environment they face. In Weick’s 2010 reflection on his analysis of the
Bhopal disaster from 1988, he emphasises that cognition and action are inseparable, “Acting
without thought is blind, thought without action is empty” (2010, p. 547). The much-used phrase
‘enacted sensemaking’ shows how sensemaking is equally about both action and cognition.
Smircich and Stubbart additionally argue, “Enactment means action as well as thinking” (1985,
p. 732), which implies a combination of people’s attention and action. They further contend that
researchers who analyse organisational sensemaking often underappreciate the action
component. Twenty-five years later in 2010, Maitlis and Sonenshein, in a review of
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sensemaking studies in the crisis and change literatures, also maintain that the action component
in sensemaking studies is widely underappreciated. They contend that cognitive processes have
received much more attention than the social processes and embodiments in sensemaking. The
authors find this surprising since sensemaking, with enactment at its core, is inherently
embodied. “We make sense through acting” (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010, p. 574) the authors
clearly state.

Third and finally, central to a sensemaking perspective is how people enact the
environments they interpret and constitute their identity within these enactments, shaping how
they interpret events, things, phenomena — in short, situations (Weick et al., 2005). The
sensemaking property of how people shape the social environment in which they interact is yet
another important example of how sensemaking theory, due to its microsociological roots,
differs from psychological theories. Whereas most theories of social psychology explore only
how the social context shapes people’s experiences, sensemaking also explore the reverse: how
people shape cultural and social contexts. Daft and Weick even writes: “The interpretation may
shape the environment more than the environment shapes the interpretation” (1984, p. 287).
The concept of enactment underpins this idea. Through their actions and through their attempts
to make sense of these actions, people generate the environment. A sensemaking perspective
thus entails that while social context in many ways influences how people interpret events,
people also participate in creating and maintaining their social contexts, which makes

sensemaking iterative and reflexive (Weick et al., 2005).

My application of sensemaking theory to the study of conflict

It is the focus on process thinking, on the collective level of the organisation and on the
acknowledgement of ambiguity that have set Weick’s theorizing apart from the rest of the field
of organisation studies (Bakken & Hernes, 2006; Czarniawska, 2005; 2006; Mills et al., 2010)
and which also make sensemaking theory particularly suited for the study of conflict in
organisations. In this section, | discuss some of the criticisms that have been made of Weick’s
sensemaking framework, and | present my own strategy for confronting these criticisms in my

analyses.
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What about sensemaking and context?

| have argued that scholars studying sensemaking pay a lot of attention to talk and

discourse because that is how much of social contact is mediated (Weick, 1995a). But what

about the background factors that influence sensemaking? For example, what about
organisational rules that are established as rules of behaviour that influence sensemaking?

Weick has received criticism for not explicitly involving the context in the act of
sensemaking (Mills et al., 2010; Weber & Glynn, 2006), but a closer reading of his texts
displays a more subjective perspective on the issue of context. First of all, what we extract as
cues in the first place, what we notice, depends on the context in which the cues are extracted.
Secondly, context affects how the extracted cue is interpreted, that is, the meaning that we
assign to the cues. Weick sees the social context as crucial for sensemaking because “it binds
people to actions that they then must justify, it affects the saliency of information, and it
provides norms and expectations that constrain explanations” (1995a, p. 53). But context
should not be seen as some kind of monolithic, fixed environment, existing detached from and
external to people’s experiences. Instead, people are very much a part of their own environment,
because they act and, in doing so, they create the materials that become the opportunities and
constraints that they face.

Here the ethnomethodological heritage in sensemaking becomes visible, because the
enactment component of sensemaking emphasises an interest in how groups and communities
create and maintain social context. Thus, Weick sets aside the idea that actions are externally
governed by context. Instead he focuses on how people accomplish reality by acting it out. This
is precisely what makes the concept of enactment unique. With these theoretical developments
of sensemaking and enactment, Weick has turned the attention of academia from structures of
organisations to processes of organising (Czarniawska, 2006). Thus, Weick sees sensemaking as
the feedstock for institutionalization (1995a, p. 36) because of the institutionalisation of social
constructions into the way things are done links ideas about sensemaking with those of
institutional theory.

Still, the idea that contexts of a more cultural or historical character play a role in
explaining sensemaking appears to be missing from Weick’s framework. Given that this study
employs an ethnographic method to the study of conflict, it moves background factors and
organisational rules to the forefront of understanding enacted sensemaking in conflict at work.

The study therefore embraces the critique that sensemaking theory overlooks the role of larger
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social, historical or institutional contexts. This critique is, for example, articulated by Weber and
Glynn (2006) who contend:

“[C]riticisms of sensemaking ... claim [that] the theory overlooks the role of
larger social, historical or institutional contexts in explaining cognition. As a
theory of seemingly local practice, sensemaking appears to neglect, or at least
lack an explicit account of, the embeddedness of sensemaking in social space and
time.” (p. 1639)

As with other phenomena of organisational life, sensemaking cannot be properly understood
apart from its wider structural and social context (Mills et al., 2010).

I define context as natural and symbolic spaces, which includes non-discursive materials
that surround and influence meaning making (cf. Hansen, 2006). Whereas sensemaking and
narratives are understandings that have been made explicit, many understandings are at a tacit
level where they act as unspoken assumptions that guide our behaviour. By defining context as
space, this definition includes this tacit level of unspoken assumptions, aesthetic and unspoken
implicit feelings that are embedded in settings, objects and social interactions (Hansen, 2006).
Furthermore, the social context is divided into structural and cultural components. Whereas the
structural components encompass properties such as status, power, friendship, educations and
wealth, cultural components refer to the beliefs, values, language, attitudes, and conceptual
categories that are used by members of a collective (Barley, 1991).

To address this problem of larger social and institutional contexts missing from Weick’s
framework, | have extended my theoretical positioning in the analysis in chapter 6. Here | have
combined the theoretical framework of organisational sensemaking with that of institutional
theory. Whereas institutional theory is one theory of context that has been connected with
sensemaking theory (Weber & Glynn, 2006; Weick, 1995a), | integrated the two frameworks in
a way that emphasised the idea proposed by Weber and Gynn (2006) that the context in which
we make sense guides our sensemaking.

Institutional theory holds that organisations, and their populations, are suspended in a
web of rules, norms, values, beliefs, and taken-for-granted assumptions. Scott (2001) defines
institutions as *“social structures that have attained a high degree of resilience” (p. 48).
Institutions are situational mechanisms such as rules, norms, values, and, more importantly for
this study, cultural-cognitive elements of shared understandings that constitute social reality and

frame through which meaning is made (Scott, 2001). Institutional ideas are however, under-
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theorized in actual sensemaking research, which Weber and Glynn (2006) argue stems partially
from a scholarly division of labour. Whereas research drawing on institutionalism focuses
primarily on macro-level structures, sensemaking research emphasises micro-level processes.

The authors propose that one particular aspect of context — that of cultural-cognitive

institutions is an implicit component of Weick’s depiction of sensemaking.
Building on Barley and Tolbert (1997), Weber and Glynn view the framework of social
mechanisms as useful for exploring connections between the cultural-cognitive context and
processes of sensemaking. Accordingly, mechanisms-based theorizing specify how a specific
input will reliably create a specific output ( Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998 cited in Weber &
Glynn, 2006), and builds bridges across micro and macro levels of social analysis.

By getting beyond the often heard view of how institutions work as internalized
cognitive constraints on sensemaking, mechanisms-based theorizing provides theorizing about
the interconnections between institutions and sensemaking. In that sense, institutions are
contextual mechanisms that serve as building blocks for sensemaking, guide and edit action
formation, and are enacted in ongoing sensemaking processes (Weber & Glynn, 2006). Since
institutional content comes in both before and after action, this indicates that the institutional
context enters into sensemaking through more intricate mechanisms. Weber and Glynn (2006)
argue that people make sense with institutions and not in spite of institutions, and as a result,
institutions make the substance of sensemaking less varied and more stable.

This way of working with cultural-cognitive institutions in sensemaking appears to be
similar to the concept of social order in ethnomethodology. Social order refers to the relatively
persistent system of social structures, social institutions and everyday social practices that shape
and maintain ‘normal’ ways of relating and behaving (Garfinkel, 1967). Cultural-cognitive
institutions equally guide and are enacted in sensemaking processes in accordance with
predominant institutionalised meanings of often the most appropriate ways of relating and
behaving. Accordingly, in the analysis in chapter 6 | make the tacit or cultural knowledge at
NGO Plus more explicit and relate this directly to how the conflicts are framed in this

organisation.

What about sensemaking and power?
Another crucial issue for understanding organisations that is missing from Weick’s
framework is the issue of power. Mills et al. (2010) particularly highlight the underplay of

power in Weick’s sensemaking framework, arguing that this assumes that sensemaking is a
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democratic process, whereby all voices are more or less equally important. As a way forward,

they suggest critical sensemaking as an analytical tool for understanding organisational events:

“Since sensemaking happens within a social context and as an ongoing process,
and it also occurs within a broader context of organizational power and social
experience, the process of critical sensemaking may be most effectively
understood as a complex process that occurs within, and is influenced by, a
broader social environment.” (Mills et al., 2010, p. 188)

Why do some social practices, language, and experiences become meaningful for
individuals and groups, while others do not? Mills et al. (2010) suggest that the focus in a
sensemaking perspective should also be on how power and dominant assumptions privilege
some identities over others. For example, the importance of being an ‘egalitarian organisation’
may be privileged in an organisation through language, rules, etc. that emphasise the
characteristics of this identity. The construction of this identity includes tacit and explicit rules
for how staff and management should function and they may be encouraged to draw upon cues
from similar organisations or from a broader social context to reflect and legitimize this identity.

A sensemaking perspective must take into account the unequal distribution of power
within an organisation, which leads to some individuals having more influence on interpretation
and meaning than others. The result is that some individuals with more power may exert their
power to influence the sensemaking of organisational members toward a preferred definition of
reality. Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) characterise this dynamic of sensemaking and meaning
construction as sensegiving. While individuals make sense of actions, experiences and events on
a local level, the notion of organisational power situates local meanings in a broader
understanding of privilege. Analyses of sensemaking in organisations must therefore include the
power relationships that are reflected in inequalities within organisations and ensuing
consequences for certain individuals (Mills et al., 2010).

Finally, Foucault’s work on power and knowledge (1980) illuminates how knowledge
influences the possibilities of thought. He writes that power “reaches into the very grain of
individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their
discourses, learning processes and everyday lives” (1980, p. 30). According to Foucault, truth,
meaning, and morality are created through discourse, and every age in time has its dominant
group of discursive elements that people live in unconsciously. Today’s sensemaking

possibilities of for example gender, conflict, and meaningful work, are very different than 60
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years ago when any sense of such matters were dominated by different discourses. This notion
of discursive practice thus broadens one’s perspective on the possibilities of sensemaking
because it shows how sensemaking is driven by plausibility and how this process is thoroughly
embedded in powerful discourse.

As | show in the analysis of conflict at NGO Plus in chapter 6 and 7, the issue of power
relationships is ubiquitous to sensemaking and enactments in conflict. The simple reason for that
is that one of the ways that the clerical workers make sense of intergroup conflict is by
explaining them as emerging from a hidden status inequality between different occupational
groups, despite this being contextually very inappropriate as a way of making sense. A more
appropriate interpretation of meaning is the diversity framework, which maintains the
organisation’s self-image of being an egalitarian and democratic organisation. This way, my
analysis embraces how unequal power relationships among different occupational groups at
NGO Plus influence the sense that is made of some conflicts experienced by the clerical workers
of the organisation. Since the unequal distribution of power in certain contexts is ubiquitous in
many organisational analyses, this also sways the assumption in sensemaking theory that

sensemaking is a democratic process in which all voices are equally important.

What about non-consensual sensemaking?
A further critique of Weick’s sensemaking framework pinpoints the critical feature that
consensus is assumed in sensemaking. Landau and Drori (2008) in particular, raise this critique:

“While conventional wisdom suggests that sensemaking is targeted towards
consensual understanding of the organization’s intent and action (Weick, 1995),
our study indicates that variations of conflict-oriented sensemaking accounts can
serve management’s strategic quest for hegemony.” (p. 714)

Since sensemaking is grounded in the construction of organisational identity (Pratt, 2000),
organisational research therefore claims that during periods of crisis and change, organisations’
ability for successful crisis and change management depends on their ability to maintain internal
coherence and joint action when making sense of what is going on (Gioia & Thomas, 1996;
Weick, 1993; 1995a). Consequently sensemaking is considered as a mechanism that reduces
ambiguity and uncertainty (Weick, 1995a) because it provides organisational members with an

interpretive point of reference during and/or after periods of change (Landau & Drori, 2008). By
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contrast, Landau and Drori (2008) call attention to sensemaking as an incoherent process of
diverse interpretations in processes of change.

More importantly, they show that conflict and power relationships are ubiquitous to
sensemaking because sensemaking may contain multiple, sometimes conflicting accounts.
Contradicting the assumption that usually describes sensemaking as positive and consensual in
nature, the authors show that when sensemaking evolves from conflicting viewpoints, accounts
and actions, it can support dissension. The authors conclude that the study of sensemaking
should also consider conflict as an alternative sensemaking mechanism. In chapter 6, | support
this critique of sensemaking by showing how different frameworks for making sense of conflict
at NGO Plus interact and compete in shaping social realty of how conflict within the

organisation should be interpreted.

The critique of epistemological circularity

For the remaining part of this section, I discus the dilemma of epistemological circularity
as this has been argued to be present in Weick’s theoretical framework of organisational
sensemaking. This critique is particularly raised by Mills et al. (2010), who argue that Weick’s
treatment of sensemaking draws on interpretive insights that are often presented as grounded in
an almost positivist notion of epistemological certainty. This problem of epistemological
grounding raises the problem of epistemological circularity in sensemaking because
sensemaking is basically about problematizing the basis of knowledge production in
organisations through reference to “a presupposed knowledge of the conditions in which
knowledge takes place” (Johnson & Duberley, 2000, p. 3). Accordingly, sensemaking theory’s
‘explanation’ of how certain knowledge about organisations is produced is grounded in a more
or less incontrovertible knowledge base, which in this case is sensemaking (Mills et al., 2010).
As Johnson and Duberley (2000, p. 4) argue, this is a circular argument that raises questions
about sensemaking accounts that do not consider the researcher’s own imposed sense on the
observations involved. | have addressed this paradoxical problem of epistemological circularity
in sensemaking in three ways.

First, 1 consciously emphasise the heuristic character of sensemaking. Right from my
early acquaintance with organisational sensemaking, I primarily used sensemaking as a heuristic
(cf. Mills et al., 2010) to understand organisational events related to conflicts at NGO Plus. |
never used the theory to conduct a systematic analysis of all seven sensemaking properties and
their interrelatedness. Rather than systematically investigating these particular theoretical
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elements in the empirical material, 1 focused on sensemaking and enactment — that is, the
constructions of meaning that revolved around conflict and in what ways such constructions of
meaning influenced how people at NGO Plus engaged with conflict at work. Accordingly, the
concepts of sensemaking and enactment worked to illuminate my understanding of what was
going on in the field, and therefore acted as resources in my investigation of conflict.

Second, | sought a triangulation of methodologies to provide different frames of
reference that could ground the knowledge claims that | make in this thesis. Specifically, my
combination of ethnographic methods and interview methods in the analyses of everyday
conflicts at NGO Plus allowed me to shift between texts and the context in which the texts were
constructed (cf. Hansen, 2006). In chapter 6, | moreover integrated sensemaking theory with
institutional theory, which allowed me to triangulate empirical themes in the analyses. Through
this triangulation | was able to make cultural and tacit knowledge at NGO Plus more explicit
and expose how particular contextual elements shape conflict sensemaking.

Third, | followed Johnson and Duberley (2000), who recommend taking a “consciously
reflexive” (p. 4) approach to the research process. Particularly in chapter 8, | describe certain
events in the field that made me aware of my own imposed sense on observations and that put
me on the track of grasping the complexities of conflict. In this process, | explore some of my
own pre-understandings about conflict and how they impact upon how | engage with the field.
From this sort of researcher reflexivity, | adopt the position that sensemaking theory can be
applied to another level where the craft of research is conceptualised as sensemaking (cf. Weick,
1989) and where the researcher in the role of being the sensemaker actively analyses the
empirical material and generates stories from it. This consciously reflexive approach emphasises
that “nothing is given to a gaze, but rather is constituted ‘in meaning’ by it” (Jenkins, 1999, p.
1).

The purpose of ethnography is to generate understandings of culture. This is done
through representation of the ‘insider's point of view’, which is also termed an emic perspective
(Harris, 1976). By contrast, an etic perspective refers to a more analytical orientation to
conceptualise experience. Ethnographic accounts often aim to emphasise critical categories and
meanings that emerge from the researcher’s encounter with the field, rather than imposing
meanings and categories from existing models on the field.

While this emic/etic distinction is widely regarded to be a core in the ethnographic
method, it has recently received some criticism for being an outdated relic of a colonial heritage

that emerged from a particular construal of the relationship between “natives’ and researchers
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that almost every ethnographer, in every discipline, today rejects (Yanow, 2009). However,
although terms such as the emic/etic distinction and distinguishing between insider and outsider
positions carry outdated ideas, many organisational studies ethnographers have incorporated
these terms in their sources. Yanow (2009) calls for more heightened, critical reflexivity on the
use of such terms, alongside more explicit considerations of power relationships between the
ethnographic researcher and the organisations that she studies. In chapter 8, | tell the story of
how | struggled with analysing one particularly strained relationship between a department
manager and her staff. In the account, | openly reflect on my power to determine what is going
on and how | decide to manage this power. Given that every researcher possesses such powers, |
support Yanow’s (2009) call for more explicit considerations of power relationships between the
researcher and the empirical organisations in studies conducted with ethnographic methods.

How sensemaking is combined with the methods for analysing conflict

In chapter 6, I work with the concept of framework to display the substance of
sensemaking in conflict at NGO Plus. Additionally, 1 work with the concept of enactment to
explain the ways that conflicts are dealt with at the collective level of the organisation. In the
theoretical background of this chapter, | explain both concepts. The method for analysis is
thematic data analysis. Through the use of thematic analysis, | generated three main themes that
each constituted a socially shared belief about conflict; that is, frameworks that staff and
management draw on when they enact conflict in the organisation. Through the combination of
interviews and observations as methods of inquiry, I was able to capture both overtly and
covertly expressed forms of conflict and to show that conflict sensemaking may evolve from
conflicting perceptual frameworks.

In chapter 7, I primarily work with the concept of enactment to explain the forms that
conflict takes in social interactions before and after the conflict management training at various
levels in the organisation. In this chapter, | use a narrative method for analysis because
narratives represent ways of talking about organisations and enacting reality, as it is perceived,
by giving existence to things and events in the world (Czarniawska, 1998). It is through this
method that narratives reflect collective perceptions of and enactments in conflict.

In chapter 8, | reflect critically on my own imposed sense on the research that | have
been conducting. Here | apply Weick’s sensemaking framework to the craft of research as
sensemaking, where the researchers as sensemakers actively analyse the empirical material and

generate representations of how reality is (Weick, 1989; Weick, 1995b). From this perspective,
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Weick calls for more explicit descriptions of the theorizing process — what is being extracted
from the research process and presented as the theory of that particular research activity (1989).
In the chapter, | display my process of theorizing by reflecting upon how | dealt with research
experiences and how my interactions with the field and the empirical material shaped my
construction of knowledge about conflict. Essentially, | display my retrospective sensemaking
about the research process and how this led me to construct knowledge about conflict the way |
did. In this chapter, I also use a narrative method for analysis because the narratives provide
insight into processes of interaction and researcher reflexivity that will explain to the reader how
I came to know what | know about my object of study. Thus | use the narrative method to craft

my research accounts.

Summarising: Sensemaking and conflict

To sum up, there are two core assumptions in sensemaking theory. The first defines
sensemaking as the social construction of meaning happening through social interactions in
groups. The second core assumption in sensemaking theory is that thinking and action define
one another. In this study, | specifically use the concept of framework to capture the substance
of sensemaking in conflict at NGO Plus and the concept of enactment to explain the forms that
conflict takes in social interactions. The implications of a sensemaking perspective on conflict
are twofold:

On the one hand, a sensemaking perspective on conflict allows me to focus on conflict as
distinct disruptions because they are a break in routine and therefore interrupt an ongoing flow.
Such situations of disruption give rise to different and sometimes opposing interpretations of a
situation that may display how intersubjective sensemaking generates varying degrees of tension
or discomfort in social interactions.

On the other hand, the question of whether conflicts are distinct disruptions remains an
empirical question because it really depends on whether the individuals and groups experiencing
the conflicts view the conflicts as distinct disruptions that pose ambiguity or as normal parts of
everyday working life. Similar to how Weick suggests that organisations embrace ambiguity and
uncertainty because they are everywhere and unavoidable in organisational life, a sensemaking
perspective on conflict equally suggests that organisations embrace conflict because it is

everywhere and unavoidable. It must nevertheless be taken into account that in many
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organisations, conflicts are often perceived as distinct disruptions because conflicts essentially
pose ambiguity and reflect differences in interpretation some of these differences, since they
come from different views of reality, are extremely difficult to work with.

A sensemaking perspective on conflict allows me to explore how these differences,
which give rise to the conflict in the first place, may pose tensions between different ways of
explaining the conflict and between different ways of handling the conflict. It is these
interactions of meaning and action in processes of conflict handling which a sensemaking
perspective on conflict illuminates.

The next chapter contains a presentation of the empirical context for the study. I include
this empirical description due to space limitations in the article format and because | wish
thoroughly to embed the study’s observations and derivations about conflict within NGO Plus’

organisational culture and the organisation’s embeddedness in society.
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The Empirical Context

While all three articles in this thesis include the role of the NGO Plus’ social context in
conflict handling at work, space limitations in the article format left no room for extended
presentations of NGO Plus as the organisational context for this study. This chapter seeks to
make up for that by describing the empirical context of NGO Plus more extensively, including
its embeddedness in society.

| begin the chapter by describing the process by which NGO Plus was selected as the
case for this study and then proceed by describing NGO Plus’ incentives for participating in the
conflict management training. | then present more fact-oriented knowledge about the people
working at NGO Plus, and the organisation’s purpose, physical structures, and funding
practices. Then | describe the kind of work that is carried out in the organisation’s three
departments and present what staff and management say about their salaries. | end the chapter
by describing various local practices that tell us more about working life at NGO Plus. This
division between describing NGO Plus’ larger structural, historical and material contexts and
describing various local practices is productive in terms of providing an adequate empirical

framework to demonstrate the way in which sensemaking is embedded in social space and time.

The selection

The selection process began as | started to collaborate with the Danish Centre for
Conflict Resolution. We had made an agreement that they would provide conflict management
training free of charge to an organisation that would allow me to undertake a study of the effects
of such training. To fulfil their part of our agreement however, they had one condition: the

organisation that would receive the conflict management training had to be a nonprofit
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organisation. In the spring of 2008, | therefore sent out invitations to eight different nonprofit
organisations to participate in the study.

Of the eight nonprofits that were invited, three showed interest in participating in the
study. However, since | needed only one organisation, | conducted meetings with
representatives from each of the three nonprofits to clarify incentives and prior experiences with
formal conflict management activities such as training, workplace mediation and negotiation. |
employed a selection process based on the following criteria: the organisation had not
previously participated in conflict management training; both union and management
representatives were present at the initial meeting; they talked openly about conflicts in the
organisation and their usual modes of handling them; and for practical reasons, the organisation
had to (a) have at least 20 but no more than 50 employees, and (b) be located in the Copenhagen
area. NGO Plus was the only organisation that met all those criteria and was therefore selected

as the case in the study.

The training

Incentives for participating in conflict management training

An experienced trainer from the Danish Centre for Conflict Resolution conducted the
conflict management training. 1 documented the conflict management training by using direct
observation (Bernard, 1994) of training activities.

During my first encounter with NGO Plus, | learned that it was the external demands
from donors that had activated the organisation’s desire to learn conflict management. The
fundraising manager, Fran, explained that it was the external pressures from funding agencies
that created tensions in the organisation’s social climate: “We need tools to cope with and
effectively navigate in this pressure cooker of an organisation” Fran said. As the organisation
struggled to fulfil external pressures, tensions emerged in the way people behaved towards each
other, which the manager presented as the main reason for wanting to learn about conflict

management and participate in the study:

”The conflict management training fits well with our interest to improve the
working environment. Work pressures affect how people feel and create conflict
when people are too busy. Basic conditions for us are that we’re small, we’ve no
money, and we’re under severe pressure from the environment. We therefore
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want our staff to thrive better with the conditions that are given to us.” (Fran,
fundraising manager)

Staff members also blamed the organisation’s external pressures for conflict erupting between
people:

“We’ve a very strong community; | mean people do what’s important here and
they really want to. That's what | see. | think there is a spirit here that we want to
resolve this together. Conflicts arise because things simply run too fast.
Sometimes they run much too fast.” (Lisa, fundraiser)

There were only 18 places available on the training course. From the beginning of the
study, 1 made it clear that NGO Plus itself would be in charge of negotiating who got to
participate in the programme. During the first round of interviewing, | asked every member of
staff and management whether they would like to participate in the training and why/why not. It
appeared that the number of people who showed an interest in the training more or less matched
up with the number of available places. All four managers at NGO-Plus, including the general
secretary, got a place in the training, as did four to five staffs from each department. There were,

however very different expectations of the training:

“We can learn a lot from tools about de-escalating conflict, 1 mean gain
awareness of where things go wrong. | also think that exercises about listening
and talking to each other in tense situations will be quite useful.” (John, clerical
manager)

“I’ve experienced situations where co-workers have found themselves in
escalating conflict situations where | wished that 1’d had the tools to deal with
those situations to help them. Typically we witness conflict among people working
for our partners overseas. | think that this is the primary reason for people in the
programme department to be interested in the training.” (Stewart, programme
worker)

“l think that it would be interesting and good for NGO Plus that our leaders gain
awareness of when they contribute to escalating conflict and when they actually
help to de-escalate conflict.” (Deborah, fundraiser)

“Well, first of all, I just love participating in training programmes and learning
something new about myself, but also learning something new about my co-
workers. It just sounds so interesting, conflict resolution. - Not that | see a lot of
conflicts in our organisation, | feel that it would be off great help to learn about
how to define conflict. I mean, when to say no and confront people and when to
interpret things as ‘we just disagree on the matter’. That’s what | expect to get
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out of it.” (Hilary, clerical worker)

The quotes show that there were different expectations of the training among staff and
management. Whereas some were mainly interested in the training to learn more about the
nature of conflict due to the kind of work and collaborations in which they are engaged abroad,
others expected to learn tools and techniques to better harness conflict at work. These motives
for gaining tools for conflict management were in alignment with the objectives set by the
Danish Centre for Conflict Resolution for training in conflict management. By providing
participants with skills training to enrich understanding and practice with conflict management
the Danish Centre for Conflict Resolution believe that this will enable a more productive
resolution of conflict. The Centre’s objective for capacity-building in conflict management

emphasises the normativity of the training programme.

Training elements

The duration of the programme was five full-days intensive training (35 hours). The
training format alternated between presentation of theory and models in the large group and
exercises in pairs or small groups of three participants. The groups were formed on a voluntary
basis and participants were asked to form new groups at each exercise.

The training was divided into two consecutive parts. The first part took place over three
days and focused on knowledge and skills development in the following areas: defining conflict,
working with escalation and de-escalation of conflict, distinguishing between negotiable and
non-negotiable conflict situations, distinguishing between destructive and constructive
negotiation styles, reframing the issues in conflict, differentiating between underlying needs
versus positions, working with dialogue and active listening, working with phases in mediation
and developing “win-win” solutions. This part of the training was about general methods for
conflict management and focused on conflict management between individuals. During
exercises, it was up to the participants themselves whether they wanted to work with conflicts at
work or conflicts experienced in more private spheres like in the family or with a neighbour.

Throughout the first part of the training, the trainer repeatedly emphasised that the
training purpose was dissemination of knowledge about conflict management to foster
participants’ reflection and not the resolution of specific conflicts at NGO Plus. By the end of
the first part of the training, the participants decided in consultation with the trainer that the

second part of the training should be about conflicts specifically at NGO Plus. This decision was
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made in an effort to move the organisation forward: “If we really want this training to matter,
then | definitely think that the last two days should be about NGO Plus”, Mary the programme
manager explicitly said. The trainer emphasised that the second part of the training would not
deal with specific interpersonal conflicts but would be about group processes and impediments
at NGO Plus. The group consented to work with groups processes at NGO Plus. As a result, the
second part of the training was about conflict and conflict management at NGO Plus and
involved exercises explicitly about negotiating values for NGO Plus and working with its
organisational flow. The latter exercise, however, retained an individualised focus as it asked
participants to share how they reduced the flow in the organisation. This second part of the
training lasted two days and took place two weeks after the first part of the training. Table 2

displays the different elements of the training.
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Day 1: Day 2: Day 3: Day 4: Day 5:
9 March 2009 10 March 2009 11 March 2009 24 March 2009 25 March 2009
Defining what is conflict Reframing the issues in Working with phases | Working with the Negotiating values for

conflict

Working with escalation and
de-escalation of conflict

Differentiating between
underlying needs versus
positions

Distinguishing between
negotiable and non-
negotiable conflicts

Working with dialogue
and active listening

Distinguishing between
destructive and constructive
negotiation styles

in mediation and
developing win-win
solutions

organisational flow

the organisation

Table 2: The Conflict Management Training Programme
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Attendance varied markedly between the two parts of the training. While attendance
during the first part of the training was very high with between 16 and 18 participants every day,
the second part of the training did not draw the same number of participants. Only between 9
and 10 participants showed up for the second part of the training. This decline in attendance may
have been caused by a change in the schedule. And since NGO Plus is a busy organisation
characterized by a high level of external activity in country missions, conferences, and meetings,
it was not surprising that only little over half of the participants from the first part of the training
were able to participate in the second part.

The training was highly focused on participants’ learning and acquiring skills and tools
to deal with conflict more productively. This tool-focused ethos of the training was depicted by
presentations about conflict theory and development to analyse conflict and focus on certain
aspects of conflict, group work with different strategies for approaching conflict situations, and
exercises with dialogue and other communicative strategies to be used in actual situations of
conflict. Eventually, the participants took away from the training three main lessons: (1) an
awareness of what conflict is and how it may escalate and deescalate; (2) a chance to practice
dialogue and active listening in situations of disagreement; and (3) an appreciation for
collaborating with co-workers outside of work.

In chapter 7, | explore how awareness of what conflict is and how it may escalate and
deescalate may change conflict situations, and a chance to practice dialogue provided
participants with a language to use in potential conflict situations. Essentially, the language of
dialogue aided participants to curb potential conflict situations. Given that participants’
prejudices towards each other and interpersonal collaborative problems continued after the
training, primary gain ensuing from the training had to do with the management of conflict

rather than its resolution.

The basics

People

NGO Plus employs 30 full time staff members and has approximately 15 student helpers,

interns and volunteers. Primarily it is the full time staff members, including management, who
participated in this study. Staff and management are in their mid-30s to early 60s with a mean
age of 46 years, while student helpers, interns and volunteers are typically university students in
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their 20s. There is little diversity in staff and management; all are middle-class native Danes,
most are women, and most are university graduates with either under- or post-graduate degrees.
I term staff members who are university graduates as academic workers. Staff members who are
not university graduates are employed as clerical workers.

A management group, consisting of three departmental managers and the secretary-
general, administers NGO Plus. Each departmental manager is responsible for one of the three
departmental units: the clerical unit (nine staff members), the fundraising department (ten staff
members excluding interns, volunteers, and part time call centre staffs working evenings), and
the programme department (ten staff members excluding student helpers and interns) (see fig. 2
for an organisation diagram for NGO Plus). The management group is made up of two male and
two female managers, who have all been working for NGO Plus for more than ten years, as have
many long-time staff members. With a mean tenure of eight years, NGO Plus is characterized by
long-term tenure among staff and management. In addition to its staff and management that are
employed to work in Denmark, NGO Plus also hires qualified people to work on development
projects abroad, which they conduct in partnerships with overseas local NGOs. The current
study however was confined to only involve staff and management working in Denmark and

thus did not engage with the everyday realities of those working overseas.

Organisation diagram for NGO Plus

Secretary-general

General
Secretariat

/ Manager \ / Manager ™\ / Manager \
’ ’ Fundraising Programme
Clerical unit department department

Fig. 2
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Purpose

NGO Plus has a highly moralized vision of a more egalitarian world. It works with aid
and development agencies to create social change for poor and marginalised groups in
developing countries. Its main purpose is to promote human rights and democracy by
strengthening civil societies and encouraging them to participate in reforming authoritarian
governments. From the organisation’s foundation in 1970, the mission has been to work to
strengthen civil societies overseas because it views an active and organised civil society as an
important pillar in democracy. To pursue its purpose, NGO Plus mainly uses bottom-up
approaches, where it works directly with marginalised groups. Often the organisation indirectly
attains the role of ‘breathing the fire’ in those overseas countries where it intervenes. This role
emerges because the process of empowering marginalised groups to challenge those in power is
often a conflict ridden process that may worsen a country’s instability. NGO Plus commonly
works in countries that have or are experiencing oppression, violence and war.

While most people work at NGO Plus because they want their work to benefit social
change for poor and marginalised groups, they do not agree on how social change should be
accomplished. A fragmented vision of how social change is best accomplished is evident
primarily in the programme department. Staff members in this department agree that NGO Plus
as an intervening organisation does not reflect sufficiently on what development and social
change is and how this is best accomplished. They complain that they are creating their own
definition of what development is and how to achieve it. They don’t feel sufficiently satisfied
with how much work they get done and they feel that the management is partly to blame for
this: “We don’t achieve the kind of results that we would like to achieve and that is particularly
due to management not being clear about what our joint purpose is” (Frank, programme
worker). According to this view, management is blamed for the lack of synergy effect of staff
members’ work effort because it does not establish a clear joint purpose for the organisation.

Physical structures

Situated in an old building in Copenhagen, NGO Plus occupies two floors, which are
structured around a long corridor with small cellular offices on both sides. Most staff members
share an office with at least one other person from their own unit, while managers sit alone in
their offices. There are unspoken norms about having the door open. It is generally considered
unacceptable to close the door to the office when one is inside working alone. This tacit open-

door policy applies to both staff and management and signals access and availability. While an
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open door signals ‘come in’; the closed door connotes ‘stay away’. Only when one is having a
meeting inside the office is it considered acceptable to close the door.

Although the physical arrangements appear rundown, the offices on both floors are light
and clean. The technical equipment is older than last year’s version; they say it is because they
do not spend funding on technical equipment. On the second floor, ‘empty’ offices contain piles
of out-dated computer hardware or big brown boxes with printed newsletters and magazines. It
seems that some offices are being used for storage whilst waiting to be occupied by new staff
members. Outside the entrance to the first floor corridor are stacks of tables and chairs. Even in
the small canteen, where people eat their pack lunches, a corner is devoted to the storage of
broken chairs. It doesn’t appear to draw attention or bother anyone. Nevertheless, one day
someone put up a sign that said “Cemetery for broken chairs”. When | returned to the
organisation in 2010, the ‘cemetery’ had been cleared and | was told that the chairs had either

been fixed or thrown away.

Funding

Primary funding comes from the State, represented by ‘the Development Agency’, but
NGO Plus also receives funding from private and institutional funding agencies and donors. The
entering of neo-liberal political ideals in the funding system has established a number of rules
and regulations that NGO Plus has to comply with to get access to public funding. One example
of such regulations is that NGOs relying on funding from the Development Agency, since 2006
have had to raise a certain share of those funds themselves. In 2008 this amount was raised from
5 % to 10% of the organisation’s core financing from the Development Agency. Such external
demands have meant a significant shift in organisational practices: doing well in humanitarian
aid and development activities is no longer sufficient for the organisation’s survival; it also has
to engage itself in fundraising, marketing and branding.

The external demands have taken its toll on the organisation as it struggles with raising
funds, branding and marketing. Compared to before the emergence of external demands, the
organisation now has to deliver on multiple fronts, which increases performance and creates
more work for staff and management. Irritation and stress were prevalent among staff and
during the two-year periodof the fieldwork, several meetings were held about the organisation’s
critical financial situation, which at least on two occasions led to cutbacks and layoffs among
staff. The layoffs in particular have sent shock waves throughout the organisation, because they
have signified a new line at NGO Plus; that it is okay or even necessary to lay off people if they
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cannot raise enough money. Joanne, one of the fundraisers explains, “The fundraisers who were
fired last year simply were not worth their own pay and therefore they had to go although they
had a lot of interesting ideas.” But there were also staff members, who saw the external
demands of fundraising and marketing as a good thing because it forced NGO Plus to prove that

it was worth its funding:

“We’re the smallest of the aid organisations but we received the largest amount
of funding from the Development Agency. | think that it’s a very healthy exercise
for the organisation to examine what it’s worth in terms of funding.” (George,
fundraiser)

For management, implications of the shift in organisational practices have been that it
needs to get involved in branding activities aimed at positioning NGO Plus as a powerful player
within the aid and development industry. Branding activities are, for example engaging in CSR
relations with external businesses to create awareness of NGO Plus’ work abroad and engaging
in partnerships with other associations to collaboratively raise funds for the NGO Plus mission.
This broadening in managerial practice has meant that time is taken away from leadership tasks
such as defining purpose and strategies for NGO Plus. Particularly in the programme department
and the fundraising department, staff complained about management not being sufficiently clear
about either the organisation’s strategy and direction or its leadership of staff. While
management acknowledged that its workload was spread out on too many tasks, it did not seem
to sufficiently recognize that the broadening in managerial practice and focus only reinforced
the staff’s needs for direction and leadership. Over the course of the study, staff saw no
improvement in leadership.

As shown in chapter 7, management’s failure to meet the staff’s needs for direction and
leadership formed trajectories of conflict at various levels of the organisation. This was
particularly evident in work teams where the lack of leadership meant that it was up to the team
members themselves to decide the direction and strategy for their team, sometimes resulting in
disagreements and conflicts about which direction was the right one.

Other implications of the shift in organisational practices involved the expansion of the
fundraising department. Where it used to be a very small department consisting only of three
staff members and a manager, it now consisted of fifteen staff members including interns and
part time student helpers. The increase in staff reflected the expansion and dispersal of

fundraising activities undertaken by NGO Plus. But this organisational shift was not merely a
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question of numbers of fundraisers. Being a nonprofit organisation, NGO Plus’ endeavours were
strongly motivated by its core values of egalitarianism and belief in social change, but these
values were in stark contrast to the profit-oriented, capitalistic and competitive values of
business, which were the drivers for the organisation’s branding and marketing activities.

This conflict between values surfaced as projections onto the fundraising group: “In
particular we don’t understand the fundraising department. | think that generally they confuse
us.” (Hilary, clerical worker)

“Our work is different and we serve very different target groups. In the
fundraising department, issues have to sell well. Everything there goes very fast
and must be short and concise. In our department we simply speak a different
language, a more aid nerdy language.” (Linda, programme worker)

The perceptions that ‘we don’t speak their language’ and ‘we don’t understand them’ became
reasoning for why the fundraising department is difficult to collaborate with. While the
fundraisers were forced to embrace a market ideology if their mission of raising enough funds is
to succeed, the threat that the market ideology posed to NGO Plus’ core values became highly
personalized, even though this really was a conflict between values, or ideologies. While the
conflict between values had implications for the organisation’s self-image of working for non-
profit, it also had implications for the organisation’s functioning and its overall accomplishment
of its mission. Interestingly, several staff members feared that the external demands of
fundraising would result in an ideological sell-out for the organisation and they worried about
what kind of organisation NGO Plus would become:

“There’s an inherent conflict in the more we profile ourselves and focus on what
might sell, the narrower our focus on what we can sell becomes, at the risk of
only doing development activities overseas that will sell our image here in
Denmark.” (Catherine, programme worker)

The work

There are three entities at NGO Plus: the clerical unit (managing finances, accounting,
bookkeeping, and everyday administrative tasks), the fundraising department (handling
fundraising tasks and external communications with the media), and the programme department

(managing, monitoring and reporting on development projects overseas).
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The clerical workers work in the clerical unit and the work carried out here is
multifarious. Primary tasks are managing the organisation’s finances through budgeting,
accounting, bookkeeping activities, and conducting payment of salaries. Additional tasks are the
administration of the organisation’s ten thousand external members, financial tasks such as
collecting their fees and donations, and non-finance tasks, like providing IT support and
updating the organisation’s stationary supplies.

Routines and repetition characterize tasks carried out in the clerical unit. Work is
commonly organised to (a) reach fixed deadlines, and (b) follow fixed rules and procedures.
Examples of the former are the organisation’s quarterly and annual accounts to donors and
monthly payment of salaries to staff and management. In chapter 6, | tell the story of Alice and
the conflicts she experiences when she tries to reach the fixed deadlines of the quarterly
accounts to donors. Examples of clerical tasks that are organised to follow fixed procedures are
the opening and closing of project accounts when overseas projects are started and completed,
the actual processing of salaries, and the dealings with daily recurrent administrative tasks. Like
the other clerical workers, the bookkeepers receive a daily pile of documents that they need to
go through and enter into accounts. It is a day-to-day routine, and they know what awaits them
when they come into work: the meticulous registration and filing of documents that show the
income and expenses of organisational activities.

The fundraising department also comprises a variety of work activities. Work in this
department has the purpose to (a) generate enough income for NGO Plus to receive its annual
share of core financing from the Development Agency, and (b) enlighten the general public
about the results and processes of NGO Plus’ development work overseas. Activities concerning
the generation of income are: writing funding applications targeted towards private and
institutional funding agencies, conducting campaigns aimed at persuading private and business
donors to contribute financially to the NGO Plus mission, recruiting new external members to
the organisation, and performing telemarketing and face to face street marketing activities to
solicit private people to make donations. These fundraising activities generate income in the
form of donor funding, private donations and gifts, and membership fees.

As mentioned in the funding section, fundraising is a relatively new activity at NGO

Plus that still has its problems:

“Management keep telling us that we have to optimize, but the problem is that we
don’t have the tools or the necessary knowledge to do that. It’s a huge stress
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factor that we don’t have the tools to properly solve our campaign tasks. In every
meeting, the external demand of fundraising is first on the agenda because every
other issue depends on us reaching this demand.” (George, fundraiser)

The need to make the general public aware of NGO Plus’ results relates to the external demand
that NGOs fulfil its mandate of accountability. One way that it fulfils this mandate is by
presenting results from its development work overseas to its external members in quarterly
magazines and in monthly newsletters. Another way is to try to create interest in the media
about NGO Plus’ mission and results. Although the fundraising department meticulously carries
out its work of running campaigns, reaching application deadlines and publishing newsletters,
there is a widespread belief among staff in other departments that fundraising work is done
impetuously and carelessly

Much of NGO Plus’ development work is based on partnerships with local actors in
developing countries, who share NGO Plus’ vision democracy and social change. Through these
partnerships, NGO Plus aims to implement a number of programmes that foster change locally.
In the programme department, the programme workers work to implement, monitor, and
evaluate such programmes. Additional tasks are the development of methods for monitoring
programmes. Staff members in the programme department often act as support persons to those
working with programmes overseas in that they provide professional sparring and advice on
how to work effectively with the programmes. The role of support persons involves carrying out
significant programme administration because running the programmes demands a lot of
administrative work. They also provide support and advice to staff members and partners
overseas as to how they may become a player in the political system in which they operate and
practice political lobbyism.

The fundraising department and the programme department have a team-based
organisational form of production. Many tasks are interdependent within departments but tasks
may also be interdependent across departmental structures. According to management, task
interdependence across departments sometimes lead to conflict between staff members. And
most staff members are aware that they need to have a good relationship with staff members in
the other departments because they are dependent on the work effort to be able to their own job

well:

“It has to work and I’m very aware of building relationships with everyone,
including those whom | may think are a little annoying. I mean that’s an
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important part of getting things running. It’s much easier to have a good
relationship with the clerical workers — some of them are a bit prudish you know
— but we have a good time when we work together and that 1 work on quite
consciously.” (Steve, programme worker)

Pay

There is a general belief among staff and management that because they work for a
nonprofit, they receive a lower salary than they would if they were doing a similar job in the
private sector. Most accept that this is an inevitable trade-off when working not for financial
gain but for fulfilment and a deeper sense of meaning. Most feel that their work at NGO Plus is
socially valuable and that their work is an end in itself due to the fulfilment that doing the work

brings to them:

”1I’m extremely privileged because | know that many people work in a place that
they can’t identify with. | love working for NGO Plus because it’s an
organisation that is very close to my heart. We work for a cause that I’'m
passionate about and professionally | feel very inspired in the work that | do.”
(Karen, fundraiser)

“l think that everyone here believes that what we are doing is important and
makes a difference. That’s also one of the reasons that | applied to work for this
organisation in the first place.” (Alice, clerical worker)

“l think that I’ve got the world’s greatest job! | get to do some of the most
important work within aid and development in Denmark, which | just love. As
I’ve often said, for me stress is about not getting to do the kind of work that I
want or if my work isn’t meaningful.” (Steve, programme worker)

Employing people who care more about ‘making a difference’ in the world than making a lot of
money is a conscious strategy deployed by management. And indeed there seems to be
agreement at NGO Plus that the reward structure does not consist of monetary gains, but is made
up by something else.

Although the organisation explicitly wants staff to be driven by a heartfelt urge to
change the world and not by making money, it still has to follow existing collective agreements
when negotiating salaries with staff and management working in Denmark. It is, however, not
necessary to follow such agreements when hiring people to work on developmental projects
overseas and therefore there is a difference in salary between those who work at NGO Plus in
Denmark and those who are employed by NGO Plus to work overseas. The salary level for
people working overseas is 25% below the rates set by the Development Agency for this type of
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work because “this is thought to attract the right kind of people”, Carolyn, a clerical workers
says.

NGO Plus has a policy to disclose all salaries paid to staff and management, which
means that everybody in the organisation knows how much their co-workers and the managers
earn. This openness regarding salaries has resulted in the widespread belief among staff and
management that everybody virtually earn the same amount. Staff sees this as a positive because
it fosters a collaborative environment in which they help each other:

“We have a good collaborative culture where no one hides or avoids being seen,
and no one shows off in front of management and takes all the credit. I think this
relates to our structure of equal pay and the fact that there’re no bonuses or
other personal allowances. There’s a leftist working culture here.” (Frank,
programme worker)

Management argues that performance is not measured individually but that it is approached at
the department level, where the department as a whole is evaluated in terms of its ability to
contribute to NGO Plus’ activities and mission. The recent year’s change in external
conditionalities has however challenged this practice of not measuring individual performance:
during the two years that the fieldwork lasted, several fundraisers were fired because they did
not bring in enough funding.

Despite the widespread perception that equal pay is standard practice at NGO Plus,
differences do exist between how much different groups earn. While managers are paid
approximately 25% more than the academic workers, the clerical workers belong to a lower
salary scale, earning approximately 30% less than the academic workers. Like the rest of the
organisation, the clerical workers accept the same trade-off of a lower pay when working for a
socially valuable cause, as they equally find their work meaningful and fulfilling, but they feel
ambiguous about earning less than the academic workers. On the one hand, they feel that NGO
Plus’ ideological foundation of egalitarianism embedded in the mantra that “everyone’s
contribution is equally important for the NGO Plus machinery to function properly” (Peter,
general secretary) should be mirrored in more equal salaries between different occupational
groups. On the other hand, they feel that it is only fair that the academic workers earn more
because they have more education than the clerical workers. The clerical workers also know that
NGO Plus, in its distribution of salaries and its differentiation between those with university

degrees and those without, is only following rules that have been created by society.
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While justification for openly disclosing all salaries is about fostering equality and a
collaborative environment, it nevertheless makes visible a large crack in the organisation’s
ideological foundation of egalitarianism as it openly displays that different groups are paid
differently for their work at NGO Plus. The clerical workers say that if they ask for a raise, they
are told that the organisation does not have the funding for a salary increase and that any
potential salary increases will be taken from the budget, which means that NGO Plus will have

less money for its development activities overseas:

“It’s an idealist’s salary that we get here, and we don’t ask for a raise because
we know that they’ll [management] say ‘you know what it means to get a raise...’
No one here travels on business class or stays at expensive hotels. Even the
secretary-general is at the lower end of the salary scale compared with what top
management of other nonprofits earn.” (Maria, clerical worker)

Salary negotiations are systematically used to remind people that they should not ask for big
raises if the organisation’s work overseas is to remain intact. The psychology of the sector to ‘do
good, not make a good living,” together with NGO Plus’ policy to disclose all salaries that are
paid to staff and management, affirm a societal practice, which the clerical workers feel they can

do nothing to change.

The social

NGO Plus has a welcoming atmosphere, and staff and management agree that NGO Plus is a
very good place to work and that the spirit of the organisation is “freedom, equality, and
fraternity” (Carolyn, clerical accountant). Together with the urge to ‘change the world’, it is this

spirit that has attracted many staff members to come and work for the organisation:

“NGO Plus is a good place to work; it’s got a good working climate with
sympathetic, tolerant and easygoing people, probably because they have chosen
to work for social change in a nonprofit organisation.” (Jane, clerical worker)

“It’s a privilege to do this kind of work, with opportunities to travel and meet
people abroad and to see for oneself that our efforts work. There’s a good
atmosphere among staff, we feel supported and the organisation is good at taking
in new staff members. | definitely sense that people are happy to work here.”
(Helen, programme worker)
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"] experience a kind of solidarity among my co-workers that is pretty unique to
NGO Plus. We all get frustrated sometimes and that’s totally okay and there’s
always someone to talk to here. There’s a high degree of trust in this
organisation.” (George, fundraiser)

“Our organisation is characterized by good social relations because people care
about each other. Moreover, in our department, staff turnover is very low and
most people have been here for many years. Most think that there’s a good
community here and people don’t experience conflict. There’s harmony in our
department.” (Mary, programme manager)

The quotes show how both staff and management praise the community present at NGO Plus
and the way colleagues support each another.

In all three articles (chapter 6-8), I describe how both staff and management use unifying
images to frame their organisation as being well functioning and free of conflicts. Common
images of ‘the organisation as a family’ are exemplified by Fran, the fundraising manager
saying “the management group will look into whether the whole of the NGO Plus family should
participate in the conflict management training”; ‘co-workers as friends’ exemplified by Jane, a
clerical worker saying “I feel that the relationships | have with several of my colleagues are
equal to the relationships | have to my friends. In some instances my colleagues are like
friends”; and ‘the relationship to the organisation as a marriage’, exemplified by Evelyn, a
programme worker saying “one doesn’t just work here; one is married to NGO Plus”.

Additionally staff and management emphasise accounts of NGO Plus as a horizontally
structured organisation with strong values of egalitarianism. This sentiment is echoed by
management saying “we have a flat organisation structure”, which contrasts the organisation to
those with a hierarchical organisational structure because it, (1) creates direct contact between
staff and managers with staff and top management interacting on regular basis, (2) often
involves staff’s knowledge and opinions in decision making, and (3) distribute all knowledge
horizontally in the organisation. Staff and management use these accounts to express pride in
how they convey the values of egalitarianism governing its work with human rights overseas to
the organisation itself. In chapter 6, I show how these images and accounts emphasise the term
“frictions’ as a euphemism for conflict.

Regarding the term *“frictions’, | describe in chapter 6 that it worked as a neutralisation
strategy, toning down the disputants’ feelings and hosing down the issues at stake, emphasising

non-confrontation as the main strategy in processes of conflict management.
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Idealism

Many members of both staff and management strongly identify with the occupational
community at NGO Plus and are very dedicated workers. They have a burning passion for what
they do and many of them work more than fifty hours a week, including weekends and holidays.
Societal improvement and democratization overseas are issues that are personally important to

them. Many see their work as a crucial part of who they are:

“There are people who work to earn a living and then enjoy life outside of work,
but people at NGO Plus find personal meaning in work, which is what makes
work here important. People almost become their work™ (Joanne, fundraiser).

Communications about work is characterized by great pride in what they do. Most cannot even
see themselves working in other organisations within the industry, simply because other
organisations do not do development work the way that NGO Plus does it: “Whereas some
development organisations are very good businesses, we are good at doing NGO work. We have
to protect our image of being one of the best in the industry” (George, fundraiser). Staff
members show their dedication by taking it upon themselves to save the organisation money
during difficult financial times.

However, this strong dedication also means that it is difficult for people to let go of what
they are doing and to think that it is good enough. Many say that they are too ambitious and
because they want NGO Plus to be a strong player within the industry, they increasingly put
pressure on themselves. This also means that most members of staff and management are never
satisfied with the results of their work, and that there is an unproductive tendency to focus on
small issues. They say that they are idealists and that is why what they do will never be good
enough. One consequence of this idealist attitude is that communications rarely include praise.
They say that they find it difficult to praise each other and that praise is lacking both among

staff and particularly from management:

“Management never gives us Christmas gifts to show its appreciation by
thanking us for our work effort. In the beginning of January | received an
envelope in my pigeonhole, which made me really happy because | thought it was
some kind of thank you card for all the hard work we did in 2008. But when 1
opened it, | saw that it was that goddamn postcard, which | had written to myself
as a writing exercise during the organisational seminar last summer. | really got
SO disappointed!” (Evelyn, programme worker)
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Several staff members describe their feelings that NGO Plus is characterized by a culture

of fault-finding, which is exhibited by the red ink pen:

“The way feedback is given in this organisation, with writings always covered in
red ink. This has really made me doubt myself in terms of my abilities to write.
I’ve no trouble writing in other contexts, but at work it’s really a struggle for me
to get it done. | believe it relates to all the red ink that one can expect to receive
on one’s writings.” (Joanne, fundraiser)

Both staff and management engage in fault-finding, which, according to some staff members,
often concerns trivial things. Staff members from all three departments talk about the lack of
praise at NGO Plus. But whereas the academic workers often complain that they do not receive
praise from either management nor from each other, the clerical workers complain that the other
organisational groups do not appreciate their work.

One way that clerical workers have dealt with this problem has been to set up rules for
how clerical assistance can be obtained. In a staff meeting in the clerical unit, discussions were
about the new part time flex-worker who would begin working in the unit next week. John, the
clerical manager asked for ideas for tasks to be given to the flex-worker. “I have lots of ideas for
tasks he can do” Hilary says. Others also had ideas for things he could do and an animated
discussion ensued with everyone pitching in examples of tasks until John seemed satisfied. “But
- ehm — what should the rules be like”, Alice says. “I mean, if everyone in the organisation can
give him tasks to do as well then we must have a system for how that is done”. Everyone
understood what she was talking about and nod. “I totally agree” Jane said, “Otherwise they will
just come with all sorts of tasks all the time”. “Yes, - and always last minute”, June said. She
further suggested that tasks for the day should be submitted to the flex-worker before 10 o’clock
in the morning. “And if a task is submitted after 10 o’clock then it is not read until the next day
or what?” Alice asked. Everyone struck up a “Definitely!” “If the task is submitted to late — to
bad!” Hilary summed up. Everybody nodded in agreement.

As exemplified by this meeting extract, the clerical workers commonly deal with non-
appreciation by establishing rules and procedures for the rest of the organisation to follow in
order to get administrative assistance. Sarah, a fundraiser notes, “Generally what they do when
they’re displeased with things is establish more rules or involve management when they’re
displeased, but neither helps”. These establishments of rules and procedures are attempts to

generate appreciation and respect for the clerical work effort and thereby prevent conflict from
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emerging from the enactment of organisational hierarchy. However, the underlying issues of
inequality inherent in the allocation of work practices are not dealt with sufficiently, resulting in
the frequent resurfacing of inequality conflicts.

Leadership

Overall, the staff is very critical of management, which they perceive as being too
centralistic and secretive: “management keeps its cards very close to the chest” (Catherine,
programme worker). Despite various strategies and policies intended to decentralize power and
spell out actions, staff perceived management as wanting to retain power at NGO Plus. This is

particularly evident by management’s lack of clear communication:

“Clear communication from management definitely lags behind in this
organisation. While clear communication could ensure that we the staff would
support our leaders, this is something that seems to be very difficult for them to
practice — to put it nicely” (Frank, programme worker)

Staff feel that the lack of clear communication is a big problem in current changing times
considering the organisation’s poor financial situation and the need for NGO Plus, despite its
non-profit status, to operate more like a business.

The top manager, colloquially referred to as ‘the General’ displays this perception of
power preservation: “It’s difficult to convince the General that we need an organisational
strategy. | mean we’ve lots of visions of how we want to save the world, but none about what it
is we want with NGO Plus” John, the clerical manager says. Sarah, one of the fundraiser further

explains:

“He [the top manager] always begins a discussion by telling us what the worlds
look like and then it’s difficult to disagree with him because he’s already told us
what the nature of problem is and then why we need to deal with it his way. That
IS, he begins discussions by closing off any space for disagreement.”

Despite the organisation’s mission to work for worldwide democracy and its efforts to
have a democratic approach to internal organisational decision-making, several staff members at
NGO Plus point out the autocratic leadership style exhibited by top management. “The top
manager is outwardly open and democratic, but he knows what he wants and how to get it. He’s

difficult in situations of disagreement, especially when people disagree with him” (Linda,
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programme worker). Top management not taking account of staff’s wishes or opinions in
matters that concern organisational well-being and welfare issues and how these issues relate to
organisational functioning according to staff, characterises this autocratic leadership style.
Management’s need to control outcomes from actions and decision-making is a problem
that many staff members talk about. For example, several programme workers complain that

everything written needs to be approved by their departmental manager before any action can be

taken: “Reality is that she wants to see everything before it leaves the office — that is, she want to
read everything that we produce, but the problem is that she hasn’t got the time for this” (Steve,
programme worker). A consequence of this practice is that it takes time away from defining a
clear strategy for the department. “Being able to feel satisfied with ones work output is definitely
connected to management in this place. We don’t know what strategy to follow and our work is
therefore not as productive as it could be.” (Helen, programme worker) They perceive the
problem as being a lack of clear communication and strategy from management, and because
they find themselves in a new and difficult financial situation, they need clear communication
more than ever. Given that they feel this is missing from their work creates a situation where
staff is in opposition to management rather than being with management.

Moreover, management’s effort to apply a democratic approach to internal
organisational decision-making is only perceived as confusing people. Several staff members
raise the problem that it is simply non-transparent who has got the power in decision-making at
multiple levels. Lisa, a fundraiser explains, “It’s difficult because management sort of
establishes a latitude, which they afterwards invade.” Staff explain that they often experience
that their power to make decisions gets side-tracked, mainly because after the decision has been
made, they are told that this was something they should have talked about with management.

I am aware that the various elements in this chapter diverge in terms of depth and analytical
display and that some elements may appear to be analytical rather than descriptive accounts of
life at NGO Plus. | consider this, however, to be unavoidable as | wish to describe life at NGO
Plus so that it relates to how conflict plays out in the organisation. Consequently there may be
some overlap between elements in this chapter and part of the analyses presented in the three
articles. 1 expect, however, the accounts in this chapter to supplement rather than repeat the
particulars of how conflict plays out at NGO Plus and thereby enable a deeper understanding of
conflict at NGO Plus. From this chapter’s accounts of working life at NGO Plus, | expect the
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reader to gain an advantageous platform from which to engage with the three articles in the

following chapters below.
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Conflict and Sensemaking Frameworks in
Nonprofit Organisations: An Analysis of the
Social Meanings of Conflict

Accepted for publication by Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly

Abstract

This ethnographic study illustrates how staff and management’s sensemaking in conflict in a
clerical unit in a Scandinavian nonprofit organisation is shaped by institutionalised meanings.
Staff and management draw on three institutionalised frameworks when making sense of
conflict: the defective personality framework, the diversity framework, and the status inequality
framework. Similarly to the organisation’s practice of framing ‘conflicts’ as ‘frictions’, the
diversity framework is guided by organisational values of egalitarianism and similar to the
defective personality framework it emphasises non-confrontation as a main strategy in processes
of conflict management. Despite the organisation’s strong commitment to egalitarianism, the
clerical workers view status inequality as the origin of many conflicts and they thereby draw
from the same institutionalised meanings of political economy of distributional conflicts that the

organisation was founded to change. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.

Keywords

Nonprofit organisations, inequality, conflict management, sensemaking, framing,

institutionalised meanings
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Introduction

A long tradition of research into conflict in organisations establishes that they are an
inescapable aspect of organisational life. Conflict presents different faces in organisational
conflict research where it has been conceptualised as either detrimental or beneficial to
organisations. Additionally, another group of theorist views conflict as neutral and suggests
focusing more on how we can understand the complexities and dynamics involved in conflict.
This line of conflict research draws attention to meaning making in conflict in relation to how
conflicts unfold (e.g. Barley, 1991; Kolb & Bartunek, 1992; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Lewicki &
Gray, 2003; Morrill, 1989; Putnam, 2004). According to this theoretical view, we must examine
the talk and discourse of conflict to gain insight into how people build understandings and make
sense of conflict, how they address and act out conflict, and how they interpret and influence
each other’s actions in conflict.

Conflict sensemaking is the process of framing, or organising experience through a
certain way of defining what is going on in a situation (Goffman, 1974). This process occurs
retrospectively, when people bracket their experience and give it meaning (Weick, 1995; Weick,
Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). How a conflict is framed must be understood within the context in
which the conflict occurs (Bartunek, Kolb, & Lewicki, 1992; Mather & Yngvesson, 1980) as
social processes of sensemaking and framing are thoroughly embedded in the wider social and
institutional context in which they occur (Jordan & Mitterhofer, 2010; Weber & Glynn, 2006).

Nonprofit organisations present a particular type of cultural and institutional base.
Because their commitment is to a specific social mission, their members are primarily interested
in and motivated by the organisational mission and by their wish to contribute to make the world
a better place. They also tend to be less hierarchical than other institutions (De Cooman, De
Gieter, Pepermans, & Jegers, 2011; Hudson, 1995; Leete, 2000; Lewis, French, & Steane, 1997;
Mirvis & Hackett, 1983; Rose-Ackerman, 1996). The central argument of this article is that the
distinct cultural and institutional base, making up ‘the social’ in nonprofit organisations,
influences how conflicts are conceptualised, addressed, and dealt with in such organisations.

In this paper, | present an ethnographic study undertaken to explore processes of conflict
management in nonprofit organisations. The study investigates the question: How do staff and
management experience and act out conflicts in a nonprofit organisation? Over the course of a
ten-month field study, | used interview and observational methods to investigate conflicts as

they occurred in the routines and mundane activities that made up daily life in the organisation.
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From observations of in-the-moment-conflicts and participants’ own accounts of their
experiences with conflicts, | present empirical grounding for analysing the social meanings of
conflict.

Theoretical background

Conflict sensemaking

Sensemaking as a theory of process involves the three main moves of perception,
interpretation, and action occurring in an ongoing cycle of revisions (Weick, 1979). There are
two core assumptions in sensemaking theory.

The first assumption is that sensemaking is the social construction of meaning happening
through social interactions in groups. This assumption constitutes an important example of how
sensemaking theory differs from psychological theories occupied with individual cognitive
processes or behaviours (Weick et al., 2005). Although sensemaking may seem like a private,
individual process, it is a social process because it is contingent on our interactions and
relationships with others, whether they are physically present or not. Weick’s approach for how
individuals and organisations make sense of their environment has moved the study of
interpretation and meaning making beyond the individual experience and into the domain of
organisations and organising (Mills, Thurlow, & Mills, 2010). People studying sensemaking
therefore pay a lot of attention to talk and discourse because that is how much of social contact
is mediated (Weick, 1995).

Sensemaking happens when people make retrospective sense of situations that they find
themselves in and involves constructing or framing the subjective into something more tangible
(Weick et al., 2005). In this process, people often draw on frames of reference or perceptual
frameworks to construct roles and interpret objects in response to situations (Weick, 1995). It is
the Goffmanian notion of framing that comes to the fore in sensemaking theory (Czarniawska,
2006). Goffman’s (1974) theory of frame analysis suggests that individuals and groups use
frames to define situations, organise their experiences, and obtain guidance for actions.

To date, frame theory has been used primarily by social movement scholars (e.g.
Benford, 1997; Gamson, 1995; Johnston, 1995; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986) to
show how situations become framed collectively. But within this body of literature, framing is
primarily conceptualised as a strategic process of constructing meaning for participants that is in
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line with political interests. Conceptualising framing as the construction of meaning for others is
also found to play a crucial role in studies of organisational leadership at times of organisational
change (e.g. Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi, 1994), where
leaders tend to engage in sensegiving, a term that has been coined as the activity of altering the
meaning construction of others. Framing is, however, also an inherent part of people’s everyday
sensemaking where it refers to the use of a particular repertoire of stable and unstable,
articulated and unarticulated categories to bracket and interpret experience and inform action
(Goffman, 1974).

The second core assumption in sensemaking theory is that thinking and action define one
another (Weick et al., 2005). Mills et al. (2010) argue that the value of applying Weick’s
sensemaking framework to an empirical phenomenon lies in its potential to explain the role of
agency in organising. Indeed, the term enactment captures that people in organisational life
often enact part of the environment they face. Nonetheless, in a review of sensemaking studies
in the crisis and change literatures, Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) maintain that the action
component is widely underappreciated and that cognitive processes have received much more
attention in sensemaking studies.

Studies that have taken a sensemaking approach to the investigation of conflict reveal
similar limitations. For example Kusztal (2002) shows how sensemaking and discourses in use
determine what conflicts arise in organisations and how they are understood, and Cloven and
Roloff (1991) show that sensemaking activities are an important factor in determining perceived
severity of conflicts. Additionally, Brummans et al. (2008) show that disputants within the same
stakeholder group may or may not make sense of conflict situations in the same ways, which
have implications for strategies directed at resolving conflicts. None of these studies however,
examine the disputants’ enactment of conflict sensemaking in actual conflict interactions. With
an enacted sensemaking perspective, the focus is on the development of meanings and how such
meanings motivate engagements, actions, and practices. From this perspective, sensemaking is
not merely about interpreting the world, but is equally about creating the world. Moreover, most
of this research does not explain how the context influences sensemaking. The choice of what
frame to adopt in a given situation depends on one’s own memory, the cues that others send, and
especially the context, or culture, in which the situation occurs (Gray, 2003). To address these
limitations, | have analysed sensemaking from an action perspective and below | elaborate on

the role of context in sensemaking theory.
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Making sense with institutionalised meanings

Institutional theory is one theory of context that has been connected with sensemaking
theory (Weber & Glynn, 2006; Weick, 1995). Institutional theory holds that organisations are
suspended in a web of situational mechanisms such as rules, norms, values, and cultural-
cognitive elements of shared understandings that constrain as well as enable action (Barley &
Tolbert, 1997). Moreover, institutional theory supplies a set of possible elements with which
identities can be constructed, legitimised, and ascribed meaning to. Glynn (2008) argues that
institutionalised identities are embodied in personal experience by means of roles and come with
expectations of how individuals should perform an identity in particular situations.

In the current study, | particularly draw from the component of taken-for-granted
cognitive-cultural elements of institutional theory to illuminate how institutionalised meanings
shape signification, or the actual making of meaning, in sensemaking processes and are crucial
sources of meaning structures. From this perspective, institutionalised meanings are contextual
mechanisms that serve as building blocks for sensemaking, guide and edit action formation, and
are enacted in ongoing sensemaking processes (Weber & Glynn, 2006). In essence, people make
sense with institutions and not in spite of institutions.

Due to the dominant view of conflict as dyadic interactions that have long been present
in the conflict research literature, few scholars have applied theories of context to the study of
conflict in organisations. Those who do invoke theories of context, for example, Gray et al.,
(2007), Bartunek et al., (1992), and Friedman (1992) argue that the meaning that individuals and
groups make of a conflict situation is influenced by the structural and culturally negotiated
contexts within which the conflict occurs.

With a sensemaking perspective on conflict, focussing only on talk and discourse is
therefore insufficient. While we get insight into the construction of meaning when examining
talk, we miss out on the tacit assumptions and cultural knowledge present in organisations that
are equally used in meaning constructions (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009; Hansen, 2006). We must
therefore turn to methodologies that are able to make cultural or tacit knowledge more explicit
by exploring the contexts in which conflict sensemaking is produced. Ethnography is one such
methodology.
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Methodology

The site of this research is a Scandinavian nonprofit development organisation, which |
will refer to by the pseudonym of NGO Plus. | particularly examine conflicts experienced by the
organisation’s administrative department, here called ‘the clerical unit’. NGO Plus works to
create equal access to education, democracy and resources for marginalised people in third
world countries. NGO Plus employs 30 full time staff members and has approximately 15
volunteers. The mean age for staff and management is 46 years and the mean tenure is eight
years. There is only a little diversity in staff and management; all are middle-class natives and
most are university graduates. The organisation also employs a group of clerical workers, who
work in the clerical unit. In addition to the clerical unit, NGO Plus consists of two other units:
the fundraising department and the programme department. A management group, consisting of
the three departmental managers and the general secretary, administers NGO Plus. Most funding
comes from the State, represented by ‘the Development Agency’ and private donors and funding
agencies.

The data collection at NGO Plus was conducted in two periods with ethnographic
fieldwork and ran over a ten-months period (June 2008 to March 2009), amounting to four
months of full time fieldwork. The two periods of fieldwork were June and August 2008, and
January to March 2009. The fieldwork consisted of repeated open-ended qualitative interviews
(Kvale, 1996) and on-site participant observations (Bernard, 1994; Neyland, 2008; VVan Maanen,
1988; Waddington, 2004). The participant observations allowed me gradually to ask more
sensitive questions about conflict during interviews. More importantly, by using multiple
sources of data and multiple data collection methods I reflexively sought to triangulate research
themes and increase dependability of findings (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 184).

Over the course of the field study, | conducted repeated interviews with members of staff
and management. In total, I conducted 39 single interviews and two focus group interviews. The
interviews lasted from 30 to 90 minutes. Half the interviews were recorded and later transcribed,
while for the other half, | took notes during the interview and wrote them up later that same day.
Interview questions included opinions about community and collaboration at work; opinions
about management, experiences with conflicts at work; conflict management; and perception of
intergroup relations. More importantly, | often used the interviews to investigate the
interviewees’ views, intentions and emotions involved in conflict interactions that | had

observed during the fieldwork. This method captured marginalised conflict accounts that were
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influential in conflict interaction but only evident in interviews insofar as | could inquire about
details in concrete events. As | inquired into conflict from a sensemaking perspective, | defined
conflict as a set of different and sometimes opposing interpretations of the same situation, these
differences resulting from the participants’ differing views of reality led to increasing tensions in
social interaction.

The ethnographic methodology congruent with phenomenology enabled me to
investigate the emic view (Harris, 1976; Pike, 1967) of research participants, focusing on their
accounts of conflict events while retaining focus on the broader social and institutional context. |
acknowledge that my interpretations are not the only interpretations possible. The method of
data analysis that was used for this study was thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which
is used to identify, analyse and report themes and patterns within the data. The process of data
analysis was ongoing throughout the research process. The early stages of analysis took place
during fieldwork, where | focused on documenting those conflicts that were visible to me as an
observer and that staff and management at NGO Plus would talk about.

After the fieldwork, | undertook the following steps in analysing the data. First, | conducted
close, line-by-line readings of interview transcripts and field data, searching for as many ideas
for themes and patterns as possible, all in relation to emic conceptualisations of conflict. Second,
I conducted the initial coding of transcripts and field data using the computer software Nvivo8.
Here | found a prevalence of accounts about how particular individuals were difficult to work
with and about stereotypical attributions ascribed to different occupational groups. Third, |
sorted the different interpretations into potential themes, and as | got a sense of significant
themes, | identified the theoretical approaches that would extend my understanding of the data

in terms of emic views of conflict.

Conflict and sensemaking frameworks in a nonprofit organisation

This section describes three frameworks for how staff and management make sense of conflict:
the defective personality framework, the diversity framework, and the status inequality
framework. The frameworks represent central tendencies in core beliefs about conflict in the

clerical unit in particular and at NGO Plus more generally.
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The defective personality framework

Staff and management rarely talk about conflicts at NGO Plus but when they do, they
label conflict situations ‘frictions’. They commonly make sense of frictions by blaming
particular individuals in certain positions who are regularly involved in frictions. Accordingly,
these particular individuals simply cannot get along with everyone else, and they are therefore
regarded as the black sheep in the organisation. It is those black sheep’s personalities that cause
frictions. Thus, staff and management draw on a framework of defected personalities when
making sense of frictions.

“The problem is her personality.” In interviews, staff and managers talk about frictions
going on at NGO Plus, frictions that are recurrent, “center around the same three people” one
manager says, and affect the job satisfaction of other. At NGO Plus, collectively shared
meanings assert that Alice, who is the payroll officer, is one of these black sheep: ”She always
says NO! as the first reaction whenever you approach her in her office, so you always have to
take a deep breath before entering her office” Jane, a clerical worker explains. John, the clerical
manager says, “the problem is her personality. Maybe you become squared from working with
something squared for a long time.” In this process of making sense of frictions the problem
becomes Alice’s personality by maintaining that Alice has turned into the rules and procedures
that she tries to uphold, and by explaining that Alice gets into frictions with people at work
because she is rigid and does not have room for flexibility in her work procedures and pace.
Being in this job for such a long time has turned her into a rigid person. Accordingly, the
defective personality framework effectively locates frictions with the person managing the
system for registering working hours and not with the system itself.

Alice’s job refers to a specific Development Agency regulation of documenting working
hours at NGO Plus. Every month, she gathers staff and management’s registration of working
hours in Timesheets to disseminate this information in quarterly reports to donors. She inspects
other’s conformity to this rule; however, she has no authority to sanction when the rule is not
followed. Rather, late Timesheets mean she will be late with her contribution to the quarterly
report and have more work because now she has to spend time writing emails reminding people
to submit their Timesheets. Rarely is she on time with her contribution to the quarterly report
and that frustrates her. Over the years, frictions about late Timesheets have constructed an image
for Alice in which both staff and management perceive her as someone who is bad-tempered
and difficult to work with: “It is often a problem for people to work with the clerical unit,

especially with Alice. You have to know exactly how she wants things,” Steve, a programme
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coordinator observes. Alice, however, feels that late Timesheets display a general lack of respect
for her job of collecting Timesheets, and she therefore gets frustrated and angry when people are
late with their Timesheets.

“Negativity only generates more negativity.” Alice, aware that she is perceived as the
problem in the frictions about Timesheets and sensitive to the effects that the frictions have on
her image, still wants to do a good job and therefore tries to alter her image in the organisation.
She has used the strategy of changing her conflict behaviour, which is her own enactment of the
defective personality framework. She has particularly changed her way of reminding people to
submit their Timesheets as she has realised that her negative attitude does not give her the things
she needs. She therefore no longer writes communal emails to everyone at NGO Plus but only to
those individuals who the matter concerns, and she really tries to use a positive and friendly tone
in her reminding emails. She finds this new way of reminding people much more effective,
although she still gets frustrated and angry when Timesheet deadlines are not kept. Staff and
management have noticed her changes, but old expectations of how Alice interacts in particular
situations still linger.

The diversity framework

Another framework for making sense of frictions is by explaining them as intergroup

conflicts caused by clashing organisational subcultures. Within this framework, frictions are
enacted as organisational diversity.

“What we are talking about is two different worlds, which both have to be here.” In the

following fragment John, the clerical manager explains why frictions arise between the

fundraisers and the clerical workers:

“But it is because of these two completely different cultures. Look, some of them
[the fundraisers] go through phases with green hair and red hair and they are so
messy and break up our peace and quiet down here. And yes, then you have 37
coffee cups and that really annoys people down here, but I mean everybody will
recognise ‘wow that was a damn good idea’ right.”

John explains that because the different units at NGO Plus undertake such different tasks, staff
in the units need to have different skills and even different personalities. The units therefore
develop different, sometimes divergent subcultures. Stereotypical attributions and traits ascribed

to the clerical workers contend that since their work is repetitive and requires meeting deadlines
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and following fixed procedures, clerical workers have to be organised and punctual. By contrast,
stereotypical attributions and traits ascribed to the fundraisers maintain that this group has to be
good at getting and executing ideas, and therefore has to be creative and impulsive. David from
the clerical unit sums up, “We are the prudes of this organisation and they [the fundraisers] are
the creative staff.”

It is in the interaction between clerical workers and fundraisers that these different roles,
or identities, have been established and are assigned to the two groups. Grounded in the
constructions of two divergent organisational sub-identities, the diversity framework explains
frictions as innate to the different organisational roles that clerical workers and fundraisers have.
Due to these different roles, clerical workers and fundraisers see the world differently and
sometimes act in opposing ways. However, since NGO Plus both needs staff that are good at
fundraising as well as staff that are good at administrative tasks, diversity becomes a dominant
model when the clerical workers try to rationalise what people from the fundraising unit are
doing when frictions occur. The interview and observational data are rich in examples of how
the clerical staff and management use the diversity framework to explain frictions with the

fundraisers. Hilary, a clerical worker observes:

“Well the fundraisers, they have this relaxed attitude and don’t care much about
the rules (...) When they get an idea they don’t think about whether it’s feasible
within the rules we have, they just try to pursue the idea, right. Whereas in the
clerical unit, we react with questions like ‘can they do that’, ‘are they allowed to
do that’, “is it possible’.”

Laura, another clerical worker says, “Some are creative and impulsive and some are organised
and punctual...it’s all about culture and the different ways we work,” which shows that it is the
fundraisers’ behaviours of impulsiveness and not adhering to rules or following deadlines that
evoke the diversity framework when the clerical workers explain frictions going on with the
fundraisers.

“Conflicts between groups will always be there.”” It is John, the clerical manager who
has constructed this interpretation of frictions with the fundraisers in an attempt to narrow and
control frictions between the two groups. An important source of power constitutes the control
over which cues serve as the point of reference and get attention (Weick, 1995). In frictions
between the clerical workers and the fundraisers, John directs the clerical workers’ attention to

the need for creative yet sometimes impulsive fundrasers, whose qualities are seen by the
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clerical workers as clashing with their ethos to be organised and punctual. By emphasising the
value of the fundraisers being so different from the clerical workers, John gives sense, or alters
how the clerical workers understand frictions with fundraisers — that is, as a matter of
organisational diversity. In effect, he manages to reduce friction intensity.

Enactments of the diversity framework socialise the clerical workers to endure behaviour
they define as inappropriate by the fundraisers. By framing frictions as a matter of
organisational diversity and thus preventing their escalation, the clerical workers understand that
when the fundraisers do not comply with bureaucratic rules, it is not because they are bad people
but because they are so busy being creative and getting good ideas and therefore do not think
about formalities like rules and deadlines. To a certain extent, the clerical workers buy into this
way of thinking: “Some people are good at keeping deadlines and some are not,” David says;
an interpretation which represents the clerical unit’s internalisation of frictions as arising from
organisational diversity. Over time, the diversity framework has reduced frustration and anger,
and fostered collective indulgence among the clerical workers towards the fundraisers. Alice

observes:

“When people for example hadn’t submitted their Timesheets, we, the clerical
workers, would always get upset, that was the tendency. Whereas today we all try
to see it differently (...) When I look back I see this sort of general change in the
unit.”

Although the stereotyping in the clerical unit is characterised by simplified zero-sum
conceptualisations of the clerical versus the fundraising identity, this mutual disidentification is
not expressed in emotions such as hatred or anger. Rather, those are feelings that the

stereotyping and the diversity framework aim to reduce.

The status inequality framework

In addition to using the diversity framework, the clerical workers also draw on a

framework of status inequality between different occupational groups when they make sense of

frictions with non-clerical staff and management. This happens, for example, when non-clerical

staff and management show up in the clerical unit and expect instantaneous administrative

assistance. Although only covertly expressed amongst themselves, the clerical workers perceive
different status positions between occupational groups as central in frictions.
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“We don’t feel respect for our work.” The clerical workers feel that there is a lack of
respect for the work carried out in their unit. They feel frustrated and angry that their work does
not seem as important or as valued as other types of work carried out in the organisation, and
those feelings deplete the energy they have available for work. Hilary, a clerical worker

explains:

“We don’t always understand the other entities and their way of working,
particularly the fundraising unit. We don’t understand that they are so steered by
their creativity and we get confused by their impulsive ways of behaving. We
sometimes feel that some things they do only to annoy us. | mean, they don’t seem
to take in that they have to tell us in advance if they want our help. They could
show a little more interest in what we do.”

According to the clerical workers, there are two ways that status inequality is enacted.
The first way has to do with how non-clerical staff members make their requests for clerical
assistance. Carolyn, another clerical worker says: "I think that if they said it differently like
‘would it be possible to do this for me — | would really appreciate it if you could do it this
afternoon’, then | would lay down whatever | was doing even if it was urgent, and try to help.”
The clerical workers feel that the way people from the other departments make their requests for
clerical assistance often signals a lack of respect. The second way of enacting status inequality is
when non-clerical staff members show up in the clerical unit and expect to be served
instantaneously by the clerical workers. Jane explains: ”’If everyone always comes in at the last
second, although it has been said several times that some things are not doable if you show up
five minutes before a deadline and want this, that and the other. In the fifteen years 1’ve been
here, it’s been an issue.” Expectations of instantaneous clerical assistance frustrate the clerical
workers because they feel unable to determine the order of tasks for which they are responsible.
In contrast to the fundraisers and the programme coordinators, the clerical workers simply do
not feel in charge of their own work, and that makes them feel inferior to the other occupational
groups at NGO Plus. The two ways of enacting status inequality position the clerical workers
with an inferior status at NGO Plus — that is, as a group that serves the other groups.

“Some of them act as if we are only here to serve them.” The status inequality
framework contends that it is the practice of work allocations that causes frictions. June, a
clerical worker says, “I feel that some people in this organisation take it for granted that we
perform tasks that we see as service tasks, and | don’t think that’s okay.” The organisation of

work categorises some tasks as being service tasks. Being placed in the clerical unit, service
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tasks give rise to roles, or institutional identities like ‘the clerical workers’, and the expectation
of service work creates a clerical identity of being a service provider.

New values in the aid industry nine years ago forced serious cut backs in organisational
spending, and management decided that the clerical unit should no longer provide its services to
the rest of the organisation. Instead, many traditional support functions were implemented at
every level of organisational activities. In the same period, many tasks, such as membership
administration and human resource management, drifted from the other units to the clerical unit
— tasks that have nothing to do with support to other groups and tasks in which the clerical
workers take great pride. Although the change in the unit’s support functions has been
communicated several times to the rest of NGO Plus, some still turn up at the clerical unit
expecting some kind of service: “By now many people in the organisation know how to do
things themselves, but there are still those who think that they can always ask us to make the
necessary last minute arrangements”, Maria from the clerical unit observes.

The status inequality framework constrains the identity of being a clerical worker,
because it means feeling inferior to the rest of NGO Plus. The inferior position in the
organisation makes the clerical workers angry. Having worked in the private sector before
taking on their current positions at NGO Plus, they all consciously replaced working for
stockholder profit with working for nonprofit and social change at NGO Plus because they
wanted to feel differently about their work. “It’s important to me that my heart is in my job”,
David says. They see their work too, is “benefiting a higher purpose”, as Laura says. Just as any
other occupational group at NGO Plus, the clerical workers feel fulfilled by their work and
perceive it as contributing to making the world a better place. Consequently, the clerical workers
feel that they are entitled to the same kind of respect for their work as other groups at NGO Plus

enjoy.

Discussion

When staff and management at NGO Plus use the framework of personality defects they
draw on an institutionalised concept of individualism to diagnose and to make decisions on how
to approach frictions. Individualism leads to more blame-laden explanations in frictions and
singles out and ascribes faults to individuals, like Alice, exempting management, other staff

members and the organisational system itself from responsibility during frictions. For Alice, the
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defective personality framework treats image repair and conflict management at the individual
level; conflicts encountered by Alice are defined as her private problems that she must resolve
herself. Consequently nothing changes and frictions about Timesheets and other bureaucratic
rules continue to resurface.

By contrast, the diversity framework is drawn from an ideology of egalitarianism to
diagnose and approach frictions. At NGO Plus, the ideology of egalitarianism constitutes the
organisation’s vision of a more equal world and guides its mission to change global injustices.
But egalitarianism is also a common framework of meaning that shapes staff and management’s
internal interpretive processes of relational enactments. Within NGO Plus, egalitarianism is
enacted through stories, told by staff and management alike, about (a) the organisation’s
horizontal, non-hierarchical structure; (b) how everyone’s contribution is equally important
irrespective of where they are placed in the system, and (c) NGO Plus’ exceptional work for
democracy and human rights carried out in developing countries. And all members of the
organisation share the organisation’s mission of working for a more just world in which people
have equal access to food, education and democracy.

Egalitarianism is, moreover, enacted through the use of metaphors, which seek to create
unity in the organisation, e.g., ‘the organisation as a family’ and ‘co-workers as friends’. The
enactment of egalitarianism, through metaphors that emphasise unity in the organisation, must
be understood in relation to Scandinavian culture and language. Here, the colloquial meaning of
‘being equal’ is that of ‘being the same,” meaning that people must consider themselves as more
or less the same to feel of equal value (cf. Gullestad, 2002). While this translation of egalitarian
IS woven into Scandinavian societies, it also implies that it is a problem when others are
perceived to be ‘too different’.

At NGO Plus, enactments of a culturally translated meaning of egalitarian have molded
the concept of conflict in such a way that conflict is often not labelled as ‘conflict” at all. Instead
of the word “conflict’, staff and management much prefer to use the word “frictions’ to describe
tensions, disagreements and clashes going on between people in the organisation. ‘Conflict’ is
considered a threat to the organisation’s ideological foundation of egalitarianism and thereby
also to organisational unity. ‘Conflict’” is something that NGO Plus tries to resolve through its
mission overseas; it is not something that happens in its own backyard. ‘Frictions’ on the other
hand, are more tractable, less harmful and hence much more acceptable and something staff and
management feel they can work around in daily working life. At NGO Plus, the word *“frictions’

is regarded as the culturally specific way of conceptualising tensions, disagreements and clashes
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between people, because it conceals or downplays differences between people in social
interactions.

Just as the word “frictions’ is a pacifying framing that acts as a neutralisation strategy for
‘conflict,” the diversity framework and the defective personality framework equally reduce the
scope of conflict intensity. While the diversity framework reduces conflict by framing them as
unavoidable clashes between subcultures, the defective personality framework reduces conflict
to be a matter of personal issues. All three ways of conceptualising conflict emphasise
nonconfrontation as a main strategy in processes of conflict management. This finding
resembles the results from Howell (1981) and Temkin and Cummings (1986), who found the
same to be the case for both volunteers and paid staff in nonprofit organisations. While this has
been explained by nonprofit workers being more concerned with the organisational mission in
situations involving personal differences (Temkin & Cummings, 1986) and by conflict in
nonprofit organisations being unexpected and therefore feared (Allyn, 2011), | have showed
how institutionalised meanings shape interpretation and communication internally in the
organisation, which strongly influence the forms that routine conflict management assumes. But
with a strategy of nonconfrontation as the dominant form of dealing with conflict, the existing
organisational status system is very likely to go unchallenged.

The status inequality framework is used to make sense of a fundamental conflict of
inequality within NGO Plus. In the following fragment, Joanne, a fundraiser sees this as a

paradox for the organisation:

“Generally the clerical unit see themselves as the underdogs in this organisation;
they provide a service function that no one really values. This is a paradox
because originally NGO Plus emerged from a very leftist university milieu and
works for human rights.”

This sort of conflict in nonprofit organisations has been termed as mission mirroring (Allyn,
2011), a term used to describe when organisations become enmeshed internally in the same sort
of conflicts that it was founded to deal with externally.

While the diversity framework is guided by NGO Plus’ vision for a more egalitarian
world, the same egalitarian ideal obscures that there is a paradoxical inequality within the
organisation. On the one hand, ideals of egalitarianism support the clerical workers’
identification with NGO Plus that everyone is equal, but on the other hand, institutionalised role

expectations threaten their identity as equal members of the organisation, which shows
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organisational enactments of an invisible system (Gadlin, 1994) of hierarchical difference that
contradicts the organisation’s strong ideology of egalitarianism. Given that egalitarianism at
NGO Plus asserts that everyone and everyone’s contribution is equal, conflict sensemaking
drawing on the status inequality framework is only covertly shared among the clerical workers,
emphasising the invisibility of the hierarchical system at NGO Plus. When the clerical workers
invoke status inequality as an explanation for being denied the identity of equal partners in the
organisation, they draw from the same institutionalised meanings of political economy of
distributional conflicts, that is, the unequal global distribution of power and influence, which the
organisation was founded to change.

Throughout the field study, this fundamental conflict of status inequality remained
unaddressed within in the organisation. Instead, frictions were primarily conceptualised as going
on between people lower in the system, either as private problems to be solved individually or
unavoidable intergroup clashes, both narrowing the scope of conflict and ignoring its cultural
and structural causes.

The last issue | wish to discuss is how the application of sensemaking theory to studying
conflict has revealed a weakness in the theoretical framework. Mills et al., (2010) and Landau
and Drori (2008) have recently criticised Weick’s sensemaking framework for assuming that
sensemaking is a democratic process in which all voices are equally important and that
sensemaking processes are targeted towards consensual understanding. In conflict events,
however, or in any other event for that matter, individuals within organisations may not make
sense of the same conflict in the same way. While conflict may have indisputable manifestations
in clashes and arguments, these are peaks in a process that is, most of the time, enacted in
opposing perceptual and verbal representations of what is going on. By showing that conflict
sensemaking may evolve from conflicting perceptual frameworks, this study refutes the
assumption that describes sensemaking as democratic and consensual in nature.

At NGO Plus, the diversity framework and the status inequality framework cannot
coexist as legitimate ways of making sense of conflict, because they are mutually exclusive. If
the organisation accepts that internal conflicts are basically about status inequality between
occupational groups, it cannot uphold its self-image of being an egalitarian organisation. But
with the organisation’s strong ideology of egalitarianism, the clerical workers cannot openly
address their feeling of inequality with respect to the other groups. The view of conflict as being
a matter of status inequality manifested itself by being marginalised within the organisation. It
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was therefore only evident in practice and only empirically demonstrable by being there,

observing social situations of conflict.

Conclusion and implications

In this paper, | reported the findings from an ethnographic study of how staff and
management in a nonprofit organisation use different frameworks to make sense of those
conflicts that occur at work. While the defective personality framework effectively confines
conflict to be a matter of particular individuals’ difficult personalities, the diversity framework
similarly reduces the scope of intergroup conflict by emphasising organisational ideology of
diversity and egalitarianism, the same ideology that governs the organisation’s work with aid
and development abroad. Likewise, egalitarianism shapes how conflict internally at NGO Plus is
recognised and talked about, emphasising ‘frictions’ rather than ‘conflict’ as the way to
conceptualise tensions and clashes between people. Overall, these dynamics foster a
nonconfrontational approach to dealing with conflict at NGO Plus.

Despite the NGO Plus commitment to egalitarianism, the clerical workers additionally
view status inequality as the origin of many conflicts. Although this view of conflict manifested
itself by being marginalised within the organisation it indicates that NGO Plus is experiencing a
conflict of mission mirroring, a phenomenon unique to the sector.

I find that we can trace processes of conflict management to perceptual frameworks of
meaning, which are guided by institutionalised meanings. While institutions act as interpretive
frames, they do not determine specific kinds of sensemaking (Jordan & Mitterhofer, 2010),
since, as shown by the study, individuals draw upon a diversity of, and sometimes conflicting,
interpretation repertoires. Through ethnography, | was able to capture both overtly and covertly
expressed forms of conflict. As a result the study reveals a weakness in Weick’s sensemaking
theory by showing that conflict sensemaking may evolve from conflicting perceptual
frameworks, and it thereby refutes any assumptions that describe sensemaking as democratic
and consensual in nature.

I conclude that sensemaking and framing provide an advantageous approach to
understanding conflict, because they display dynamics of conflict by describing how conflicts
are recognised and interpreted collectively in the organisation and how such meanings motivate

actions in conflict. This approach has a lot of potential in terms of application across different
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organisational settings and beyond. At NGO Plus, the institutionalised meanings that shaped
conflict sensemaking were strongly linked to the organisation’s specific social mission.

Whether or not this adds primarily to a theory of nonprofits, or is also a contribution to
theory of conflict can only be specified by similar future research undertaken in for-profit
organisations. | must emphasise however, that the hallmark of NGO Plus, that although it sees
the world as conflictual, its staff and management do not talk about conflicts in the organisation
itself, is particularly characteristic of nonprofit organisations. Future research into conflict in
for-profit organisations, could explain how other institutionalised meanings are linked to notions
of a particular organisation’s business purpose, its methods of doing business, or notions about
professionalism. This would further confirm that organisational ideology and identification
among staff and management contain an important link to understanding the dynamics of
conflict in a particular organisation.

So how can understanding conflict sensemaking help address conflict? Not
understanding how conflict sensemaking in an organisation is constructed may prevent the
organisation from effectively addressing and dealing with conflict. The way to deal with conflict
depends on how the conflict is framed, which is shaped by the culture and ideology in a
particular organisation and by the regional culture in which the organisation operates. At NGO
Plus, the defected personality framework and the diversity framework were used to effectively
diffuse the status inequality framework as a legitimate way of understanding conflict. This study
therefore suggests ways of intervening in organisational conflict that are able to get at subtle
sensemaking processes and that can raise awareness of how different perceptual frameworks

may interact and compete in shaping social reality.
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Exploring how Conflict Management Training
Changes Workplace Conflict: A Qualitative
Case Study
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Abstract

While many organisations offer conflict management training to both staff and management,
there is little research investigating the changes resulting from such training. Using an
interpretive framework of analysis, a qualitative case study was conducted to understand how
‘sensemaking’ about conflict change as they are enacted from the perspective of staff and
management in a non-profit organisation that participated in conflict management training. The
case study was constructed as a longitudinal investigation with ethnographic fieldwork as the
primary method of inquiry. The training worked as a catalyst for the development of new
sensemaking about workplace conflict. These included incremental acknowledgement of
workplace conflict, recognition of interdependent and context embedded relationships in
interpersonal conflicts, and enactment of active resistance in a subordinated occupational group.
Some conflicts did not change through training, where the conflicts’ perpetual structural bases
remained intact. Insights from the study call attention to the embeddedness of conflict in the
organisation’s social fabric. As a practical implication of the study, trainers in conflict
management are recommended to give more weight to the structural dimensions of conflict and

organisational level conflict management when putting training programmes together.
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Introduction

While many organisations offer conflict management training to both staff and
management, there is little research that describes the workplace change outcomes resulting
from such training. This dearth of studies is remarkable, given that conflict research literature
for more than four decades has posited that conflicts in organisations are inevitable processes
that need management through particular forms of intervention. The literature claims that, if
managed correctly, conflicts can bring about development, collaboration, problem solving, and
organisational change (e.g. De Dreu, 1997; De Dreu & Van de Vliert, 1997; Jehn, 1997; 2001;
Johnson, 1991; Pondy, 1967; 1969; Rahim, 2000; 2002; Ramarajan et al., 2004; Thomas, 1992;
Tjosvold, 2006; 2008; Van de Vliert, 1998; 1999).

Only a few studies have examined the effect of conflict management training in
organisations. Where they have done so the focus has been on the effects on clients or public at
large, with overwhelmingly positive results. Johnson (1991) measured the effects of conflict
management training on the conflict management styles of teachers, finding that the majority of
the teachers developed a more problem-solving conflict management style. Zacker and Bard
(1973) measured the effects of conflict management training on police performance, finding that
officers who had taken conflict management training as part of the Police Academy curriculum
scored higher on performance than those who had not. Ramarajan et. al. (2004) found that UN
peacekeepers on international intervention missions in complex humanitarian emergencies
experienced fewer conflict situations with NGO workers after receiving training in negotiation.

The three studies reviewed in the previous paragraph focused on how training in conflict
management and negotiation affects staff relationships with different external groups (pupils,
citizens, NGO workers). By contrast, the following case study was undertaken to explore the
change outcomes of conflict management training in the workplace itself. It does so by
comparing how staff and management from the same workplace enact and describe changing
meanings about conflicts in the workplace before their participation in conflict management
training and in the ensuing year. Research within conflict and negotiations studies
conceptualises conflict and its management as interpretive processes strictly dependent of
human observation and the making of meaning (Barley, 1991; Kolb, 2008; Kolb & Bartunek,
1992; Van Maanen, 1992). Several researchers have adopted a focus on the context-specific

meanings of conflict and negotiation and the processes that shape such meanings (Bartunek et
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al., 1992; Collier, 2009; Friedman, 1992; Friedman & Berthoin Antal, 2005; Gadlin, 1994; Kolb
& McGinn, 2009; Morrill, 1989; Putnam, 2004).

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

can change.

Theoretical background

In this paper, Weick’s theory of organisational sensemaking (Weick, 1995; 2001; Weick
et al., 2005) contributes to understanding the meaning of conflict, including how the dynamics
of conflict meanings unfold and shift in the organisational context. While much of
(organisational) life is routine, comprising situations that do not demand our full attention,
whenever something that needs or demands our attention occurs, we engage in a process of
searching for meaning — a process that Weick (1995) terms ‘sensemaking’. Sensemaking theory
has evolved from microsociology, particularly symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969;
Goffman, 1956; Mead, 1967) and ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967). Symbolic
interactionism is concerned with how “human beings act toward things on the basis of the
meaning that the things have for them” and “that the meaning of such things is derived from, or
arises out of, the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows” (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).
Sensemaking theory’s roots in symbolic interactionism emphasise the dynamics of interactions
between individuals and groups on the one hand and the organisational social context on the
other. The lineages from Goffman and Garfinkel stress the need for careful attention to the

micro-particulars of every interaction contexts.
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According to Weick, sensemaking is ongoing, subtle, social and easily taken for granted.
Sensemaking makes circumstances comprehensible both prospectively and retrospectively.
Much of the time we make sense routinely, invoking rationalized accounts of actions past,
present and future. Rationalized accounts do not always hold, however, especially where jolts
that disturb these accounts are experienced (Meyer, 1982). Jolts transform routines and
rationalized accounts by introducing ambiguity that prompts revisioning of meaning. On such
occasions, when normalcy is disturbed, new forms of sensemaking often emerge. Such
occasions for sensemaking might include shocks, changes, or unexpected actions that may be
small or massive. Conflict epitomises challenge to the ongoing flow of intersubjective
sensemaking. Changed sensemaking happens when people make a different sense of situations
in which they find themselves. While social context influences how people interpret events in
many ways, people also participate in creating and maintaining their social contexts, which
makes sensemaking iterative and reflexive (Weick et al., 2005). With a sensemaking
perspective, the focus is on the development of meaning and how such meaning motivate
engagement, action, and practice. Weick et al. (2005) argue that the concept of sensemaking
keeps action and cognition together. Central to a sensemaking perspective is how people enact
the environments they interpret and constitute their identity within these enactments, shaping
how they interpret events, things, phenomena. Identity and identity construction are therefore
central to sensemaking.

The goal of a sensemaking perspective is to understand organisational life (Drazin et al.,
1999). From this perspective on workplace conflict, focus is less on reducing the level of
conflict in the workplace than it is on understanding the processes through which individuals
and organisations enact and make sense of conflict. As with other micro-sociological theories,
sensemaking is concerned mostly with the actions of groups and communities (Weick et al.,
2005), where it provides a useful framework for understanding how social phenomena, such as
conflicts, play out in organisational cultures and group dynamics. Organisational situations
dedicated to changing sensemaking are, from the point of view of research, naturally occurring
experiments (Silverman, 2007). Conflict management training as a form of organisational
intervention that has as its aim the transformation of behaviours around conflict provides a
unique naturally occurring experimental situation. The conflict management training researched
took place in a Scandinavian non-profit development organisation, for which the pseudonym
‘NGO Plus’ is used.
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Methodology

The setting
NGO Plus works to promote democracy in post conflict developing countries. Funding
comes from the state, represented by ‘the Development Agency’ as well as private funding
agencies. Founded in 1970, NGO Plus employs 30 full time staff members, all of whom
participated in the study. Mean age is 46 years, mean tenure is eight years, and the gender
division skews female. The organisation consists of a clerical unit, a fundraising department,
and a programme department. The management group, consisting of the three departmental
managers and the general secretary, administers NGO Plus.
Data collection
The data collection was conducted through ethnographic fieldwork (Brewer, 2004,
Neyland, 2008; Van Maanen, 1988) over a two-year period (June 2008 to September 2010),
consisting of six months of full time fieldwork at NGO Plus (see fig. 1). The fieldwork included
repeated interviews with staff and management (Kvale, 1996; Schensul, 1999; Steyart &
Bouwen, 2004) from which qualitative accounts were collected, observations of the training, and
on-site participant observation (Bernard, 1994; Waddington, 2004). Following Kolb and
Putnam’s (1992) view that conflict has a sensitive nature, | chose the method of ethnographic
fieldwork to gain participants’ trust before conducting interviews and to obtain insight into the
daily life of the organisation as a way of investigating cultural meaning systems encompassing
conflict (Dubinskas, 1992). In total, | conducted 52 individual interviews and four focus group
meetings. Individual interviews lasted from 20 to 75 minutes, and focus group meetings lasted
from 90 to 120 minutes. Interviews addressed issues of community, collaboration, and conflict
management in the department/organisation. In the pre-training interviews, participants were
asked to bring up any situations that were frustrating to them and that involved other staff
members. They were encouraged to talk about what had happened and how they had
experienced it. Post-training interviews addressed the same situations that had been brought up

in the pre-training interviews to detect if any changes had occurred.

140



March 2009:

Conflict management Ti m el i ne

training

June-August 2008 and
January-March 2009: June and August 2010:
Fieldwork Second follow-up

April 2009:
First follow-up

Fig. 1. Research process timeline

The conflict management training

The 35-hour programme in conflict management had the purpose of promoting
knowledge about conflict resolution and of providing training to deal more constructively with
conflict. The training programme was normative: by providing participants with methods and
tools for understanding and working with conflict it was believed that this would enable a more
productive resolution of conflict. The training programme was presented to 18 out of 30 staff
members at NGO Plus. All four managers at NGO-Plus participated in the training. All staff
members who wished to participate in the training were given a place on the course, resulting in
participation from all areas of the organisation.

An experienced trainer from a local agency, external to the study, conducted the conflict
management training, which included knowledge and skills development in the following areas:
defining what conflict is, working with escalation and de-escalation of conflict, distinguishing
between destructive and constructive negotiation styles, reframing the issues in conflict,
differentiating between underlying needs versus positions, working with dialogue and active
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listening, working with phases in mediation and win-win solutions, and negotiating values for
the organisation. The training methods alternated between presentation of theory and models in
the large group and exercises in pairs or small groups.
Data analysis
Using qualitative methodology congruent with phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; Van
Maanen, 1979) enabled me to learn how participants viewed the world by attending to how they
talked about it. 1 acknowledge that my interpretations are not the only interpretations possible.
The analytical strategy focused attention on the empirical materials in terms of changed
meanings and enactments of conflict. After the fieldwork, I conducted line-by-line readings of
interviews and field data to uncover as many potentially relevant narratives about conflicts in
the empirical material as possible. | used a narrative approach (Czarniawska, 1998) for analysis
to make sense of events and bring them into a meaningful whole. While chronology is used to
understand events and actions in logical coherence that extends the chronology of the data
collection process (through time), thereby broadening the temporal scope of a particular
narrative, contextualisation links the narrative to actions and events beyond its immediate scope
(across space), thereby embedding the narrative in organisational social dynamics and structure.
The narrative approach allows for the pursuit of storylines in empirical material. | distinguish
between narratives from the field that |1 produce from analysing the data and narrative of the

field that are my collection of stories from the organisational members (Czarniawska, 1998).

Findings

From denial to incremental acknowledgement

Generally, conflict was not talked about at NGO Plus. For staff and management the

notion of “conflict’ was heavily associated with violence and war. Conflict was something that
the organisation tried to resolve through its human rights and development work overseas, it was
not something that happened in its own backyard. Whenever | tried to get people to talk about
conflict, they would praise the sense of community internally in the organisation and emphasise
colleagues’ support of one another. Staff members talked about collaboration in their
departments as being more or less conflict-free. Additionally, both staff and management
frequently used unifying metaphors of the organisation that conceived of it as a family and co-

workers as friends, and emphasised narratives of NGO Plus as a horizontally structured
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organisation with strong values of egalitarianism. The metaphors and the narratives were like a
cultural lens (Friedman & Berthoin Antal, 2005) that served to confirm the organisation’s self-
image as well functioning without dysfunctional elements such as conflict. It was not that
conflict was avoided, | was told — conflict just did not happen in this organisation. The denial of
conflict also emphasised that there was no outspoken need in the organisation for training in
conflict management. Staff and management, however, were generally interested in participating
in the training and explained their interest with wanting to learn more about the nature of
conflict due to the kind of work in which the organisation was engaged abroad.

Everyone at NGO Plus knew about my role as a researcher and that the organisation
would participate in conflict management training; nevertheless | was assured, more than once,
that | had chosen the wrong organisation as my research site if conflict was my object of study.
Gradually, I realised though that whenever staff and management did talk about the subject of
conflict going on in their organisation, they would use particular cultural codes such as
‘frictions’ to describe tensions and clashes between people. By contrast with the negative
connotations they attached to conflict, “frictions’ were more tractable and much more harmless.

Due to the preponderance of the family metaphor and the organisational values of
egalitarianism, ‘frictions’ were an accepted way of making sense of the tensions and clashes that
occurred between people. Accordingly, staff and management interpreted ‘frictions’ as
something they could work around in daily working life. While “frictions’ was a euphemism for
conflict at NGO Plus, this dynamic also emphasises how sensemaking of conflict is shaped by
the social structures and cultures within which it occurs. Although the euphemism ‘frictions’
created access to studying conflict at NGO Plus, staff and management primarily conceptualised
these frictions as certain individuals’ personal problems.

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

Moreover, a manager says that it was when she worked with a particular exercise in the

training that she realised that a certain level of conflict always exists in organisations:
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“Well, I remember in the last part of the training where we worked through an

exercise about the latent level of conflict, which exists in all organisations. |

suppose in a way this is healthy as long as it remains deep down. For me this has

been a tool to say to myself ‘ooh, don’t be so afraid of conflict’. It’s okay that

conflicts occur when we meet each other and see things differently”.
The manager talks about how she tries to deal with her fear of conflict by acknowledging ‘the
latent level of conflict’ present in all organisations. For her, the latent level of conflict assumes
that different people inevitably produce disagreement and conflict. She accepts that conflict
exist at NGO Plus, as long it remains deep down underneath the organisational surface, which
emphasises her sustained fear of conflict. This fear stems from uncertainties about how to deal
with conflict: “But we must also face the fact that although many of us participated in the
training we simply don’t know how to resolve conflict”, a staff member says in a focus group
interview. While broadening their understanding of conflict, staff and management
incrementally acknowledge conflict as being inevitable when people are working together,
gradually toning down their conceptualisation of conflict as being attributable to certain
individuals® personal problems. Interestingly, over the course of the study, those certain

individuals significantly changed their enactments in conflict.

From personality deficiency to interdependent and embedded relationships

Frictions at NGO Plus were mainly conceptualised as being about personal differences

and incompatibilities between staff members and termed as, ‘bad chemistry between
individuals’. In this way of making sense of frictions, staff and management pointed to the odd
personalities ascribed to certain staff members as the problem. Because these individuals could
not get along with everyone else, they were regarded as the black sheep in the organisation.
Frictions between the black sheep and others were cyclical and repetitive in nature and would go
on for years. Given that management essentially regarded such frictions as personality problems,
frictions were considered both unavoidable and very difficult to resolve: “These sorts of frictions
will always be here, it’s a matter of working around them”, one manager said. On the other
hand, management’s approach to dealing with these frictions was typically through one-to-one
talks with the problematic personality involved, to try and help this individual be less
problematic. More often than not, however, the parties involved were left to deal with the
problems themselves, which the example below of frictions between a clerk and a fundraiser

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

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

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

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

another conflict going on at the collective level in the organisation.

From an identity of subordination to active resistance

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

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

The clerical workers outwardly ignored their feelings of inferiority, but inwardly they
privately expressed their resentment at being taken for granted, which intimately tied their
identity of being clerical workers to a collective experience of subordination in the
organisational hierarchy. From the outside, toleration and avoidance constituted the clerical
workers’ way of dealing with these frictions, which could explain why most staff and
management from the other departments viewed their relationship to the clerical unit as positive.

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

The clerical workers retrospectively used the training elements about conflict escalation
and de-escalation as an extracted cue to help them decide on an acceptable explanation for
enacting active resistance. Weick (1995) argues that extracted cues are “simple, familiar
structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what may be occurring”
(p. 50) and which help them decide on what information is relevant. Through the theory about
escalation and de-escalation of conflict, the clerical workers realised that they themselves could
prevent grievances and feelings of irritation by, “nipping the matter in the bud before conflicts
about service tasks would escalate and create tensions” a clerk explained. They used the theory
of conflict escalation and de-escalation to redraft a narrative about legitimacy for refusing to
perform service tasks and instantaneous administrative assistance.

Feelings of being taken for granted constrained the identity of being clerical workers
because it meant that clerical workers essentially only had value through supporting other
people in the organisation. Their enactment of active resistance was about negotiating a clerical
identity as more than a service provider — that is, as an occupational group in their own right.

Particularly, they had begun to emphasise the importance of meeting deadlines for their work.
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One morning when a clerk came into work, a staff member from another department was
waiting for her at her desk claiming that he needed her support immediately. She said that he
would have to wait until she had gone through her clerical morning routines, with which
announcement he became annoyed and tried to persuade her to leave her routines until after she
had helped him. She would not bend however, and told him that if she did not get on with her
morning routines, others could not get on with their jobs. The staff member ended up leaving the
clerk’s office in annoyance, but the clerk felt satisfied that she had not given in to his demands
because it was important for her and for everyone at NGO Plus that she got through these
routines as the first thing in the morning.

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

Conflict resolved?

Another friction conceptualised at NGO Plus as being about personal differences
between individuals, involved two collaborating fundraisers that would not acknowledge each
other’s way of doing the job. The two fundraisers engaged in continuous frictions about the
power to decide right from wrong in work procedures and communications frequently led to
frustrations. After the conflict management training both fundraisers noted that through the
training elements of dialogue and active listening they had gained a shared language to use in
difficult situations, and that they were better at discussing things they disagreed about without
taking it personally and getting cross with each other. One of the fundraisers says:
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“Now we are better at saying ‘well okay, now we have this disagreement so what
do we do now?” You know, ask more questions to find out what she really thinks,
rather than making early conclusions on something that we really don’t know,
but we think we know”.

Although they feel that they are now better at managing their frictions, they are still ambiguous
about whether this common language of dialogue really resolves anything. The fundraisers do
not experience any change in what each perceives to be the core of the friction, which is that
they disagree about how the job should be done. Despite improvements in communications,
frictions continue to occur between the two fundraisers and are still conceptualised as being
about personal differences, regardless of the training.

To understand the lack of change in how some frictions were made sense of, we need to
look to the collective level of the organisation. It is in the relationship between staff and
management at NGO Plus that we find the roots of these particular frictions and how that
relationship is shaped by structures beyond the organisation’s controls sphere. Ongoing conflicts
about the staffs’ general complaints with management were attributed as being due to
management not being sufficiently clear about the organisation’s strategy, direction, and
leadership. These conflicts were played out particularly in the programme department and the
fundraising department.

In the fundraising department, when it came to prioritising tasks and goal achievement
the staff found the manager absent but no one confronted the manager with their grievances. The
manager however, was aware that there was a problem but perceived it as a result of the
organisation’s funding system, where the entry of neo-liberal political ideals had forced non-
profit organisations to fulfil certain conditions in order to obtain funding from the Development
Agency. The manager regarded this compliance with external conditionalities as “a constant
pressure affecting the social climate at NGO Plus, particularly the ways in which people behave
towards one another”. Accordingly this ‘pressure’ was manifestly to blame for conflicts
erupting between people, highlighting management’s conceptualisation of conflict as being
mainly an interpersonal phenomenon.

A vyear after the training, the fundraising manager talked about how, in several critical
situations with her staff, she had tried to apply some of the theory from the training, only to
experience that the theory did not work as it was supposed to: “I make an effort to de-escalate

critical situations but on many occasions people do not join me in my attempts towards de-
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escalation”. The quote shows a sustained sensemaking of conflict as an interpersonal
phenomenon, because it is in situations between individuals that the manager has tried to apply
tools for conflict de-escalation. Additionally however, the manager acknowledges that her
workload is spread out on too many tasks, not sufficiently prioritising tasks to do with
leadership. To understand the lack of leadership at NGO Plus, we need to look to the
organisation’s social and structural context.

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

Conclusion

The case study highlights the under-studied dimension of change outcomes resulting
from conflict management training in the workplace. The conclusion from the study is two-fold.

First, in conflicts where structural changes ensued from the training, the training worked
as a catalyst for different sensemaking about conflict. For example, among some staff members
involved in conflict, training changed their sensemaking of conflict from being about personality

deficiency in individuals to being more about shared communication responsibilities.
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Participants’ changed sensemaking also saw conflict as being embedded in intergroup
hierarchies, an organisational dynamic that similarly underwent changes following the training.
Changes particularly consisted of the clerical workers enacting active resistance to claim that
their work is equal to that of other staff members. Conflicts however that continuously were
conceptualised as individual or interpersonal problems only changed marginally. This was
illustrated through an interpersonal conflict between two fundraisers which was deeply
embedded in a structural conditioned conflict between staff and management, in which no
changes were observed in the year that followed the conflict management training.

At the organisational level, staff and management incipiently changed their sensemaking
of conflict as being associated with war and violence to acknowledging conflict as inevitable
organisational processes that potentially can be resolved. The change was illustrated by how
staff and management began talking about conflicts at NGO Plus. One interpretation of this
change could be that conflict has become more widespread since the training. The ethnographic
method employed in this case study however, managed to capture that this change concerns new
ways of framing and understanding conflict at NGO Plus, emphasising increasing
acknowledgement of conflict rather than increasing prevalence of conflict. Had the study only
measured the level of conflict before and after the training course, results would have shown
more conflicts after the course compared to before, because conflicts before the course were
rarely framed as such.

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

of how conflict management works in organisations.
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Practical implications of the study are that trainers in conflict management are
recommended to give much more weight to the cultural and structural dimensions of conflict —
that is, how conflict is built into organisational structures and is shaped by organisational
cultures — and organisational level conflict management, when putting training programmes
together. Conflict management training elements that deal with conflict framing,
communication, and techniques for managing interpersonal relationships could be enriched with
more attention placed on power analyses (Hansen, 2008) and organisational influences on

conflict.
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A Researcher’s Tale: How doing Conflict
Research Shapes Research about Conflict
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Abstract

Purpose: To display and critically reflect upon how field experiences in the research process
interacted with the author’s subjectivity and shaped her construction of knowledge about

organisational conflict.

Design/methodology/approach: Drawing on Weick’s theoretical framework of sensemaking
and the notion of reflexivity as a resource for dealing with research experiences, the paper
presents empirical narratives that explore how research experiences of negotiating access to
information and emic categories of conflict in the field, analysing events and morally deciding
which stories from the field are conflict stories, and dealing with ethical dilemmas in the process
of doing research about conflict constitute common factors that influenced the author’s

construction of knowledge about organisational conflict.

Findings: The paper shows that the way that we organise and make sense of research
experiences shapes our process of theorising and the actual production of knowledge in a

research field.

Research implications: We should document and display the process of theorising in our
research and thoroughly pursue what we experienced in the field because this will create

thoroughness to our research and add to, not devalue, the knowledge we produce.
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Originality/value: This paper highlights the process of theorising in organisational research.
The empirical narratives presented in this paper contribute to the narrow display within the field

of how we as organisational researchers mobilise our theorising and construct knowledge.

Keywords

Reflexivity, Sensemaking, Theorising, Organisational conflict, Subjectivity, Access, Ethics

Introduction

“Good ethnography is not simply taking copious, journalistic notes on one's
chumming with the natives. Yet, regardless of calculated attempts at discipline,
fieldwork inevitably intensifies the tensions, the relationships, and the
serendipitous events that influence all research. It is in the precarious balance
between the controlled and the uncontrolled, the cognitive and the affective, the
designed and the unexpected that fieldwork finds its distinctive vitality and
analytic power.” (Barley, 1990: 220)

Consistent with Barley’s conceptualisation of good ethnography above, my effort in this
article originates in the observation that although there seems to be agreement among qualitative
researchers that the process of doing qualitative research is a messy, oftentimes chaotic affair,
there is a shortage of reflexive essays displaying how researchers organise and make sense of
their fieldwork experiences and data, and construct knowledge from the research process. There
has been increasing acceptance that the craft of research is conceptualised as sensemaking
(Czarniawska, 1998; Weick, 1989; 1995; 2007) where the researcher in the role of being the
sensemaker actively analyses the empirical material and generate representations of how reality
is (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Johnson and Duberley, 2000; Mason, 2002; Van Maanen,
1988; 1995), yet, there is only little research that displays how the researcher actively uses field
experiences to engage in the process of theorising (Locke, Golden-Biddle and Feldman, 2008;
Weick, 1989).

In this article, I present empirical narratives that illustrate how | used research
experiences related to getting access, making sense of data, and conducting ethical research to
reflect critically on some common factors that influenced my construction of knowledge about
conflict in organisations. For this end, | use the notion of reflexivity to step back and take a

critical look at my own role in the research process and how it has shaped my production of
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knowledge. | build on existing examples in the literature that display how researchers organise
and make sense of field experiences to construct knowledge related to different aspects of the
research experience. Barley (1990), for example, gives a vivid account of his struggles in getting
access to a research site for his doctoral studies and how his management of relationships with
informants influenced the information that he was able to receive. Becker (1993) reflexively
describes how paying attention to a single word that his informants used, led him to discover
important aspects of the interests of his informants, their views of their professional practice and
of professional relationships. Peshkin (1985) honestly describes how his subjectivity interacted
with his studies and narrowed and shaped what he saw and decided to present as his research
about two distinct school-community relationships. In another very honest account, Abma
(2000) describes how her experiences of conflict with the client of an evaluation study
conditioned the quality of information and knowledge that she was able to generate in the
research process. And Jemielniak and Kostera (2010) explore fellow researchers’ narratives of
how failures, or “slips’ in organisational ethnographic work have an impact on their identity
work as organisational ethnographers.

It has been argued that stories of how researchers organise and make sense of field
experiences are important for learning (Bryant and Lasky, 2007; Jemielniak and Kostera, 2010;
Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). | agree with this argument and therefore aim to render visible the
less visible side of organisational conflict research from the perspective of an early career
researcher. In doing so, | hope to contribute to the narrow display within the field about how we
as organisational researchers discover the empirical conundrums that mobilise our theorising.

| begin the article by introducing the study for which the longitudinal field research
presented in this article was undertaken. Then, drawing on Weick’s theoretical framework of
sensemaking, | explore the notion of reflexivity as a resource for dealing with research
experiences. | proceed by presenting empirical narratives that illustrate my critical reflections
about how | negotiated access to information about conflict, how | analysed and decided which
stories from the field were conflict stories, and how | dealt with ethical dilemmas that arose in

the research process. | end the article by discussing its contribution to scholarship.
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The study

This case study was undertaken to explore how staff and management experience and act
out conflict and how this might be changed by staff and management’s participation in conflict
management training. The study was constructed as a longitudinal investigation of workplace
conflict in a nonprofit aid organisation, referred to by the pseudonym of NGO Plus. Based in the
capital of a Scandinavian country, NGO Plus employs 30 full time staff members, all of whom
participated in the study.

The data collection was conducted in three periods of ethnographic fieldwork (Brewer
2004; Van Maanen 1988), and ran over a two-year period (June 2008 to September 2010),
amounting to six months of full time fieldwork. The fieldwork employed repeated open-ended
qualitative interviews (Kvale, 1996; Schensul, 1999; Steyart and Bouwen, 2004) and on-site
participant observations (Bernard 1994; Waddington 2004). Repeated interviews with members
of staff and management were conducted yearly over the course of the two-year study. In total,
52 single interviews and four focus group interviews were conducted.

Epistemologically speaking, the study began by reflecting positivist assumptions about
conflict and about how to capture changes in conflict management stemming from the training.
Thus, the study employed a before-and-after research design and was structured to obtain
longitudinal data. However, throughout the fieldwork as my empiricist’s gaze on conflict
unfolded, focus changed as | sought to understand the dynamics of conflict and, with this shift in
focus, | began to commit to a more interpretative view of conflict. Although no longer fixated
only on how conflict management training works, the study’s original epistemological heritage
is visible in the study’s set-up with its before-and-after research design and longitudinal data.
This epistemological turn nevertheless led me to take a “consciously reflexive” (Johnson &
Duberley, 2000, p. 4) approach to the research process, which fostered an awareness of my own
imposed sense on the research. It is those reflexive stories from the field, which form the
empirical base for this article’s topic of how research experiences pose factors that influence the

researcher’s construction of knowledge.

Research as sensemaking and researcher reflexivity

Weick argues that “[t]he basic idea of sensemaking is that reality is an ongoing
accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what
occurs” (1993, p. 635). Often sensemaking becomes more obvious when individuals confront
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issues, events, and actions that are surprising or confusing (Weick, 1995a). Accordingly,
sensemaking is conceptualised as a process of social construction where individuals attempt to
interpret and explain sets of cues, or signals from their environments.

However, Weick’s sensemaking framework can also be applied to the craft of research
as sensemaking, where the researchers as sensemakers actively analyse the empirical material
and generate representations of how reality is (Czarniawska, 1998; Weick, 1989; 1995b). From
this perspective, how researchers organise and make sense of research experiences — that is,
their fieldwork experiences, data, and their construction of knowledge is regarded as the
researcher’s sensemaking of an object of study. Moreover, given that sensemaking is often
considered to be a mechanism that reduces ambiguity and uncertainty (Weick, 1995a),
conceptualising research as sensemaking highlights the central role of sensemaking as a research
activity that allows us to grapple with surprising or unexpected events during the process of
doing research. Essentially this brings the process of theorising into focus rather than only

focusing on theory as an output of the research process:

“[1]t is tough to judge whether something is a theory or not when only the

product itself is examined. What one needs to know, instead, is more about the

context in which the product lives. This is the process of theorizing.” (1995b, p.

387)

The issue seems to be a discussion of means and ends: should researchers publish only
the ends or should they also publish the “interim struggles” (Weick, 1995b, p. 387) that may
characterise our engagements with research activities. This particular process of discovery is
rarely documented and presented to our scientific communities although our field’s discussions
of theory and method are well documented (Czarniawska 1999, Locke et al., 2008; Van
Maanen, Sorensen and Mitchell, 2007, Weick, 1989). To improve theory, we must improve the
theorising process, for this end, we need to describe the process of theorising explicitly and
operate it more self-consciously (Weick, 1989).

I suggest that reflexivity is a helpful conceptual tool for understanding both the research
experience itself and how certain events or factors influence the researcher’s construction of

knowledge. Mason (2002) views reflexivity as an inherent part of doing qualitative research:

“Qualitative research should involve critical self-scrutiny by the researcher, or
active reflexivity. This means that researchers should constantly take stock of
their actions and their role in the research process, and subject these to the same
critical scrutiny as the rest of their ‘data’.” (p. 7)
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In a similar vein, Chia (1996, cited in Johnson and Duberley, 2000, p. 36) argues that the
notion of interpretation that is used in the research process should be ‘turned back’ onto the
researchers themselves, so that they can take a critical look at their own role in the research
process. As Mason argues, researchers cannot be objective, or neutral, or detached, from the
knowledge they are generating, instead they should attempt to understand their role in that
process.

To engage in such a process of critical reflection means to emphasise both the kind of
knowledge that is produced from research and how that knowledge is generated (Hertz, 1997).
For this activity, the researcher should ask the question of what factors influenced her
construction of knowledge and how these influences are revealed in the conduct of research
activities and the writing up of the research. Guillemin and Gillam (2004) argues that the goal of
being reflexive about one’s own role in the research process has to do with improving the
quality the research and also recognising the limitations of the knowledge that is generated.
Thus this notion of reflexivity urges researchers to be reflexive in relation to interpersonal
aspects of the research practice as knowledge is a relational product, and not just the
methodological aspects of rigorous research.

In anthropology, such researcher reflexivity often takes place in confessional writings to
show how particular works came into being. They are however, usually reported separately from
the representation of the research work itself (Van Maanen, 1988; 2006), adopting the view that
the empirical material must be separated from the researcher (Cunliffe, 2004; Van Maanen,
1988). However, as | argue in this article, accounts that display the researcher’s personal
experiences of researching a phenomenon reveal the fundamentals of the research sensemaking
enterprise. Accordingly, | deliberately display experiences, interpretations, and critical
reflexivity as knowledge that extends the sociological understanding of my object of study. As a
result, 1 connect the personal not only to the cultural (cf. Ellis and Bochner, 2000) (what do |
know), but particularly to my process of theorising (how | came to know what | know).

Research experiences that engender critical reflection about the researcher’s role may
arise in a number of places in the research process. In this article, | focus specifically on getting
access to information about conflict in the field, deciding which field stories are conflict stories,

and conducting ethical research, activities that should not be considered exhaustive.
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Gaining access

As | selected NGO Plus as the case for the study, we agreed that the organisation would
receive a weeklong training course in conflict management and in return grant me access to data
collection before, during and after the training course. Entering the field, I thought my task was
relatively simple. | was going to get inside, make some interviews, and spend some time
observing the social life in the organisation. Because management had granted me access and
moreover told me that the whole of the organisation was “in on it”, and because staff seemed to
accept my presence, it never occurred to me that getting access to information about conflict

would be a long and unforeseeable process.

“Collaboration in our department is more or less conflict-free” - gaining trust
to study conflict

From the beginning of the fieldwork, everyone in the organisation knew that I was there
to study how training in conflict management works. This ‘luggage’ however, positioned me in
a very particular way. In talks and interviews, people would on the one hand praise the sense of
community in the organisation and emphasise their co-workers’ support of each other. Although
I did not ask any direct questions about conflict (at this point in the fieldwork), staff members
talked about collaboration as being virtually “conflict-free”. It was not that conflicts were taken
to be avoided in this organisation — conflict, | was told, just did not happen. On top of that | was
assured, more than once, that | had chosen the wrong organisation as my research site if conflict
was my object of study.

On the other hand, | often sensed that interviewees appeared to be ill at ease when |
talked to them. This unease was expressed either as a guardedness towards me where
interviewees mainly talked about specific tasks and only hesitantly provided information of
more personal character or as relief when the interview was over. Particular in one interview
situation, the interviewee literally heaved a sigh of relief when, after thirty minutes of talking
about her work, I told her that 1 had no further questions. “Oh, was that really it?” she said
without hiding her relief that the interview was over and that nothing unpleasant had happened.
“Yes, it’s not dangerous in any way”, | replied directly to her foregoing display of discomfort.
“But | thought that you would ask questions about conflict”, she said, which certified that my
role of conflict investigator constructed me as someone with whom they felt uncomfortable. In

an effort of trying to break with the illegitimacy surrounding conflict in this organisation, |
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promptly suggested, “Well, we could continue and talk about that if you want to”. She
immediately got up from the chair and started moving towards the door in an attempt to escape:
“No, no, there aren’t any” she hastily said, in a tone of voice that revealed her distress. She then
ran out of the door and our talk ended.

From these field experiences, | interpreted conflict within NGO Plus as a taboo subject
in the sense that its existence was denied and feared in the organisation. The experiences made
me aware of how sensitive the subject of conflict was in this organisation and that | had to spend
some time with people in order for them to get to know me and trust me enough to talk to me
about conflict. The participant observations allowed me to engage in the mundane work
activities that were going on in NGO Plus. Given that such research activities were not
considered threatening by people in the organisation, they took the edge off my role of conflict
investigator.

It was my engagement in one particular type of work activity in the clerical unit that
helped to facilitate trust and that eventually paved the way for access to information about
conflict. Feldman, Bell, and Berger (2003) have named such activities that help foster trust
‘commitments acts’. The clerical workers would ask me to do a task related to their reporting of
the organisation’s charity donations to the Tax Authorities. Because charitable donations are tax
deductible, NGO Plus provides the service to company and private donors of reporting the name
and amount of each donation to the Tax Authorities. Sometimes, however, detective work had to
be done to find out the exact name and address of the donor. Apparently all of the clerical
workers detested this task, which resulted in a large pile of donations waiting to be sorted out.
As | commenced the detective work, | figured that although this was a task that no one else in
the unit wanted, at least | was able to do a job for them that did not require any training.

Much later on in the fieldwork, the clerical workers told me that they had really asked
me to do the detective task to test if I was too stuck-up, academically speaking, to do their kind
of work. Since | was an academic, they revealed that their prejudices about me had been that |
was “an academic snob”, who did not respect the kind of work that was carried out in the
clerical unit. However, my commitment to do the detective task created a lot of goodwill around
my character because the clerical workers interpreted it as a demonstration of my interests in
and respect for their work.

The whole experience helped me to establish relationships with staff and management in
the clerical unit that were based on trustworthiness and reliability. From this they began to talk

to me about “problem situations” in the organisation (although not calling them conflicts).
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However, the experience led to more than getting people to talk to me about problem situations.
In my interactions with the clerical workers, their constructions of me relied mainly on my
educational background of being an academic. To them ‘academics’ represented a world distinct
from their own and a world where everyone looked down upon manual, routine work like much
of the clerical work. The commitment act however, humanised me as researcher because it
signalled my willingness to learn about them and their work.

Through the process of gaining access to information | developed an understanding of
how the clerical group viewed everyone else in NGO Plus, since everyone else were, in fact,
academics! Although only expressed covertly, this conflict was of central importance in the
organisation because it originated from a clerical position of feeling like “the underdogs”, which
clearly contradicted the organisation’s self-image of being an egalitarian organisation, where

everyone and everyone’s contribution was taken to be equal.

“We don’t have conflicts but frictions” - learning about emic categories of
conflict

Besides helping me to build up trust in the organisation, the participant observations
revealed conflict as a pervasive aspect of the work that was carried out in NGO Plus,
particularly related to how the organisation’s mission of social change overseas was best put to
life. During hallway and office chats, staff members talked openly about their frustrations with
management and how they felt that the three departments of NGO Plus were “not collaborating
but doing their separate thing”, yet during interviews, they would deny any experiences of
conflict at work. In some interviews, staff members first denied conflict but later on said that it
was not uncommon to have “friction between people when they worked together”. When asked
about these discrepancies, a manager said that they disliked describing tensions, discords and
clashes between people as conflict but much preferred to regard such matters as “frictions”.

I embarked on unravelling how “frictions’ were different from *conflict’. To aid me, |
used the information from my observations, which had revealed a particularly tense relationship
between one staff member (June) and the rest of the staff in that department. In interviews, I
asked different staff members whether their difficult experiences with June constituted conflict
or friction. A staff responded:

”"Hmm, well June is always in opposition to all of us here, but I don’t know if
that’s a conflict. It’s been ongoing with her; you always know that if you ask her
about anything you’ll get a negative response. Is that a conflict? (...) Sometimes |
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find myself walking on eggshells trying to find the right timing to ask her about

something. That can feel like a conflict, but it’s not a conflict that blows up. It’s

more like frictions between us...”

The quote shows the multiple meanings that were built into those two words. While the
staff member uses an explosion-metaphor for conflict, she uses a friction-metaphor to describe
the situation with June. The friction-metaphor essentially derives from management’s portrayal
of the organisation as machinery: “Everyone’s contribution is equally important for the NGO
Plus machinery to function properly”, the Secretary-General says. This understanding of the
organisation as machinery envisions that it is in the workings and movements of that machinery
that heat, or frictions, may arise.

As | further unpacked the meaning of “frictions’ and how this differed from “conflict’ it
turned out to be what opened the door to understanding the cues of culture that constructed
conflict in this organisation. In NGO Plus jargon, the word ‘frictions’ replaced ‘conflict’,
because ‘conflict’ had a very negative ontological status. As the explosion-metaphor symbolises,
the notion of ‘conflict’ was heavily associated with violence and war, and not least, loss of
control. This understanding of ‘conflict’ reflected their reality of working in post-war countries
where conflict has serious human and material consequences. Accordingly, staff and
management did not recognise as ‘conflict’ situations of disagreements occurring in the
organisation itself. ‘Frictions’ on the other hand were much more harmless. Staff and
management perceived ‘frictions’ as something they could work around in daily working life
and that were more tractable, and therefore, much more acceptable. Essentially, the term
“frictions’ downplayed differences between people in social interactions, and displayed
organisational assumptions that unity is desirable if overseas operations were to live up to the
mission of social change.

These experiences underscored an important and characteristic feature of the process of
‘getting in’: access often has to be negotiated culturally with the people “on the floor’ and this
happens in the process of building relationships in the field and by paying attention to the words
that they use to explain things. As we get access to central emic categories in the field they may
pose a contrast to our theoretical constructs. However, it is through this contrast that we are able

to understand an organisation’s culture and how that culture shapes organisational practices.
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Analysing events

As the data recounted demonstrates, formal organisational perceptions of conflict may
differ from those of the researcher. The categories of everyday life that become formalised into
scripts and routines for organisations do not usually derive from research-related practice,
except where they meet some regulatory requirement, as in equal employment and anti-
discrimination legislation. Researchers deploy concepts of organisational conflict primarily as
an analytical category. But what is the process that determines how the conflict researcher
categorises specific social events as being conflict, and distinguishes between conflict and other

related phenomena?

“Crying is also a weapon” - is it conflict or is it bullying?

In the fundraising department, a particularly intense ‘situation’ was occurring between
the staff and the department manager. While this situation worsened considerably during the two
years of fieldwork, categorising it as conflict never proved to be a straightforward case. The
situation started six months before the fieldwork, when the organisation recruited its new
department manager from its pool of fundraisers. From the beginning there was aversion among
the fundraisers towards their new superior. Although only voicing their criticisms reluctantly,
several fundraisers expressed concern that the department would benefit more from a manager
recruited from the outside. Gradually the fundraisers’ concern with their new superior shifted
and the main issue became the perceived absence of the supervisor, visible both physically and
strategically. Physically, the manager’s office was often empty and when she was in there, her
door was closed, which her staff felt signalled that she did not have time for them. Strategically,
the manager did not make sufficient efforts to prioritise departmental tasks and goal
achievement. Unable to see a clear strategy for the department, the staff did not know how to
reach the ambitious targets set for the department’s fundraising activities. Staff’s behaviours
began to manifest in complaining and gossiping about the manager behind her back.

Two and a half years into her position as manager and an ever-worsening situation, the
manager attempted to resolve the situation by suggesting a restructuring of the department into
four teams, all of which would have their own team coordinator who would be responsible for
providing leadership and direction to team members. The manager expected this new structure
to “lift the burden of leadership in the department” so that she could continue prioritising the

non-leadership tasks that she saw as crucial for the organisation’s future existence. The
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fundraisers however, did not see the new structure as an opportunity to provide the much asked
for leadership to the department but, rather, saw it as an attempt to cheat them into doing the
manager’s job.

In a department meeting, the manager tried to appeal to her staff’s more personal
motives for being in nonprofit work by saying, “We all work for social change but if we don’t
have the spirit to fight for change within our own organisation how can we believe that changes
can be made out in the world?” But the fundraisers were not seduced. Instead they addressed the
manager’s absence by lecturing her about leadership: “Leadership is a daily occurrence that is
about daily contact with staff.” “An open door shows that you care about your staff.” “You can’t
do leadership through emails and text messages”, the fundraisers choired. They demanded that
the manager revealed the real intentions behind the new structure but the manager refused that
there had ever been a hidden agenda. Not convinced by the manager’s explanations, the
fundraisers continued their guesswork about “the real intentions” behind the new plan.
Eventually the manager broke down and left the room in tears. In the wake of the department
meeting, one of the fundraisers summed up the situation by saying that “crying is also a
weapon”. From previous episodes the fundraiser has learned that the manager will return, “and
when she does she will be a bitch to work for. As | see it, what we have to do now is brace
ourselves for her comeback, - because trust me that will happen.”

In empirical studies, it may be difficult to determine whether a situation is really a
conflict situation or something else. This matters greatly for several reasons, which 1 will
discuss below. But first | describe how I considered analysis of the situation in the fundraising
department as being something between a conflict situation and a bullying situation. To clarify
the rather unclear connection between these two constructs, | consulted the bullying literature.
Accordingly, bullying can be conceptualised in terms of escalated conflict situations (Einarsen,
Hoel, Zapf and Cooper, 2003; Hoel, Rayner and Cooper, 1999; Keashly and Nowell, 2003; Zapf
and Gross, 2001). The situation in the fundraising department seemed similar to bullying due to
its continuous escalation and protraction, the nature of the staff’s stigmatising behaviours, and
the character it displayed of group action against an individual. Over the two-year period in
which the fieldwork took place, the situation dispersed into a more diffuse set of dissatisfied
significations. From primarily being about a lack of strategy resulting in the staff not feeling that
they got the help they needed to prioritise and reach fundraising targets, it also spread to be
about the manager’s personal leadership style, which the staff felt displayed the manager’s lack

of care for her staff and essentially made her unfit to be a manager.
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There was an analytical issue, however: it was unclear when a situation should no longer
be categorised as conflict because it had transformed into bullying. The bullying literature
theoretically examines how bullying differentiates from conflict by pointing to the role of an
unequal power structure as key in distinguishing bullying from situations of conflict (Keashly
and Nowell, 2003; Zapf and Gross, 2001). Although the situation in the fundraising department
appeared to be bullying, it was clear that the manager often behaved in ways that contributed
considerably to the worsening of the situation. This showed evidence of a negotiating rather than
an unequal power structure in the relationship between staff and manager.

| therefore ended up analysing the relationship between staff and manager as a protracted
conflict but my attempt to make sense of this empirical situation was not an objective, unbiased
act. As | iteratively switched between the two constructs of conflict and bullying to make sense
of a rather explosive situation, I became not only analyst but also judge of what was going on.
While this dilemma appeared to be a moral one, it is in fact also political in character, simply
because it poses the ‘whose side am | on’ question (cf. Becker, 1967; Gouldner, 1973) relating
to the division between staff and management in this organisation. As argued by Becker (1967),
it simply is not possible to do research that is uncontaminated by personal and political
sympathies and the question is therefore not “whether we should take sides, since we inevitably
will, but rather whose side we are on” (p. 239). Accordingly, we are left with the question of
whether taking sides means that some degree of distortion is introduced into our work that must
be taken into account before our work can be used.

As | decided that the situation was a protracted conflict and not bullying, | ended up
siding with the staff in this particular relationship. Given my awareness that | had taken this
point of view, | had to make sure that my research met the standards of good scientific work. |
therefore pushed myself into looking more carefully at my data, thoroughly investigating the
situation that was going on in this department. As | have mentioned, the manager behaved in
ways that contributed substantially to the worsening of the situation. She for example
legitimised her absence by indicating that she did not have sufficient time for leadership of staff
due to other, more important, tasks like management of external fundraising relations, leadership
training, and development of the leadership team. She moreover reduced the problem to an issue
of the span of control by arguing that one can only effectively manage seven staff members, and
since there were fifteen staff members in her department she concluded that “the math simply do
not add up”. From the longitudinal character of my research, | often sensed the frustration

among the fundraisers that if they did not raise enough funds the consequences would be
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layoffs. But they found themselves to be in a limbo because the manager did not make the
necessary decisions for the department to do its fundraising job well. At the same time, she did
not accept her staff interfering in strategic decision making and would use such situations to
display her powers: “She bulldozes us to get what she wants” one of the fundraisers noted.
Another said: “There are situations where she told me that it was my decision, but then when |
took it, it wasn’t mine at all.”

It was exactly because of this limbo situation that | felt more aligned with the fundraisers
than with the manager. | sympathised with their struggles to keep the organisation above waters
and to keep their jobs. While this stance confirms the political nature of the research act it is also
consistent with major traditions in sociological research where the researcher sides with the
underdogs (cf. Becker, 1967). However, in this particular situation it was not my political
preferences that made me side with the fundraisers in this department. It was the simple fact that
I was unwilling to see my work used in ways that could worsen their situation (cf. Finch, 1984).

I was very aware that representing the situation as bullying could feed back into
organisational knowledge and undermine the fundraisers’ interests. Specifically | was concerned
that management would use my research to gain the upper hand in its conflicting relationship
with its staff. While this risk of double hermeneutics (Giddens, 1987) is present in most
research, it forced me to consider the unanticipated consequences that my work could have.
More importantly, 1 was pressed into looking closely at my own role in this department, which |
might not otherwise have done. In the process, | reflected upon how | wanted to manage those
powers that had been invested in me by sheer of being the researcher. By alluding to the micro-
politics of fieldwork relations, | sided with the staff in this situation aware that this meant an
intellectual as well as an emotional commitment to promoting their interests. Indeed, this
displays how knowledge is produced from the researcher’s social interactions with those whom
she studies. But as argued by both Becker (1967) and Finch (1984), recognising the
fundamentally political nature of both data and theory means that the researcher has a great
responsibility to be open about her procedures and her conclusions and use theoretical and
methodological resources to avoid that our unavoidable personal and political sympathies do not

render research results invalid.
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Conducting ethical research

Problems, dilemmas or challenges that indeed may arise in the course of doing research
about conflict in organisations are ethical in nature. Despite this, the ethical dimensions of
researching organisational conflict are rarely discussed within organisational conflict research
literature. This is somewhat strange given that conflict is a very sensitive issue in many
organisations (Kolb and Putnam, 1992). The ethical dimension moreover raises the question of
how the researcher can practice confidentiality and anonymity in research. I rely on a definition
of ethics as being the rules, principles, values, and ideals of a group of people (Bayer, Lawrence,
Jennings and Steinbock, 2007), in this case researchers. Most professions have their own well-
defined ‘codes of research ethics’ or ‘guidelines for ethical practices in research’, with an
overlapping emphasis on four concerns: ‘do no harm’, ‘get informed consent’, “‘protect privacy’
and ‘avoid deception’ (see e.g. Christians, 2005; Diener and Crandall, 1978). Such conventional
ethical frameworks however, do not prevent ethical dilemmas from arising, and they seem less
helpful in supporting the researcher in her day-to-day decision making on ethical issues and in

her coping with ethical dilemmas.

“I don’t want her to know” - how the ethical dimension of conflict research

shapes conflict theory

Particularly in qualitative studies, the researcher may detect a vibe of something going

on that may be difficult to pursue due to ethical considerations. During fieldwork, I did
participant observations in a programme coordinating team. During a team meeting, | sensed
something going on between Karen and Deborah, two of five team members participating in the
meeting. In the meeting, while Deborah is constantly talking and throwing ideas and suggestions
on the table, Karen — Deborah’s everyday working partner — is quiet, only hesitantly giving her
opinions often in a standoffish way. Working hard to come up with good ideas, Deborah shows
no offense with Karen’s reserved attitude, nor do the other team members show signs of unease.
A couple of days later in an interview, Deborah talked about her tense relationship with

Karen and how she often feels misunderstood by Karen and that she finds it really difficult that
Karen smiles when disagreeing with Deborah about something. To Deborah this is downright
confusing. When the interview is finished | ask if she’s okay with me talking to Karen about
their working relationship, but she immediately says no and that she doesn’t want to make an

issue out of nothing. Now downplaying their tensions and saying that the whole thing will pass,
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she makes it clear that she doesn’t want Karen to know that she has been talking to me about
their relationship.

Deborah’s restriction on my pursuit of different views in this particular conflict
relationship raised an ethical dilemma: how could | approach one side of a conflict relationship
when | already knew a lot about their problems because | had previously talked to ‘the other
side’? | could not disregard the sensitive nature of conflict and that people often would talk
about private feelings and stances in addressing what was important for them. Occasionally
secrets emerged through the everyday conversations of participant observations and formal
interviews. How secrets are treated, both analytically and textually, bring to light the power
relation between the researcher and those who are studied in the field (Lovell, 2007). While
secrecy emerged through intimacy in the interview situation described above, Deborah did not
want to risk leaking of her secret about her tensions with Karen. Deborah knew that what she
had communicated would eventually find its way into my writings. Still she made the restriction
that 1 did not talk to Karen about the same issues because she felt that she would be identified,
first by Karen, and later by everyone else in the organisation, because their relationship would
be easy to recognise in my writings. She therefore demanded that the secret went no further.

This particular situation made me realise that by asking interviewees if they would be
okay if | talked to ‘the other side’ in their conflict relationships, they would get fearful that |
potentially would pass sensitive information to the ‘other side’ in conflict relationships. It had
never been my intention to divulge anyone’s secrets, but by involving the interviewee in the
question of whom else | talked to, | signalled nonconfidentiality, which was very
counterproductive to my process of building up trust in the organisation.

As a result, | refrained from sharing with anyone in NGO Plus whom | was and was not
interviewing. More importantly, 1 didn’t ask interviewees directly about specific problem
relationships that they were experiencing at work. Instead | would let them decide themselves
whether they wanted to share their feelings and views of a difficult working relationship. In
practice that meant that sometimes one side in a conflict relationship would share a lot of details
and intimate feelings about the relationship, while the other side wouldn’t mention it at all. The
ethical obligations that | had acquired towards the research participants forced me to accept that
the research participants sometimes would limit access to dynamics of conflict.

Moreover, | began to reflect upon how | could protect the identity of research
participants in my writings. Given that | still strived to talk to all sides in conflict, | wanted to

apply an ethical framework to the question of representation in conflict in my writings: what
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knowledge could | pass on in my writings and how could I work with representations in
conflict? As the details of my ethical obligations impinged on me, | abandoned my original idea
of displaying the dynamics of conflict by presenting dyadic participants’ competing verbal
representations. Instead | sought to understand the dynamics of conflict by investigating how
conflict was recognised and interpreted collectively in the organisation. To put it simply, |
structured my analysis around themes of interpretations in conflict rather than around dyads.
Rather than analysing specific conflict relationships, |1 would use elements from various
relationships to exemplify emergent conceptualisations of conflict.

The change in how | decided to work with representations in conflict signified a major
shift in my approach to studying conflict, which literally changed my position on conflict.
Instead of viewing conflict as an interpersonal phenomenon, I viewed it as a social phenomenon
that was given definition and shape by its emergent conceptualisations within the organisation.
Epistemologically speaking, my position changed from reflecting positivist assumptions about
conflict to committing to a more interpretative view of conflict, emphasising the configurations

of meaning in conflict and how meaning and action interact in practices of conflict handling.

“It would really mean a lot to me if you could tell her that this is not okay” -
getting in too deep?
Unforeseen consequences that our research may produce may also be related to our
influence on the setting in which our studies take place. A researcher’s presence in organisations
can never be a neutral experience especially in qualitative studies because the researcher tends
to produce some kind of bond with research participants. In conflict studies, a researcher’s
presence is not supposed to have an impact on those conflicts that are going on in the
organisation. Nevertheless, researchers doing long-time fieldwork in organisations run the risk
of finding themselves involved in the political struggles and conflicts of those who are studied.
A situation arose during the fieldwork, where the manager of the fundraising department
went against one of our agreements. It was just before the launch of the five-days conflict
management training, in which two thirds of the organisation was to participate. A couple of
participants were not able to participate all five days that the training lasted and the manager
therefore saw this as an opportunity to get more of her fundraisers to participate in the last two
days of the training. However, when she asked me if staffs could participate only in the last two
days of the training, | explicitly said no because the study’s research design also encompassed

interviewing staff members that had not been part of the training. Due to the tense situation in
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the fundraising department, | did not want to divulge to her whom | was and was not
interviewing, and thus | feared that | would end up with no interviewees that had not been part
of the training.

However, in an interview with one of the fundraisers, | learned that the manager had
gone ahead and ordered her staff to participate in the last two days of the training against my

will:

Fundraiser: | also wanted to ask you about something, because today she said
that those of us who are not participating in the training had to participate the
last two days of the training because there are places available.

Me: But she already asked me about that and I said no.

Fundraiser: Yeah, and to be honest, I really don’t want to participate, but | feel
that she’s pressuring me. It would really mean a lot to me if you could tell her
that | can’t participate, - if you could show her that this is your territory and tell
her that this is not okay.

Me: | must say | don’t think that you should participate.

Fundraiser: Yeah, - but I really don’t want to tell her that because | know that
she’ll get angry.

Me: Okay I’ll go and talk to her.

In the interview, | was taken by surprise: not only had the manger gone ahead and done
what I explicitly told her not to do, but one of my research participants was directly asking me to
intervene in her relationship with the manager. As | felt that I could not ignore what was going
on, the boundaries between the research that | was doing and my sense of personal identity as
the researcher began to blur. My involvement resulted in a confrontation with the manager,
which was indeed an unpleasant experience. As | left her office, | felt that my professional
stance had taken a blow. | had not been able to maintain my professional identity as a researcher
as | was arguing with the manager, and some of the things she said, | took personally: *“Why
couldn’t I not just let them use the free spaces on the last two days of the training as they wished
to?” | felt very much in the wrong and blamed myself for the escalation of the situation and to
make matters worse, | felt ashamed that I did not let them use the free spaces.

My decision to describe the situation in detail in my field notes definitely sprang more
from a need to cathartically deal with my feelings than from a realisation that this was prime

data material. Later on, as | was analysing my field notes, | realised that the argument with the
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manager had given me a first-hand experience of conflict dynamics in this organisation. In our
confrontation, | had refused to compromise my research design and had referred to our initial
agreement. The manager had responded by framing the situation as being about what was best
for the organisation and had indirectly questioned my moral character because | stood in the way
of allowing them to pursue what, according to management, was best for them.

As | had attained some distance to the encounter, | saw that the whole experience
displayed how management often framed situations involving personal differences as being
about organisational mission, and in such situations staff were expected to yield as the
organisational mission always had top priority. Staff members who did not accept this simply
made themselves vulnerable to strategic organisational changes. The account shows the strength
of the physical feelings engendered by fieldwork experiences and the importance of working
with those feelings to gain understanding of field experiences. | used the argument with the
manager to enrich my understanding of conflict in this setting, because it was through the very
embodied experience of arguing with the manager that | felt and understood how situations of

disagreements were framed and commonly dealt with in this organisation.

Discussion and contribution

Starting off from the central role of sensemaking as a research activity, | have tried to
meet Weick’s (1995b) call to explicitly describe the process of theorising by presenting
empirical narratives that display my critical reflections of research experiences and how those
experiences influenced my construction of knowledge about conflict.

I have shown how | established trust to get access to information about conflict through
the mundanity of the participant observations and the serendipity of my engagement in a
commitment act in the clerical unit. As a result, staff would voice frustrations and
dissatisfactions in front of me, although not calling it conflict but frictions. The unpacking of the
meanings that was constituted by the term “frictions’ (cf. Becker, 1993) furthermore explained
important cues of culture and the taboo surrounding conflict in this organisation.

From doing longitudinal field research | developed sympathies for the fundraisers’
precarious work situation. Analysing the strained relationship between the fundraisers and their
manager | had to recognise the political nature of my conclusion because it raised the *whose

side am I on’ question. Since | was unwilling to see my work used in ways that could worsen the
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fundraisers’ work situation | sided with the fundraisers. Using the words of Peshkin (1985), “my
subjectivity narrows what | see and shapes what | make of what | see” (p. 278) and thereby
impacted the direction that my analysis of this particular relationship took.

My obligation to conduct my research ethically meant that some conflicts were not
possible to capture, let alone report, and that |1 changed my position on conflict to embrace a
social view of what conflict is. Thus, the ethical dimension permeated the research process and
impinged on the quality of information | received and directly shaped the direction that my
theorising on conflict took. Although committing formally to ethical standards, I call for more
discussion about how we cope with ethics in the practice of doing research and its implications
for theorising. Moreover, my awkward encounter with the manager constitutes what Barley
(1990) terms “the underbelly of long-term participant observation” (p. 240) in that it both
involves the researcher’s influence on the setting as well as the effects that part of the research
act has on the researcher. While the argument with the manager felt very inappropriate, I mean,
as noticed by Abma (2000) empirical case studies of conflictual processes in qualitative research
are very rare, | nevertheless used the experience to enrich my understanding of conflict in the
setting. This accords such encounters and the physical feelings in the body that they engender a
more prominent role in the research enterprise.

Surprisingly, the access implications of this argument were in many ways similar to
those of a commitment act and in line with the detective task that had helped me establish trust
in the clerical unit. From the argument with the manager | suddenly shared a space with the
fundraisers; | experienced, like them, how the manager would change her mind in matters that
was of great consequence for my work. But more importantly, similar to the situation in the
clerical unit where none of the clerical workers wanted to do the detective task, none of the
fundraisers dared to stand up against the manager in fear of losing their jobs. In both
departments | chose to do what the staff did not and it was this willingness to endure the same
discomfort that these people were experiencing that acted as an important catalyst for their
construction of me as being one of them and less as someone who wanted information. As a
consequence, access involved the free flow of information about not only the conflict between
the fundraisers and the manager but also conflicts that occurred amongst the fundraisers.

The article constitutes a contribution in that it reveals fundamental aspects of the process
of doing research: the way that we organise and make sense of research experiences shape our
process of theorising and construction of knowledge. By openly describing my process of

theorising, | provide support for others as they turn to the literature to prepare themselves for the
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variety of experiences they are likely to encounter when doing qualitative research. But just as
important, 1 improve the quality of my own research because I am reflexive in relation to
relational aspects of the research practice and how knowledge is a relational product.

It can, however, be problematic to acknowledge these profound relational aspects of
knowledge production because they undermine the regulative ideal of objectivist thinking.
Because, how can we be expected to create scientific knowledge if we are not detached from
and in control of the research process? This impression management nevertheless escapes the
issue of how social researchers’ theorising of informants’ socially constructed worlds are not
caused by “immaculate perception” (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 73) but are themselves socially
constructed interpretations (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). By opening up the stories behind an
insight, such as those described in this paper, we can appreciate the relational dimension of the
theorising process. This article has shown that as we turn our attention to the way we organise
and make sense of dilemmas and awkward moments while reflecting upon our values and
feelings, these acts of reflexivity will create greater degree of thoroughness in our research and
add to, not devalue, the knowledge we produce.
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Conclusion

The aim of this thesis was to investigate how meaning and action interact in processes of
conflict handling when conflict is understood as an everyday organisational phenomenon that
may occur when people meet in social interactions. This perspective on conflict situates conflict
contextually as a social, dynamic phenomenon, emphasising the topography of conflict rather
than the conflict typologies. My emphasis on the topography of conflict means that my study of
conflict is exercised in different complex settings where the meaning of conflict is enacted.
Consequently, | have explored conflict in three different contexts: conflict research literature,
the nonprofit organisation of NGO Plus, and my own research context.

My study contributes to two under-studied dimensions of conflict at work: First, my
examination of the dominant assumptions of the theoretical domain of organisational conflict
revealed how different factions within conflict research conceptualise conflict. Second, through
my empirical studies | show how sensemaking plays a critical role in the way staff and
management experience and act out conflicts at work. Additionally, the study displays and
reflects upon how my own grappling with the research experience shaped my process of
theorizing about conflict.

In this chapter, I summarise the main contribution of this study, draw out its implication

for the theoretical field of organisational conflict, and discuss perspectives for future research.

The contribution

In this thesis, | set out to investigate three different questions from a sensemaking perspective:

1) How is conflict conceptualised in conflict research literature?
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2) How do staff and management experience and act out conflicts in the nonprofit organisation
of NGO Plus and how does changing conflict sensemaking affect conflicts at work?

3) What is my process of theorizing in conflict research?

I will explicate my findings and reflect upon these questions one by one.

How is conflict conceptualised in conflict research literature?

To answer the first research question, | reviewed conflict research literature in two stages

where | focused on shifts and positions respectively. In chapter 1, | showed that knowledge
about conflict in organisations can be organised via the three major shifts that have occurred

within the field of conflict research; that is,

o the shift from viewing conflict as dysfunctional to viewing it as constructive,

e the shift from focusing on what should be done in conflict to focusing on what is
done in conflict,

e and the shift from viewing conflict as dyadic interactions to viewing it as an intra-

organisational phenomenon.

In chapter 2, | further examined the literature looking for central positions on the
phenomenon of conflict. | worked from the assumption that conflict research is never isolated
from epistemological commitments and although these are rarely openly displayed within the
literature, they are a key feature of how conflict researchers make conflict intelligible. I found

three distinct positions on conflict:

e conflict as overt behaviour
e conflict as an outcome

e conflict as a social construction.

Merging the shifts with the positions enables further theoretical insight into the domain of
organisational conflict.
Similar to the historical conflict literature, early works on conflict viewed conflict as

dysfunctional and often depicted it as part of a conflict-cooperation dichotomy. Accordingly,
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conflict was conceptualised as overt behaviour because it was visible in the breakdown of the
relationship and in one party’s deliberate interference with the goals of the other party, which
would result in the blocking of cooperative dynamics. The shift to viewing conflict as
constructive has emphasised that conflicts can result in positive dynamics and positive
consequences for organisations. This shift has spurred conflict research to focus on how to
reduce those conflicts that are bad for organisations and stimulate productive conflicts. The
theoretical underpinnings of this shift bear witness to the widespread conceptualisation of
conflict as an outcome within the domain of organisational conflict.

Similarly, normative research about what should be done in conflict assumes conflict to
include a blend of cooperative and competitive motives. Although cooperative or competitive
interests each yield different processes of conflict handling, the goal of this faction of research is
to make the outcome of conflict productive; it is not to eliminate all conflicts, which reveals
theoretical underpinnings of conflict as an outcome. The shift to focus on what is done in
conflict has carried over the functionalist view that conflict must be doing some ‘good’
somewhere. Accordingly, it is just a matter of getting the strategy for personal conflict
management right for conflict to result in productive outcomes.

A majority of conflict research explores conflict as an interpersonal phenomenon and
assumes that this level of analysis represents all organisational conflict. Theoretical
underpinnings of this area of research give rise to the view that, if managed correctly, conflict
can be used to the organisation's advantage. The shift to view conflict as an intra-organisational
phenomenon emphasised two important aspects of conflict: its embeddedness in the context of
social relationships and the making of meaning that is attached to it. Accordingly, within this
shift conflict is conceptualised as a social construction because by itself it is meaningless; it is
given shape and definition only when disputants take action. In table 3, I display an overview of
how the distinct positions on conflict relate to the three shifts that have occurred in the domain

of conflict research.
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SHIFTS FROM TO

Research views conflict as Research views conflict as

dysfunctional constructive

POSITION ON CONFLICT Conflict as overt behaviour Conflict as an outcome

Research focuses on what Research focuses on what is done
should be done in conflict in conflict
POSITION ON CONFLICT Conflict as an outcome Conflict as an outcome
Research views conflict as Research views conflict as an
dyadic interactions intra-organisational phenomenon
POSITION ON CONFLICT Conflict as an outcome Conflict as a social construction

Table 3: Shifts and Positions in conflict research

The special feature of this way of reviewing and examining the literature provides
insight into the context and dynamics of conflict research. While | on a personal level agree with
Coser’s (1956) argument that conflict may provide the impetus for positive developments and
change, my examination of conflict research literature clearly reveals that much of modern
conflict research is put into the world primarily to aid organisations and conflict professionals at
the expense of conceptual developments. For example, the majority of modern conflict research
works from the established categories of the conflict typology frameworks and is directed
towards the mantra of reducing those conflicts that are bad for the organisation and stimulating
those conflicts that benefit the organisation. But this area of conflict research have not
investigated the conceptual interconnections between task and relationship elements in conflict.

As | stepped out of the established categories of the conflict typology frameworks within
which the majority of conflict research is undertaken and examined the theoretical domain of
organisational conflict from a sensemaking perspective, | found three distinct ways that conflict
is conceptualised in the field, despite the fact that the majority of conflict research do not discuss
their conceptual assumptions of what conflict is. The topography of conflict which is displayed
in this thesis represents my research into conflict research typologies as sensemaking and
empirical processes of conflict as enactments. Thus, the topography of conflict takes off from
my epistemological commitment to view conflict as a social construction. In the section below

about the theoretical implications of a sensemaking perspective on conflict, | explain how the
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theoretical contribution of the topography of conflict adds to a sophistication of this position on

conflict.

How do staff and management experience and act out conflicts in the
nonprofit organisation of NGO Plus and how does changing conflict sensemaking
affect conflicts at work?

The second research question relates to my empirical analyses of how conflicts are
constructed, enacted, and changed at NGO Plus. In chapter 6, | showed that staff and
management draw on competing perceptual frameworks when explaining conflict. These
frameworks act as lenses through which staff and management interpret conflict dynamics and it
is through these frameworks that staff and management construct what the conflicts are about
and decides how to deal with them. Processes of conflict management can be traced to
perceptual frameworks, which are guided by institutionalised meanings constituting
organisational ideology and identification among staff and management. As | analysed the
performative effects of these frameworks, | showed that these dynamics foster a
nonconfrontational approach to handling conflict at NGO Plus consistent with its organisational
ideology of egalitarianism and striving towards organisational unity. Thus, the study calls
attention to the embeddedness of conflict in the organisational cultural system and broader
societal structures. As further shown by the study, implication of these dynamics are that
conflict often occurs as interlocking events across different organisational levels. | conclude that
understanding conflict means to understand (1) competing perceptual frameworks, (2) the
embeddedness of conflict, and (3) conflict as interlocking events.

In chapter 7, I showed that attempts to change conflict sensemaking can be accomplished
through changes in style of dialogue and thinking about ‘the other’. The chapter showed that by
changing the conflict sensemaking, conflict often change and take different forms. This was
particularly evident in those conflicts where conflict sensemaking changed for several
individuals, and highlights the social aspect of sensemaking activities. Additionally, the chapter
showed that in some conflicts, changing the conflict sensemaking was not enough to change
conflict. This was particularly evident in conflicts that were shaped by institutional structures
beyond the organisation’s controls sphere, and highlights the interlocking aspect of conflict
events. In addition to changes in conflict sensemaking, such conflict also required institutional
changes. | conclude that (1) changing the conflict sensemaking often change conflict, and that

(2) conflict shaped by institutional structures also required institutional changes.
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From these findings, | have showed that sensemaking frameworks provide an
advantageous approach to understanding conflict at work because it reveals constructions of
meaning in conflict at several levels of analysis and moreover engage the cultural context that
influences those constructions of meaning. By focusing particularly on the context and the

dynamics of conflict, this approach helps explain why conflict take the form they do.

What is my process of theorizing in conflict research?

The third research question concerning my process of theorizing in conflict research
relates to my own sensemaking of research experiences and how this shaped my construction of
knowledge about conflict. In chapter 3, | described how field experiences made me change my
epistemological commitments from reflecting positivist assumptions about conflict to
committing to a more interpretative view of conflict. This meant that my perspective on conflict
changed and instead of approaching conflict as ‘something’ in itself, 1 focused on the
configuration of meaning in conflict and the interaction of meaning and action in practices of
conflict handling. Thus, these field experiences are what initiated my interpretative approach to
studying conflict and my focus on sensemaking in conflict.

In chapter 8, in terms of the interpretative approach to studying conflict | turned back the
notion of interpretation that | have used in analysing conflict onto myself to take a critical look
at my own process of theorizing in the research process. | show that as | turned my attention to
the way I organised and made sense of dilemmas and awkward moments arising throughout the
research process, these acts of reflexivity created greater degree of thoroughness in my research.
From the narratives about getting access to information about conflicts in the field, making
sense of — or deciding — which stories from the field are conflict stories, and dealing with ethical
dilemmas in the process of doing research about conflict it became clear that the way that I
organised and made sense of these research experiences shaped my process of theorizing. And
that I, in the role of a sensemaker, actively generated representations of what reality of conflict
is. While such knowledge is a relational product because what goes on in the actual research
context shape the construction of knowledge, it has also been shaped by the review process in
the three journals to which | have submitted the articles. This means that three different
theoretical domains of knowledge; that is, the conflict research field, the nonprofit organisations
research field, and the qualitative research field, each in their own way made an impact on my

construction of knowledge about conflict.
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I conclude that my research into conflict is an iterative, dynamic process that takes place
in the interface between my world of being the researcher and the worlds of the researched and
in negotiation with different theoretical domains of knowledge. It is the dynamics of theorizing
in and between all of these research contexts that have added to the knowledge that | have

produced about conflict in this thesis.

Theoretical implications of a sensemaking perspective on conflict

So what can we take away from this study and its findings? Focusing explicitly on the
sensemaking activities in explaining conflict at work, this study contributes to the faction within
conflict research that uses an interpretative epistemology (e.g. Bartunek et al., 1992; Collier,
2009; Friedman, 1992; Friedman & Berthoin Antal, 2005; Gadlin, 1994; Kolb & McGinn, 2009;
Morrill, 1995; Putnam, 2004). Scholars within this faction have argued that conflicts are a part
of an organisation’s social fabric. But what does it really mean that conflicts are part of the
social fabric of an organisation? To answer this question, the topography of conflict reveals

important theoretical insights about conflict:

e |If we want insight into why people act and think the way they do in conflict and into
what are meaningful ways for them to address conflict, then the sensemaking
frameworks that are constructed and enacted by particular organisational groups are
revealing. It is through sensemaking frameworks that people interpret conflict dynamics

and construct what the conflict is about.

e However, conflict handling is not only about sensemaking frameworks; it is very much
also about the cultural and structural context in which those sensemaking frameworks
are constructed and enacted. Essentially this means that conflict handling is intertwined
with various aspects of organisational functioning because the particular contextual
space in which the conflicts are embedded play an important role in fostering, creating,

and maintaining those conflicts (which in turn influence these cultures and structures).

e Moreover, conflict often occurs as interlocking events across different organisational

levels and areas. This means that events happening in one areas of the organisation shape
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the occurrence of conflict at another area of the organisation. It is through actions that

connect actors that the interlocking takes place.

I confirm my position on conflict as a social construction, but these theoretical insights
about conflict constitute my additions to this position’s theoretical assumptions and concepts.
As displayed in table 4, | emphasise that the theoretical concepts of sensemaking, frameworks,
enactment, and interlocking are useful concepts when trying to understand conflict at work.
Thus, my contribution adds to the sophistication of the position on conflict as a social
construction existing within conflict research.

From these theoretical insights it becomes clear that a sensemaking perspective on
conflict emphasises that conflict is about differences, which often result from different views of
reality. These world-views grow out of a patchwork of cultural imprints on individuals and
groups, which are shaped by numerous factors. As shown in chapter 6-8, conflict that
characterises relations between different occupational groups may arise from fundamental
differences in how each group members sees his or her position and relationship to others in the
organisation. Thus, these differences are ingrained in the organisational system and intertwined

with the broader culture in which that organisation operates.
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POSITIONS OF CONFLICT | THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS OBJECTIVES MAIN CONCEPTS | SOURCES
CONFLICT AS A SOCIAL Conflict is omnipresent. Descriptive: Meaning Barley, 1991; Bartunek et al.,
CONSTRUCTION Conflict is shaped by the To explore and | Cultural context 1992; Brummans et al., 2008;

definition that observers give to

understand the

Structural context

Cloven & Roloff, 1991;

it. social dynamics | Embeddedness Dubinskas, 1992; Felstiner et

Conflict is embedded in human of conflict. Experience al,, 1980; Friedman, 1992;

interaction. Implication of Friedman & Berthoin Antal,

Conflict is part of the social fabric | this is that we 2005; Gadlin, 1994; Gray et al.,

in organisations. may learn how 2007; Knapp et al., 1988; Kolb

Conflicts are processes that are to intervene & McGinn, 2009; Kolb, 2008;

not necessarily visible, and deal with Kolb & Bartunek, 1992; Kolb &

acknowledged and verbalized. conflict. Putnam, 1992; Kusztal, 2002;
Martin, 1992; Mather &
Yngvesson, 1980; Morrill,
1989; Nader & Todd, 1978;
Putnam, 2004; Sheppard,

My additions: 1992; Van Maanen, 1992;

People make sense of conflict Volkema et al., 1996.

through particular frameworks

and enact conflict in accordance

with those frameworks.

The structural and cultural

context in which the conflict

handling occurs shape conflict

sensemaking and enactment My additions:

(which in turn influence these Sensemaking

structures and cultures). Framework My additions:

Conflict often occurs as Enactment Mikkelsen, 2012a; Mikkelsen,

interlocking events. Interlocking 2012b; Mikkelsen, 2012c

Table 4: A final position on conflict
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I began this thesis by criticizing that the majority of conflict research uses
laboratory studies and survey instruments as the main methodologies for researching
conflict in organisations. | joined the critics who argue that laboratory studies
overlook the important role that social context and social process play in shaping the
form that conflict takes. | also joined those critics who argue that survey instruments
overlook the importance of dynamics over time and disregard conflict interaction
between people in organisations manifested by for example social cues such as body
language.

Sheppard (1992) argues that organisational conflict research tends to separate
the strands of conflict analysis and focuses only on a single level of analysis. Rarely
do studies or theories entail more than one level of analysis. He views much of
conflict research to be trapped within a single level of analysis. By contrast, the
application of a sensemaking perspective on conflict situates conflict contextually as a
social, dynamic phenomenon and expands a focus on organisational conflict to the
overall organisation, while maintaining a focus on the ways that conflict plays out
between individuals. By displaying micro processes of the ways that meaning and
action interact in conflict handling, I not only showed what actually happens in real
life conflict in one particular organisation, but I also showed how these dynamics are
embedded in the organisation’s ideological foundation and the broader societal culture
in which the organisation operates. Additionally, the interlocking characteristic of
conflict means that conflict arising between two members of the same team may be
interconnected with events that take place outside the relationship level of analysis.

Rather than focusing solely on either micro or macro aspects of conflict, this
thesis has shown that conflict analysis can take place in the situational mechanisms
between micro and macro levels of analysis. Thus, a sensemaking perspective on
conflict entails analysing conflict at several levels of analysis because it displays
complex interconnections between individual and interpersonal conflict handling and
the structural and culturally negotiated context in which these conflicts occur.

In the editorial of a recent issue in the journal of Negotiation and Conflict
Management Research, Evert Van de Vliert (2010) — an experienced conflict
researcher — argued that emphasis in conflict research has always been on the much
studied fruits of conflict rather than the roots of conflict. Many conflict studies have
in different ways focused on the effects that conflict has on the workplace and how

these effects can be reduced, controlled, managed, separated, or stimulated.

191



By investigating how sensemaking plays a critical role in the way conflicts are
experienced and acted out, this study contributes to the much less studied roots of
conflict. Examining how people engage in sensemaking activities by drawing on
frameworks to derive meaning in conflict, expose cultural cues of that particular
organisational setting which can explain why conflicts arise in the first place and why
they take the form the do. Furthermore, perceiving conflict as interlocking events
presents a more dynamic understanding of conflict, which places conflict handling at
the heart of organisational functioning. This view is remarkably different from the
dominant view of conflict as dyadic interactions that has long been present in conflict
research literature and on which much conflict theory is built.

Organisations often over-simplify and over-individualise conflict. Moreover,
conflicts at work are often isolated as problems of interpersonal differences and
incompatibility that individuals must get over. Additionally conflicts are regarded as
special events, dissociated from the everyday activities of working life. However,
insights generated by this study suggest that understanding the sensemaking activities
that go on in conflict situations and how frameworks are used to ascribe meaning to
and act on conflict may help practitioners to address conflict at work. As Weick
argues, it is important to focus on the content of meaning because by understanding
what people draw upon to construct reality, we gain insight into how we can
understand and change behaviours: “an important implication of sensemaking is that,
to change a group, one must change what is says and what its words mean” (1995a, p.
108). For the practitioner-oriented field of conflict management this means to tone
down the standardised models for resolving conflict and try to gain awareness of the
different sensemaking frameworks of conflict that are represented in organisations

and work at changing those frameworks.

Perspectives for future research

As any other piece of research this study has its limitations. However, instead
of outlining what | should have done differently, I will make some suggestions for
future research, which can assert the quality of work presented in this thesis. A
sensemaking perspective on conflict situates conflict contextually as a social, dynamic

phenomenon. From this, an image of necessary future research emerges.
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Given that this study involved only one organisational site in a particular
organisational setting, a similar study in other organisational contexts would
strengthen this study’s thesis significantly. For example, how do staff and
management in other nonprofits address conflict? What do conflict dynamics look
like in organisations that are as different as possible from NGO Plus? More
specifically, what are the emic terms that staff and management in other occupational
sectors specifically marked by profit, such as the financial sector, use when
addressing conflict? And how does this relate to the overall organisational purpose?
While the advantages of doing in-depth case studies are that such research presents a
nuanced and more dynamic understanding of conflict, further investigations across
occupational sectors would specify the generalizability of the theoretical contribution
made in this thesis.

The thesis focused specifically on the dynamics of conflict by investigating
how meaning and action interact in processes of conflict handling. Future research
should additionally focus on the emotional aspects of conflict and explore interactions
between emotions and sensemaking activities in conflict. Such studies would
contribute to knowledge about the emotional dynamics in conflict at work.
Additionally, such studies would contribute to current research into how emotions and
sensemaking activities interact. Further research into staff and management’s enacted
sensemaking in conflict at work would gain from working from the
ethnomethodological epistemological position from the beginning of the research
process and further empirically document the actual mechanisms by which social
order of how to address conflict is accomplished in everyday conflict handling.

On a final note, | would very much like to see future conflict research engage
itself more explicitly in the ethical aspects of doing research about organisational
conflict. Researching conflict often involves difficult and unpredictable situations that
arise in the practice of doing research. In chapter 8, I described how the ethical
dimension of doing research about conflict shaped my process of theorizing about
conflict. From the sharing of these experiences, | see an important contribution by
learning about how other researchers deal with the sensitivity surrounding conflict
whilst researching it. Such explicit explorations of ethical notions in conflict research
would further our knowledge about how ethical practice in conflict research can be
achieved, and contribute substantially to this underdeveloped dimension of conflict

research.
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Abstract

This study is about everyday conflicts that occur at work; how meaning and
action interact in processes of conflict handling in organisational conflicts that arise
naturally in every arena of daily life when people meet in social interactions. |
approach the phenomenon of conflict by exploring those social processes of
organisational sensemaking that arise when conflict occurs in a nonprofit
organisation, my own processes of sensemaking of the research process about
conflict, and conflict research literature’s sensemaking of the concept of conflict.

Weick argues that “[t]he basic idea of sensemaking is that reality is an
ongoing accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make
retrospective sense of what occurs” (1993, p. 653). Accordingly, sensemaking is
conceptualised as a process of social construction where individuals attempt to
interpret and explain sets of cues, or signals from their environments. The term can
also be applied to the craft of research as sensemaking, in which researchers as
sensemakers actively analyse the empirical material and generate representations of
how reality is (Weick, 1989). Accordingly, in this study, | basically aim to understand
conflict at work and understand research about conflict at work; that is, how conflict,
as a social phenomenon, plays out in organisational cultures and group dynamics, and
how conflict is conceptualised in conflict research literature. The study examines the

following research questions from a sensemaking perspective:

1) How is conflict conceptualized in conflict research literature?

2) How do staff and management experience and act out conflicts in the
nonprofit organisation of NGO Plus and how does changing conflict
sensemaking affect conflicts at work?

3) What is my process of theorizing in conflict research?

To answer the first question, | reviewed conflict research literature by focusing
on the three main shifts which have characterised knowledge about conflict in
organisations; that is, the shift from viewing conflict as dysfunctional to viewing it as
constructive, from focusing on what should be done in conflict to focusing on what is

done in conflict, and from viewing conflict as dyadic interactions to viewing it as an
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intra-organisational phenomenon. I then went further into the literature and examined
central positions on what conflict is and found three distinct positions on conflict:
conflict as overt behaviour, conflict as an outcome, and conflict as a social
construction. Merging the shifts with the positions reveals that much of modern
conflict research is put into the world primarily to aid organisations and conflict
professional at the expense of conceptual developments.

Given that my own position on conflict is that of conflict as a social
construction, the second and the third research questions build upon the learning from
reviewing conflict research literature and examining theoretical assumptions about
conflict.

The second research question relates to my empirical analyses of how
conflicts are constructed and enacted at NGO Plus. The field study employed
ethnographic methods of observations and interviews and had a longitudinal research
design. | gathered the empirical material in three periods of fieldwork, which ran over
a two-year period from June 2008 to September 2010, amounting to six months of full
time fieldwork.

My findings show that staff and management experience and act out conflicts
in accordance with certain sensemaking frameworks, which are guided by
institutionalised meanings constituting organisational ideology and identification
among staff and management. As | analysed the performative effects of these
frameworks, | showed that these dynamics foster a nonconfrontational approach to
handling conflict at NGO Plus consistent with its organisational ideology of
egalitarianism and striving towards organisational unity. Thus, the study calls
attention to the embeddedness of conflict in the organisational cultural system and
broader societal structures. As further shown by the study, implication of these
dynamics are that conflict often occurs as interlocking events across different
organisational levels.

The study moreover shows that as | turned my attention to the way | organised
and made sense of dilemmas and awkward moments arising throughout the research
process, these acts of reflexivity created greater degree of thoroughness in my
research and added to the knowledge that | was producing about conflict. Thus, my
conclusion on the third research question is that I, in the role of a sensemaker, actively

generate representations of what reality of conflict is and that such knowledge is a
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relational product because it has been constructed in the interface between my world
of being the researcher and the worlds of the researched.

From these findings, | conclude that a sensemaking perspective on conflict
displays micro processes of the ways that meaning and action interact in conflict
handling, which provides an understanding of what actually happens in real life
conflicts in organisations. Studying sensemaking frameworks provides an
advantageous approach to understanding conflict at work because it reveals
constructions of meaning in conflict at the collective level of the organisation and
moreover engage the cultural context that influences those constructions of meaning.
Thereby this approach helps explain why conflicts take the form they do.

Accordingly, the thesis contribute to conflict theory by adding theoretical
assumptions about conflict which suggest that people make sense of conflict through
particular frameworks and enact conflict in accordance with those frameworks; that
the structural and cultural context in which the conflict handling occurs shape conflict
sensemaking and enactment (which in turn influence these structures and cultures);
and that conflict often occurs as interlocking events. Thus, the contribution of the
thesis adds to the sophistication of the position on conflict as a social construction

existing within conflict research.
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Dansk resumé

Denne afhandling undersgger hverdagskonflikter, der opstar pa
arbejdspladsen, nar medarbejdere mgdes i social interaktion. Afhandlingens fokus er
pa samspillet mellem aktgrernes meningstilskrivning og handling i handteringen af
konflikter. Konfliktforskningslitteraturen Kkritiseres for primeart at undersgge
konflikter og konflikthandtering ud fra allerede etablerede kategorier og derudfra at
opstille normative forskrifter for effektiv konflikthandtering. | stedet argumenterer
denne afhandling for, at det er samspillet mellem meningstilskrivning og handling i
konflikthandtering, der er centralt for udviklingen af forstaelsen af konflikter.
Afhandlingen fokuserer pa, hvorfor konflikter udspiller sig som de ger, og hvordan vi
kan ga til dem.

Med Karl Weick’s teori om Sensemaking som afhandlingens teoretiske
standpunkt, undersgger jeg konflikt som fenomen i tre forskellige sammenhznge:
konfliktforskningslitteraturen, nonprofit organisationen NGO Plus og min egen
forskningsproces.

Det farste forskningsspergsmal, som afhandlingen sgger at besvare, handler
om, hvordan konflikt konceptualiseres i konfliktforskningslitteraturen. Generelt
begrebsliggares konflikt pa tre forskellige mader: Som synlig adfeerd, som et udfald,
og som en social konstruktion. Undersggelsen af forskningslitteratren viser, at
moderne konfliktforskning primeert fokuserer pa at hjelpe organisationer og
praktikere med at handtere og lgse konflikter, pa bekostning af den begrebsmaessige
udvikling indenfor feltet. Denne mangel pa begrebsmassig udvikling imgdekommer
afhandlingen gennem et etnografisk feltstudie, der bidrager til den teoretiske
konceptualisering af konflikter.

Det naste forskningsspgrgsmal som afhandlingen sgger at besvare er, hvordan
medarbejdere og ledere i nonprofit organisationen NGO Plus oplever og handterer
konflikter i deres arbejde, og hvordan dette @ndres, nar de far undervisning og
treening i konflikthandtering. Med et sensemaking perspektiv placerer den empiriske
undersggelse sig i den del af konfliktforskningslitteraturen, der konceptualiserer
konflikt som en social konstruktion. For at undersgge konflikter i NGO Plus anvendte
jeg en etnografisk forskningsmetode bestaende af deltagerobservationer, dybdegaende

enkeltinterviews og fokusgruppeinterviews med medarbejdere og ledere.
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Afhandlingens empiriske analyser situerer konflikt kontekstuelt, som et
socialt, dynamisk feenomen. Analyserne viser saledes, at gnsker vi at forsta, hvorfor
folk handler og teenker som de gar i konflikter, er det ngdvendigt at undersgge de
fortolkningsrammer, som aktarerne traekker pa for at forstd konflikterne. Disse
fortolkningsrammer fungerer som optikker, hvorigennem medarbejderne og ledelsen
fortolker konfliktepisoder og dermed konstruerer, hvad konflikterne handler om.
Afhandlingen viser dog, at for at forstd konflikter er det ikke nok kun at fokusere pa
fortolkningsrammer. Fokus skal ogsd omfatte de kontekstuelle sammenhange,
strukturelle savel som sociale, hvori fortolkningsrammerne konstrueres og anvendes.
Derudover viser afhandlingen, at konflikter griber ind i hinanden pa tveers af
forskellige organisatoriske niveauer. Grundleeggende betyder det, at en konflikt, der
udspiller sig pa ét organisatorisk niveau, kan vaere med til at forme forekomsten af
konflikter pa et andet organisatorisk niveau.

I forhold til undervisning og treening i konflikthandtering viser afhandlingen,
at sadanne forlgb kan a&ndre konflikter ved, at parterne bliver mere reflekterede og far
starre selverkendelse i forhold til deres kommunikationsmader. Konkret betyder dette,
at flere af deltagerne i undersggelsen fik en anden forstaelse for de konflikter, de
oplevede pa deres arbejde. Traeningsforlgbet havde sit primare fokus pa anvisninger
til den personlige handtering af konflikter, hvorfor dets primaere pavirkning er sket pa
individ- og gruppeniveau. Kun begraenset pavirkning kunne spores pa det
organisatoriske niveau.

Det sidste forskningsspgrgsmal, som afhandlingen sgger at besvare, handler
om, hvordan min teoretiseringsproces om konflikter udspillede sig i
forskningsprocessen. Forskerens erkendelsesproces i forskningen er ofte nedtonet i
konfliktforskning. Dette er pa trods af at det indenfor konfliktforskning er serlig
vigtigt at forholde sig kritisk til, hvordan det er muligt at opnd adgang til
medarbejderes viden om og erfaring med konflikter, og hvordan man kan forholde sig
til etiske dilemmaer, der opstar undervejs i forskningsprocessen. Refleksion over
begge disse elementer i forskningsprocessen er vigtig fordi de pavirker den viden,
som forskningen skaber.

Spergsmalene om adgang og etik er aktuelle, fordi konflikter i mange
organisationer er noget, man har sveert ved at handtere, endsige at tale om. Som
forsker ma man vaere opmarksom pa, at man selv er med til at generere det materiale,

som man baserer sine analyser pa, hvormed forskeren tilskrives en subjektiv rolle i
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forskningsprocessen.

Afhandlingen konkluderer, at hvis vi gnsker at forsta de konflikter, der
udspiller sig pa arbejdspladsen, er vi ngdt til at forstd, hvordan konflikter
konceptualiseres og fremstilles lokalt i organisationen. Ofte overforenkles og
overindividualiseres konflikter pa arbejdspladsen. De bliver anskuet som isolerede
problemer, der handler om, at individer skal komme over deres forskeligheder og
uforeneligheder. Men som Weick heaevder, er det vigtigt at fokusere pa
meningstilskrivningen, fordi vi herigennem opnar indsigt i, hvordan man kan forsta
0g &ndre praksis.

For ledelser og praktikere, der arbejder med at handtere og lgse konflikter,
betyder dette, at nedtone brugen af standardiserede modeller for konfliktlgsning. |
stedet kan de med fordel arbejde for at fa indsigt i de konkrete fortolkningsrammer,
som der treekkes pa i organisationen for at forklare konflikter, og arbejde malrettet for

at endre disse fortolkningsrammer.

200



References

Abma, T.A. (2000), “Dynamic inquiry relationships: ways of creating, sustaining, and
improving the inquiry process through the recognition and management of conflicts”,
Qualitative inquiry, Vol. 6 No. 1, (pp. 133-149).

Allyn, D. (2011). Mission mirroring: Understanding conflict in nonprofit
organizations. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 40(4), (pp. 762-769).

Amason, A. C., & Schweiger, D. M. (1997). The effects of conflict on strategic
decision making effectiveness and organizational performance. In C. K. W. De Dreu
& E. Van de Vliert (Eds.), Using Conflict in Organizations (pp. 101-15). CA: Sage.

Bakken, T., & Hernes, T. (2006). Organizing is both a verb and a noun: Weick meets
whitehead. Organization Studies, 27(11), (pp. 1599-1616).

Barki, H., & Hartwick, J. (2004). Conceptualizing the construct of interpersonal
conflict. The International Journa! of Conflict Management, 15(3), (pp. 216-244).

Barley, S. R. (1990), “Images of imaging: notes on doing longitudinal fieldwork”,
Organization Science, VVol. 1 No. 3, (pp. 220-247).

Barley, S. R. (1991). Contextualising conflict: Notes on the anthropology of disputes
and negotiations. In R. J. Lewicki, B. H. Sheppard, & R. Bies (Eds.), Research on
Negotiation in Organizations: Handbook of Negotiation Research vol. 3 (pp. 165-99).
US: JAI Press Inc.

Barley, S. R., & Tolbert, P. S. (1997). Institutionalization and structuration: Studying
the links between action and institution. Organization Studies, 18(1), (pp. 93-117).

Bartunek, J. M., Kolb, D. M., & Lewicki, R. J. (1992). Bringing conflict out from

behind the scenes: Private, informal, and nonrational dimensions of conflict in

201



organizations. In D. M. Kolb & J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden Conflict in
Organizations: Uncovering Behind-the-Scenes Disputes (pp. 209-28).

Bayer, R. Lawrence, O.G., Jennings, B. and Steinbock, B. (2007), “Introduction:
Ethical Theory and Public Health”, in Bayer, R., Lawrence, O.G., Jennings, B. and
Steinbock, B. (Eds), Public Health Ethics. Theory, Policy, and Practice, Oxford
University Press, UK, (pp. 3-24).

Becker, H.S. (1993), “How | Learned What a Crock Was”, Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography, Vol. 22 April, (pp. 28-35).

Becker, H.S. (1967), “Whose side are we on?” Social Problems, Vol. 14, (pp. 239-
248).

Benford, R. D. (1997). An insider’s critiqgue of the social movement framing

perspective. Sociological Inquiry, 67(4), (pp. 409-430).

Bernard, R.H. (1994), Research Methods in Anthropology, Sage Publications Ltd,
UK.

Blumer, H. (1969). Symbolic Interactionism. Berkely: University of California Press.

Boulding, K. E. (1957). Organization and conflict. Journal of Conflict Resolution,
1(2), (pp. 122-134).

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2) (pp. 77-101).

Brewer, J.D. (2004), “Ethnography”, in Cassel, C. and Symon, G. (Eds), Essential
Guide to Qualitative Methods in organizational Research, Sage Publications Ltd, UK,
(pp. 313-21).

Brown, A. D. (2005). Making sense of the collapse of barings bank. Human
Relations, 58(12), (pp. 1579-1605).

202



Brummans, B. H. J. M., Putnam, L. L., Gray, B., Hanke, R., Lewicki, R. J., &
Wiethoff, C. (2008). Making sense of intractable multiparty conflict: A study of
framing in four environmental disputes. Communication Monographs, 75(1), (pp. 25-
51).

Bryant, J., & Lasky, B. (2007). A researcher's tale: Dealing with epistemological
divergence. Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management, 2(3), (pp. 179-
193).

Charmaz, K. (2005). Grounded theory in the 21st century: Applications for advancing
social justice studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of
Qualitative Research (3rd ed.) (pp. 507-31). CA: Sage Publications.

Christians, C.G. (2005), “Ethics and politics in qualitative research”, in Denzin N.K.
and Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, Sage
Publication Inc, USA, (pp. 139-64).

Clegg, S., Mikkelsen, E. N., & Sewell, G. (2012). Conflict: Organizational. In J. D.
Wright (Ed.), The International Encyclopedia of Social and Behavioral Sciences (2nd

ed.). Forthcoming: Elsevier.

Cloven, D. H., & Roloff, M. E. (1991). Sense-Making activities and interpersonal
conflict: Communicative cures for the mulling blues. Western Journal of Speech
Communication, 55, (pp. 134-158).

Collier, M. J. (2009). Negotiating intercommunity and community group identity
positions: Summary discourses from two Northern Ireland intercommunity groups.

Negotiation and Conflict Management Research, 2(3), (pp. 285-306).

Coser, L. (1956). Functions of Social Conflict. New York: The Free Press.

Coser, L. (1967). Continuities in the Study of Social Conflict. New York: Free Press.

Cunliffe, A.L. (2004), “On becoming a critically reflexive practitioner”, Journal of
Management Education, Vol. 28 no. 4, (pp. 407-26).

203



Czarniawska, B. (1998). A Narrative Approach to Organization Studies. Thousands
Oaks: Sage.

Czarniawska, B. (1999), Writing Management: Organization theory as a Literary

Genre, Oxford University Press, New York.

Czarniawska, B. (2004). On time, space and action nets. Organization, 11(6), (pp.
777-795).

Czarniawska, B. (2005). Karl Weick: Concepts, style and reflection. The Sociological
Review, 53, (pp. 267-278).

Czarniawska, B. (2006). A golden braid: Allport, Goffman, Weick. Organization
Studies, 27(11), (pp. 1661-1674).

Daft, R. L., & Weick, K. E. (1984). Toward a model of organizations as interpretation
systems. Academy of Management Review, 9(2), (pp. 284-295).

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). Introduction: The discipline and practice of
qualitative research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of
Qualitative Research (3rd ed.) (pp. 1-42). CA: Sage.

Deutsch, M. (1949). A theory of cooperation and competition. Human Relations, 2,
(pp. 129-151).

Deutsch, M. (1973). The Resolution of Conflict: Constructive and Destructive

Processes. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Deutsch, M. (1990). Sixty years of conflict. The International Journal of Conflict
Management, 1, (pp. 237-263).

Diener, D. and Crandall, R. (1978), Ethics in social and behavioral research,

University of Chicago Press, Chicago.

204



Drazin, R., Glynn, M. A., & Kazanjian, R. K. (1999). Multilevel theorizing about
creativity in organizations: A sensemaking perspective. Academy of Management
Review, 24(2), (pp. 286-307).

De Cooman, R., De Gieter, S., Pepermans, R., & Jegers, M. (2011). A cross-sector
comparison of motivation-related concepts in for-profit and not-for-profit service

organizations. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 40(2), (pp. 296-317).

De Dreu, C. K. W. (1997). Productive conflict: The importance of conflict
management and conflict issues. In C. K. W. De Dreu & E. Van de Vliert (eds.),

Using conflict in organizations. (pp. 9-22). London: Sage Publications Ltd.

De Dreu, C. K. W. (2008). The virtue and vice of workplace conflict: Food for
(pessimistic) thought. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 29(1), (pp. 5-18).

De Dreu, C. K. W., & Beersma, B. (2005). Conflict in organizations: Beyond
effectiveness and performance. European Journal of Work and Organizational
Psychology, 14(2), (pp. 105-117).

De Dreu, C. K. W., & Van de Vliert, E. (1997). Using Conflict in Organizations.
London: Sage Publications Ltd.

De Dreu, C. K. W., & Van Vianen, A. E. M. (2001). Managing relationship conflict
and the effectiveness of organizational teams. Journal of Organizational Behavior,
22(3), (pp. 309-328).

De Dreu, C. K. W., & Weingart, L. R. (2003). Task versus relationship conflict, team
performance, and team member satisfaction: A meta-analysis. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 88(4), (pp. 741-749).

De Dreu, C. K. W., Harinck, F., & Van Vianen, A. E. M. (1999). Conflict and
performance in groups and organizations. In C. L. Cooper & I. T. Robertson (Eds.),
International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology (pp. 376-405).
Chichester, UK: Wiley.

205



De Dreu, C. K. W., van Dierendonck, D., & Dijkstra, M. T. M. (2004). Conflict at

work and individual well-being. International Journal of Conflict Management, 15(1),
(pp. 6-26).

Dennis, A. (2011). Symbolic Interactionism and Ethnomethodology. Symbolic
Interaction, 34(3), (349-356).

Druckman, D. (2005). Doing Research: Methods of Inquiry for Conflict Analysis.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Dubinskas, F. A. (1992). Culture and conflict: The cultural roots of discords. In D. M.
Kolb & J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden Conflict in Organizations: Uncovering Behind-
the-Scenes Disputes (pp. 187-208).

Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., Zapf, D. and Cooper, C.L. (2003), “The concept of bullying at
work. The European tradition”, in Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., Zapf, D. and Cooper, CL.
(Eds), Bullying and emotional abuse in the workplace. International perspectives in

research and practice, Taylor & Francis, London, (pp. 3-30).

Eiseman, J. W. (1978). Reconciling "incompatible" positions. Journal of Applied
Behavioral Science, 14, (pp. 133-150).

Ellis, C. and Bochner, A.P. (2000), “Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity:
researcher as subject”, in Denzin N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds), The SAGE Handbook
of Qualitative Research, Sage Publication Inc, USA, (pp. 733-69).

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes.

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Feldman, M.S., Bell, J. and Berger, M.T. (2003), Gaining Access: A Practical and

Theoretical Guide for Qualitative Researchers, Altamira Press, UK.

Felstiner, W. L. F., Abel, R. L., & Sarat, A. (1980). Emergence and transformation of
disputes: Naming, blaming, claiming.... Law & Soc'y Rev., 15, (pp. 631-654).

206



Finch, J. (1984), “*It’s great to have someone to talk to’: the ethics and politics of
interviewing women” in Bell, C. and Roberts, H. (Eds), Social Researching: politics,

Problems, Practice, Routledge, London.

Fink, C. F. (1968). Some conceptual difficulties in the theory of social conflict.
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 12(4), (pp. 412-460).

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected Interviews and other Writings,
1972-1977. New York: Pantheon.

Friedman, R. A. (1992). The culture of mediation: Private understandings in the
context of public conflict. In D. M. Kolb & J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden Conflict in
Organizations: Uncovering Behind-the-Scenes Disputes (pp. 143-64).

Friedman, V. J., & Berthoin Antal, A. (2005). Negotiating reality: A theory of action

approach to intercultural competence. Management Learning, 36(1), (pp. 69-86).

Gadlin, H. (1994). Conflict resolution, cultural differences, and the culture of racism.
Negotiation Journal, 10(1), (pp. 33-47).

Gamson, W. A. (1995). Constructing social protest. In H. Johnston & B. Klandermans
(Eds.), Social Movements and Culture (pp. 85-106). Minneapolis: University of

Minnesota Press.

Garfinkel, H. (1967). Studies in Ethnomethodology. Evanston: Northwestern

University Press.

Geertz, C. (1973). Thick description: Toward an interpretive theory of culture. In The
Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books.

Gephart, R. P. (1993). The textual approach: Risk and blame in disaster sensemaking.
Academy of Management Journal, 36, (pp. 1465-1514).

Giddens, A. (1987), Social Theory and Modern Sociology, Polity Press, Cambridge.

207



Gioia, D. A., & Chittipeddi, K. (1991). Sensemaking and sensegiving in strategic
change initiation. Strategic Management Journal, 12, (pp. 433-448).

Gioia, D. A., & Thomas, J. B. (1996). Identity, image, and issue interpretation:
Sensemaking during strategic change in academia. Administrative Science Quarterly,
41, (pp. 370-403).

Gioia, D. A., Thomas, J. B., Clark, S. M., & Chittipeddi, K. (1994). Symbolism and
strategic change in academia: The dynamics of sensemaking and influence.
Organization Science, 5, (pp. 363-383).

Glynn, M. A. (2008). Beyond constraints: How institutions enable identitites. In R.
Greenwood, C. Oliver, S. Sahlin-Andersson, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), The SAGE
Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 413-30). London: Sage

Publications.

Goffman, E. (1956). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Harmondsworth:

Penguin.

Goffman, E. (1961). Asylums: Essays on the social situation of mental patients and

other inmates. New York: Doubleday.

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience.
New York: Harper & Row.

Goldenhar, L. M., LaMontagne, A. D., Katz, T., Heaney, C., & Landsbergis, P.
(2001). The intervention research process in occupational safety and health: An
overview from the national occupational research agenda intervention effectiveness

research team. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 43(7), 616-622.

Gouldner, AW. (1973), For Sociology: renewal and critique in sociology today,

Penguin, Harmondsworth.

208



Gray, B. (2003). Framing of environmental disputes. In R. J. Lewicki, B. Gray, & M.
Elliott (Eds.), Making Sense of Intractable Environmental Conflicts. US: Islands

Press.

Gray, B., Coleman, P. T., & Putnam, L. L. (2007). Introduction: Intractable conflict:
New perspectives on the causes and conditions for change. American Behavioral
Scientist, 50(11), (pp. 1415-1429).

Gubrium, J. F., & Holstein, J. A. (2009). Analyzing Narrative Reality. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Guillemin, M. and Gillam, L. (2004), “Ethics, reflexivity, and “ethically important
moments” in research”, Qualitative inquiry, Vol. 10(2), (pp. 261-280).

Gullestad, M. (2002). Invisible fences: Egalitarianism, nationalism and racism.

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 8(1), (pp. 45-63).

Halkier, B. (2002). Fokusgrupper. DK: Samfundslitteratur.

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography. Principles in practice (3rd
ed.). Great Britain: Routledge.

Hansen, H. (2006). The ethnonarrative approach. Human Relations, 59(8), (pp. 1049-
1075).

Hansen, T. (2008). Critical conflict resolution theory and practice. Conflict Resolution
Quarterly, 25(4), (pp. 403-427).

Harris, M. (1976). History and significance of the emic/etic distinction. Annual
Review of Anthropology, 5, (pp. 329-350).

Hastrup, K. (2003). Ind i Verden. En Grundbog i Antropologisk Metode. DK: Hans
Reitzel. [Into the world. A Textbook of Anthropological Method]

209



Hertz, R. (1997), “Introduction: Reflexivity and voice”, in Hertz, R. (Ed), Reflexivity
and Voice, Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA, (pp. Vi-xviii).

Hocker, J. L., & Wilmot, W. W. (1991). Interpersonal conflict. Dubuque, IA: Wm. C.

Brown.

Hoel, H., Rayner, C. and Cooper, C.L. (1999), “Workplace bullying”, in Cooper, C.L.
and Robertson, I.T. (Eds), International Review of Industrial and Organizational
Psychology, John Wiley, London, (pp. 195-230).

Holstein, J. A., & Gubrium, J. F. (2005). Interpretive practice and social action. In N.
K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (3rd
ed.) (pp. 483-505). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Howell, J. L. (1981). The identification, description and analysis of competencies
focused on conflict management in a human services organization: An exploratory
study. [Doctoral dissertation]. [Dissertation Abstracts International 42 (3-A): 933]

Doctoral dissertation, University of Massachusetts.

Hudson, M. (1995). Managing Without Profit: The art of managing third-sector
organizations. London: Penguin Books.

Jehn, K. A. (1994). Enhancing effectiveness: An investigation of advantages and
disadvantages of value-based intragroup conflict. International Journal of Conflict
Management, 5, (pp. 223-238).

Jehn, K. A. (1995). A multimethod examination of the benefits and detriments of
intragroup conflict. Administrative Science Quarterly, 40(2), (pp. 256-282).

Jehn, K. A. (1997). A qualitative analysis of conflict types and dimensions in

organizational groups. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42(3), (pp. 530-557).

Jehn, K. A., & Mannix, E. A. (2001). The dynamic nature of conflict: A longitudinal
study of intragroup conflict and group performance. Academy of Management
Journal, 44(2), (pp. 238-251).

210



Jemielniak, D. and Kostera, M. (2010), “Narratives of irony and failure in
ethnographic work”, Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences, Vol. 27 No. 4, pp.
(pp. 335-347).

Jenkins, K. (1999). Introduction: Living in time but outside history; living in morality
but outside ethics. In Why History? Ethics and Postmodernity (pp. 1-27). London;
New York: Routledge.

Johnson, L. W. (1991). The effects of conflict management training upon the conflict
management styles of teachers. [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Unpublished

doctoral dissertation, Gonzaga University.

Johnson, P., & Duberley, J. (2000). Understanding Management Research: An

Introduction to Epistemology. London: Sage publications.

Johnston, H. (1995). A methodology for frame analysis: From discourse to cognitive
schemata. In H. Johnston & B. Klandermans (Eds.), Social movements and culture

(pp. 217-46). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Jordan, S., & Mitterhofer, H. (2010). Studying metaphors-in-use in their social and
institutional context: Sensemaking and discourse theory. In T. Hernes & S. Maitlis
(Eds.), Process, sensemaking, & organizing (pp. 242-74). Oxford University Press:
UK.

Kan, M., & Parry, K. W. (2004). Identifying paradox: A grounded theory of
leadership in overcoming resistance to change. The Leadership Quarterly, 15(4), (pp.
467-491).

Katz, D., & Kahn, R. L. (1978). The Social Psychology of Organizations. New York:
Wiley.

Keashly, L. and Nowell, B.L. (2003), “Conflict, conflict resolution and bullying”, in
Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., Zapf, D. and Cooper, C.L. (Eds), Bullying and Emotional
abuse in the Workplace: International perspectives in research and practice, Taylor
& Francis, London, pp. (pp. 339-58).

211



Kilmann, R. H., & Thomas, K. W. (1977). Developing a forced-choice measure of
conflict-handling behavior: The" MODE" instrument. Educational and Psychological
Measurement, 37(2), (pp. 309-325).

King, W. C., & Miles, E. W. (1990). What we know —and don't know— about

measuring conflict. Management Communication Quarterly, 4(2), (pp. 222-243).

Knapp, M. L., Putnam, L. L., & Davis, L. J. (1988). Measuring interpersonal conflict
in organizations: Where do we go from here? Management Communication
Quarterly, 1(3), (pp. 414-429).

Kolb, D., & McGinn, K. (2009). Beyond gender and negotiation to gendered
negotiations. Negotiation and Conflict Management Research, 2(1), (pp. 1-16).

Kolb, D. M. (2008). Making sense of an elusive phenomenon. In C. K. W. De Dreu &
M. J. Gelfand (Eds.), The Psychology of Conflict and Conflict Management in
Organizations (pp. 425-33). New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Kolb, D. M., & Bartunek, J. M. (1992). Hidden Conflict in Organizations:

Uncovering Behind-the-Scenes Disputes. US: Sage Publication Inc.

Kolb, D. M., & Putnam, L. L. (1992). The multiple faces of conflict in organizations.
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13(3), (pp. 311-324).

Kottler, J. A. (1994). Beyond Blame: A new way of resolving conflicts in

relationships. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kriesberg, L. (1992). De-escalation and Transformation of International Conflicts.

New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Kuhn, T., & Poole, M. S. (2000). Do conflict management styles affect group decision
making? Evidence from a longitudinal field study. Human Communication Research,

26(4), (pp. 558-590).

212



Kusztal, I. L. (2002). Discourses in the use and emergence of organizational conflict.
Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 20(2), (pp. 231-247).

Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing.
UK: Sage Publications Ltd.

Landau, D., & Drori, I. (2008). Narratives as sensemaking accounts: The case of an
R&D laboratory. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 21(6), (pp. 701-
720).

Leete, L. (2000). Wage equity and employee motivation in nonprofit and for-profit
organizations. Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 43(4), (pp. 423-446).

Lewicki, R. J., & Gray, B. (2003). Introduction. In R. J. Lewicki, B. Gray, & M.
Elliott (Eds.), Making Sense of Intractable Environmental Conflicts. US: Islands

Press.

Lewis, D. S., French, E., & Steane, P. (1997). A culture of conflict. Leadership &
Organization Development Journal, 18(6), (pp. 275-282).

Locke, K., Golden-Biddle, K. and Feldman, M.S. (2008), “Making doubt generative:
rethinking the role of doubt in the research process”, Organization Science, Vol. 19
No. 6, (pp. 907-918).

Louis, M. R. (1980). Surprise and sense making: What newcomers experience in
entering unfamiliar organizational settings. Administrative Science Quarterly, 25, (pp.
226-251).

Lovell, A.M. (2007), “When things get personal: Secrecy, intimacy, and the
production of experience in fieldwork”, in McLean, A. and Leibing, A. (Eds), The
shadow side of fieldwork: exploring the blurres borders between ethnography and
life, Blackwell Publishing, UK, (pp. 56-80).

213



Lischer, L. S., & Lewis, M. W. (2008). Organizational change and managerial
sensemaking: Working through paradox. Academy of Management Journal, 51(2),
(pp. 221-240).

Mack, R. W., & Snyder, R. C. (1957). The analysis of social conflict--toward an
overview and synthesis. Conflict Resolution, 1(2), (pp. 212-248).

Maitlis, S. (2005). The social processes of organizational sensemaking. The Academy
of Management Journal, 48(1), (pp. 21-49).

Maitlis, S., & Sonenshein, S. (2010). Sensemaking in crisis and change: Inspiration

and insights from weick. Journal of Management Studies, 47(3), (pp. 551-580).

Malterud, K. (2001). The art and science of clinical knowledge: Evidence beyond
measures and numbers. The Lancet, 358(4), (pp. 397-400).

March, J. G., & Simon, H. A. (1958). Organizations. London: Wiley.

Martin, J. (1992). The suppression of gender conflicy in organizations. In D. M. Kolb
& J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden Conflict in Organizations: Uncovering Behind-the-
Scenes Disputes (pp. 165-86).

Mason, J. (2002), Qualitative Researching, Sage Publications Ltd, UK.

Mather, L., & Yngvesson, B. (1980). Language, audience, and the transformation of
disputes. Law and Society Review, (15), (pp. 775-825).

Maynard, D. W., & Clayman, S. E. (1991). The diversity of ethnomethodology.
Annual Review of Sociology, 17, (pp. 385-418).

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

Meyer, A. D. (1982). Adapting to environmental jolts. Administrative Science
Quarterly, 27(4), (pp. 515-537).

214



Mikkelsen, E. N. (2012a). Conflicts and sensemaking frameworks in nonprofit
organisations: An analysis of the social meanings of conflict. Accepted for

Publication by Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly.

Mikkelsen, E. N. (2012b). Exploring how conflict management training changes
workplace conflicts: A qualitative case study. Journal of Conflictology, 3(1), (pp. 7-
17).

Mikkelsen, E. N. (2012c). A researcher’s tale: How doing conflict research shapes
research about conflicts. Accepted for publication by Qualitative Research in

Organizations and Management — An International Journal.

Mills, A. J., & Helms Mills, J. (2004). When plausibility fails: Towards a critical
sensemaking approach to resistance. In R. Thomas, A. J. Mills, & J. C. Helms Mills
(Eds.), Identity Politics at Work: Resisting Gender and Gendered Resistance (pp. 141-
59). London: Routledge.

Mills, J. H., Thurlow, A., & Mills, A. J. (2010). Making sense of sensemaking: The
critical sensemaking approach. Qualitative Research in Organizations and

Management: An International Journal, 5(2), (pp. 182-195).
Mirvis, P. H., & Hackett, E. J. (1983). Work and work force characteristics in the
nonprofit sector. Monthly Labor Review / U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor

Statistics, 106(4), (pp. 3-12).

Morrill, C. (1989). The management of managers: Disputing in an executive
hierarchy. Sociological Forum, 4(3), (pp. 387-407).

Morrill, C. (1995). The Executive Way: Conflict Management in Corporations.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. USA: Sage Publications
Ltd.

215



Murnighan, J. K., & Conlon, D. E. (1991). The dynamics of intense work groups: A
study of British string quartets. Administrative Science Quarterly, 36, (pp. 165 — 186).

Nader, L., & Todd, H. F. (1978). Introduction: The disputing process. In L. Nader &
H. F. Todd (Eds.), The Disputing process: Law in Ten Societies (pp. 1-40). New

York: Columbia University Press.

Neyland, D. (2008). Organisational Ethnography. London: Sage Publications.

Peshkin, A. (1985), “Virtuous subjectivity: in the participant-observer’s I’s”, in Berg,
D.N. and Smith, K.K. (Eds), Exploring Clinical Methods for Social Research, Sage
Publications Ltd, UK, (pp. 267-281).

Pinkley, R. L., & Northcraft, G. B. (1994). Conflict frames of reference: Implication
for dispute processes and outcomes. Academy of Management Journal, 37, (pp. 193-
205).

Pike, K. L. (1967). Language in Relation to a Unified Theory of the Structure of
Human Behavior (2nd ed.). The Hague: Mouton.

Pondy, L. R. (1967). Organizational conflict: Concepts and models. Administrative
Science Quarterly, 12(2), (pp. 296-320).

Pondy, L. R. (1969). Varieties of organizational conflict. Administrative Science
Quarterly, 14(4), (pp. 499-505).

Pondy, L. R. (1992). Reflections on organizational conflict. Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 13(3), (pp. 257-261).

Pratt, M. G. (2000). The good, the bad, and the ambivalent: Managing identification
among amway distributors. Administrative Science Quarterly, 45(3), (pp. 456-493).

Pruitt, D. G., & Rubin, J. Z. (1986). Social Conflict: Escalation, Stalemate, and
Settlement. New York: McGraw-Hill.

216



Putnam, L. L. (2004). Dialectical tensions and rhetorical tropes in negotiations.
Organization Studies, 25(1), (pp. 35-53).

Putnam, L. L., & Wilson, C. (1982). Communicative strategies in organisational
conflict: Reliability and validity of a measurement scale. In M. Burgoon (Ed.),
Communication Yearbook 6 (pp. 629-52). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Rahim, M. A. (1983). A measure of styles of handling interpersonal conflict.
Academy of Management Journal, 26(2), (pp. 368-376).

Rahim, M. A. (2000). Managing Conflicts in Organizations. USA: Greenwood
Publishing Group.

Rahim, M. A. (2002). Toward a theory of managing organizational conflict.

International Journal of Conflict Management, 13(3), (pp. 206-235).

Ramarajan, L., Bezrukova, K., Jehn, K. A., Euwema, M., & Kop, N. (2004).
Relationship between peacekeepers and NGO workers: The role of training and
conflict management styles in international peacekeeping. International Journal of
Conflict Management, 15(2), (pp. 167-191).

Renwick, P. A. (1975). Impact of topic and source of disagreement on conflict

management. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 14, (pp. 416-425).

Rose-Ackerman, S. (1996). Altruism, nonprofits, and economic theory. Journal of
Economic Literature, 34(2), (pp. 701-728).

Schensul, J. J. (1999). Focused group interviews. In J. J. Schensul, H. M. D.
LeCompte, B. B. K. Nastasi, & S. P. Borgatti (Eds.), Enhanced Ethnographic
Methods: Audiovisual Techniques, Focused Group Interviews, and Elicitation

Techniques (pp. 51-114). London: Altamira Press.

Schmidt, S. M., & Kochan, T. A. (1972). Conflict: Toward conceptual clarity.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 17(3), (pp. 359-370).

217



Schutz, A. (1970). Interpretative sociology. In H. R. Wagner (Ed.), Alfred Schutz on
Phenomenology and Social Relations: Selected Writings (pp. 265-93). Chicago:

University of Chicago Press.

Scott, R. W. (2001). Institutions and Organizations (2nd ed.). USA: Sage Publications
Ltd.

Shah, P. P., & Jehn, K. A. (1993). Do friends perform better than acquaintances? The
interaction of friendship, conflict, and task. Group Decision and Negotiation, 2(2),
(pp. 149-165).

Sheppard, B. H. (1992). Conflict research as schizophrenia: The many faces of
organizational conflict. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13(3), (pp. 325-334).

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

Smircich, L., & Stubbart, C. (1985). Strategic management in an enacted world. The
Academy of Management Review, 10(4), (pp. 724-736).

Snow, D. A., Rochford, E. B., Worden, S. K., & Benford, R. D. (1986). Frame
alignment processes, micromobilization, and movement participation. American
Sociological Review, 51(4), (pp. 464-481).

Somech, A., Desivilya, H. S., & Lidogoster, H. (2009). Team conflict management
and team effectiveness: The effects of task interdependence and team identification.
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 30(3), (pp. 359-378).

Steyart, C., & Bouwen, R. (2004). Group method of organizational analysis. In C.

Cassel & G. Symon (Eds.), Essential guide to qualitative methods in organizational
research (pp. 140-53). UK: Sage Publications Ltd.

218



Temkin, T., & Cummings, H. W. (1986). The use of conflict management behaviors
in voluntary organizations: An exploratory study. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector
Quarterly, 15(1), (pp. 5-18).

Thomas, K. W. (1976). Conflict and conflict management. In M. D. Dunnette (Ed.),
Handbook in industrial and organizational psychology (pp. 889-935). Chicago: Rand
McNally.

Thomas, K. W. (1992). Conflict and conflict management: Reflections and update.
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13(3), (pp. 265-274).

Tjosvold, D. (1991). Rights and responsibilities of dissent: Cooperative conflict.
Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal, 4, (pp. 13-23).

Tjosvold, D. (2006). Defining conflict and making choices about its management:
Lighting the dark side of organizational life. International Journal of Conflict
Management, 17(2), (pp. 87-95).

Tjosvold, D. (2008). The conflict-positive organisation: It depends upon us. Journal

of Organizational Behavior, 29, (pp. 19-28).

Tjosvold, D., Dann, V., & Wong, C. L. (1992). Managing conflict between
departments to serve customers. Human Relations, 45, (pp. 1035-1054).

Van de Vliert, E. (1998). Conflict and conflict management. In P. J. D. Drenth, H. K.
Thierry, & C. J. DE Wolff (eds.), Handbook of work and organisational psychology.
(pp. 351-76). UK: Taylor & Francis.

Van de Vliert, E. (2010). Moving bullies and victims up on conflict-researchers’

waiting lists. Negotiation and Conflict Management Research, 3(2), (pp. 87-90).

Van de Vliert, E., & Prein, H. C. M. (1989). The difference in meaning of forcing in
the conflict management of actors and observers. In M. A. Rahim (Ed.), Managing

Conflict: An Interdisciplinary Approach (pp. 51-63). New York: Praeger.

219



Van de Vliert, E., Nauta, A., Giebels, E., & Janssen, O. (1999). Constructive conflict
at work. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 20(4), (pp. 475-491).

Van Maanen, J. (1979a). The fact of fiction in organizational ethnography.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 24(4), (pp. 539-550).

Van Maanen, J. (1979b). Qualitative methods for organizational research: A preface.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 24(4), (pp. 520-526).

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

Van Maanen, J. (1992). Drinking our troubles away: Managing conflict in a british
police agency. In D. M. Kolb & J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden Conflict in
Organizations: Uncovering Behind-the-Scenes Disputes (pp. 32-62). US: Sage
Publications.

Van Maanen, J. (1995), “Style as theory”, Organization Science, Vol. 6 No. 1, (pp.
133-143).

Van Maanen, J. (2006), “Ethnography then and now", Qualitative Research in
Organizations and Management, VVol. 1 No. 1, (pp. 13-21).

Van Maanen, J., Sorensen, J.B. and Mitchell, T.R. (2007), “The interplay between
theory and method”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 32 No. 4, (pp. 1145-
1154).

Vendelg, M. T., & Rerup, C. (2009). Paper presented at the annual academy of
management meeting, chicago-illinois, august 7-11. In Weak cues and attentional

triangulation: The Pearl Jam concert accident at Roskilde Festival (pp. 1-39).
Volkema, J., Farquhar, K., & Bergmann, T. J. (1996). Third-Party sensemaking in

interpersonal conflicts at work: A theoretical framework. Human Relations, 49(11),
(pp. 1437-1454),

220



Waddington, D. (2004). Participant observation. In C. Cassel & G. Symon (Eds.),
Essential Guide to Qualitative Methods in Organizational Research (pp. 154-64).
UK: Sage Publications Ltd.

Wall, J. A., & Callister, R. R. (1995). Conflict and its management. Journal of
Management, 21(3), (pp. 515-558).

Weber, K., & Glynn, M. A. (2006). Making sense with institutions: Context, thought
and action in Karl Weick's theory. Organization Studies, 27(11), (pp. 1639-1660).

Weick, K. E. (1979). The Social Psychology of Organizing (2nd ed.). Reading,
Massachusets: Addison-Wesley Pub. Co.

Weick, K. E. (1988). Enacted sensemaking in crisis situations. Journal of
Management Studies, 25(4), (pp. 305-317).

Weick, K. E. (1989). Theory construction as disciplined imagination. The Academy of
Management Review, 14(4), (pp. 516-531).

Weick, K. E. (1990). The vulnerable system: An analysis of the tenerife air disaster.
Journal of Management, 16(3), (pp. 571-593).

Weick, K. E. (1993). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch
disaster. Administrative Science Quarterly, 38, (pp. 628-652).

Weick, K. E. (1995a). Sensemaking in Organizations. London: Sage Publications.

Weick, K. E. (1995b). What theory is not, theorizing is. Administrative Science
Quarterly, 40(3), (pp. 385-390).

Weick, K. E. (2001). Making Sense of the Organization. US: Blackwell Publishing.

221



Weick, K. E. (2010). Reflections on enacted sensemaking in the Bhopal disaster.
Journal of Management Studies, 47(3), (pp. 537-550).

Weick, K.E. and Sutcliffe, K.M. (2001), Managing the unexpected: Assuring high

performance in an age of complexity, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA.

Weick, K. E., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of
sensemaking. Organization Science, 16(4), (pp. 409-421).

Womack, D. F. (1988). A review of conflict instruments in organizational settings.
Management Communication Quarterly, 1(3), (pp. 437-445).

Yanow, D. (2009). Organizational ethnography and methodological angst: Myths and
challenges in the field. Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An
International Journal, 4(2), (pp. 186-199).

Zacker, J., & Bard, M. (1973). Effects of conflict management training on police
performance. The Journal of Applied Psychology, 58(2), (pp. 202-208).

Zapf, D. and Gross, C. (2001), “Conflict escalation and coping with workplace
bullying: A replication and extension”, European Journal of Work and
Organizational Psychology, Vol. 10 No. 4, (pp. 497-522).

222



Appendices

Appendix A: Interview questions

Interview questions used in round 1

1) Educational background and length of employment
2) Tasks and responsibilities

3) Opinions about community and collaborations

4) Opinions about management

Interview questions used in round 2

Value of work
1) How do you thrive with your work? What is important for you in your work?

Social community and collaborations

2) What is the working community like here? In the department? In the organisation?

3) How do you get along with your co-workers?

4) What do you experience the atmosphere in the department like?

5) Do you think that roles and responsibilities are clear in your department?

6) How does your department work with the rest of the organisation?

7) What is the collaboration like between your department and the other
departments?

Conflicts and conflict management
8) Conflicts in your department, what are they typically about?
9) Tell me about a conflict situation
10) How do you experience conflicts that arise?
11) How do you typically deal with conflicts that arise?
12) How do these situations affect the image you have of yourself?
13) Do you think that there are organisational element that contribute to conflicts?
14) What do you expect to gain from the training?

Questions to management:
15) What do you do when a staff member comes to you for help in a conflict situation?
16) What do you expect that your department can gain from the training?

Interview questions used in round 3

1) What do you think about the training?

2) Isthere anything that stands out?

3) What do you think about the structure of the training

4) Isthere anything from the training that has made you think differently about
conflict situations?

5) Canyou give me an example

6) What do you think about the group performance during the training?

7) What do you think about the trainer’s performance?
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Focus Group with Participants in training:

1)
2)
3)

4)

Are there any elements from the training that you find useful?

How do you think that you can use those elements?

Do you think that there are any circumstances at NGO Plus that will prohibit you
from using those elements when at work?

Why do you think that NGO Plus wanted its staff and management to participate in
conflict management training?

Focus Group with Non-Participants:

1)
2)

3)

Why do you think that NGO Plus wanted its staff and management to participate in
conflict management training?

Are the any issues in the organisation on which you think that the training can
make an impact?

What have you heard about the training?

Interview questions used in round 4

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

6)

How is it going with those collaborative problems that you described to me last
year? (Notice their use of words)

Do you experience any changes in that situation?

What do you remember from the training?

Has it had an influence on the way you and your co-workers experience and deal
with conflicts?

Do you think that the training has had any impact on those collaborative problems
that you just described?

What did you gain from the training?

Focus Group with Participants in training:

1)
2)
3)
4)

Are there any issues in NGO Plus that you think have changed since the training?
Are there any issues in NGO Plus that have not been changed since the training?
Do you think that perceptions of conflict in NGO Plus have been changed?

What should have been different for the organisation to gain more from the
training?

Focus Group with Non-Participants:

1

2)

Last year you all talked about how conflict at NGO Plus was always swept under the
carpet. How do you think that conflict is addressed at NGO Plus today?

Have noticed any changes in the way co-workers and managers address and deal
with conflict?
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Appendix B: Interviewing patterns

NAME OCCUPATIONAL | INTERVIEW 1 | INTERVIEW 2 | INTERVIEW 3 | INTERVIEW 4
POSITION August 2008 | February- April 2009 June-August
March 2009 2010

1. Peter General SI
secretary

2. John Clerical manager | SI SI

3. Hilary Clerical worker SI SI SI SI

4, Alice Clerical worker SI SI SI SI

5. June Clerical worker | SI FG-NP N/A

6. Carolyn Clerical SI
accountant

7. David Clerical SI
accountant

8. Jane Clerical worker SI FG-P FG-P

9. Laura Clerical worker SI

10. | Maria Clerical worker SI

11. | Fran Fundraising SI SI
manager

12. | Deborah Fundraiser SI SI SI SI

13. | Karen Fundraiser SI SI SI SI

14. | Lisa Fundraiser SI SI

15. | Sarah Fundraiser SI

16. | George Fundraiser SI FG-NP FG-NP

17. | Paul Fundraiser SI

18. | Sandra Fundraiser SI

19. | Joanne Fundraiser SI SI FG-NP FG-NP

20. | Ruth Fundraiser SI

21. | Mary Programme SI SI SI SI
manager

22. | Frank Programme SI
worker

23. | Steve Programme SI SI SI SI
worker

24, | Stewart Programme SI
worker

25. | Martha Programme SI FG-P FG-P
worker

26. | Linda Programme SI
worker

27. | Helen Programme SI FG-P FG-P
worker

28. | Catherine | Programme SI
worker

29. | Evelyn Programme SI FG-NP FG-NP
worker

30. | Joan Clerical worker SI

SI = Single Interview

FG-P = Focus Group with Participants in training

FG-NP = Focus Group with Non-Participants
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De profesjonelle i endring
Norsk ph.d., ej til salg gennem
Samfundslitteratur

Sgren Jeppesen

Environmental Practices and Greening
Strategies in Small Manufacturing
Enterprises in South Africa

— A Critical Realist Approach

Lars Frode Frederiksen

Industriel forskningsledelse

— pa sporet af manstre og samarbejde
i danske forskningsintensive virksom-
heder

Martin Jes Iversen

The Governance of GN Great Nordic
—in an age of strategic and structural
transitions 1939-1988

Lars Pynt Andersen

The Rhetorical Strategies of Danish TV
Advertising

A study of the first fifteen years with
special emphasis on genre and irony

Jakob Rasmussen
Business Perspectives on E-learning

Sof Thrane

The Social and Economic Dynamics
of Networks

— a Weberian Analysis of Three
Formalised Horizontal Networks

Lene Nielsen

Engaging Personas and Narrative
Scenarios — a study on how a user-
centered approach influenced the
perception of the design process in
the e-business group at AstraZeneca

S.J Valstad
Organisationsidentitet

Norsk ph.d., ej til salg gennem
Samfundslitteratur
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Thomas Lyse Hansen
Six Essays on Pricing and Weather risk
in Energy Markets

Sabine Madsen
Emerging Methods — An Interpretive
Study of ISD Methods in Practice

Evis Sinani

The Impact of Foreign Direct Inve-
stment on Efficiency, Productivity
Growth and Trade: An Empirical Inve-
stigation

Bent Meier Sgrensen
Making Events Work Or,
How to Multiply Your Crisis

Pernille Schnoor

Brand Ethos

Om troveerdige brand- og
virksomhedsidentiteter i et retorisk og
diskursteoretisk perspektiv

Sidsel Fabech

Von welchem Osterreich ist hier die
Rede?

Diskursive forhandlinger og magt-
kampe mellem rivaliserende nationale
identitetskonstruktioner i @strigske
pressediskurser

Klavs Odgaard Christensen
Sprogpolitik og identitetsdannelse i
flersprogede forbundsstater

Et komparativt studie af Schweiz og
Canada

Dana B. Minbaeva

Human Resource Practices and
Knowledge Transfer in Multinational
Corporations

Holger Hgjlund

Markedets politiske fornuft

Et studie af velfeerdens organisering i
perioden 1990-2003

Christine Mglgaard Frandsen
A.s erfaring
Om mellemvaerendets praktik i en
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transformation af mennesket og
subjektiviteten

Sine Ngrholm Just

The Constitution of Meaning

— A Meaningful Constitution?
Legitimacy, identity, and public opinion
in the debate on the future of Europe

Claus J. Varnes

Managing product innovation through
rules — The role of formal and structu-
red methods in product development

Helle Hedegaard Hein
Mellem konflikt og konsensus
— Dialoguadvikling pa hospitalsklinikker

Axel Roseng

Customer Value Driven Product Inno-
vation — A Study of Market Learning in
New Product Development

Sgren Buhl Pedersen
Making space
An outline of place branding

Camilla Funck Ellehave

Differences that Matter

An analysis of practices of gender and
organizing in contemporary work-
places

Rigmor Madeleine Lond
Styring af kommunale forvaltninger

Mette Aagaard Andreassen
Supply Chain versus Supply Chain
Benchmarking as a Means to
Managing Supply Chains

Caroline Aggestam-Pontoppidan
From an idea to a standard

The UN and the global governance of
accountants’ competence

Norsk ph.d.

Vivienne Heng Ker-ni
An Experimental Field Study on the
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Effectiveness of Grocer Media
Advertising

Measuring Ad Recall and Recognition,
Purchase Intentions and Short-Term
Sales

Allan Mortensen
Essays on the Pricing of Corporate
Bonds and Credit Derivatives

Remo Stefano Chiari

Figure che fanno conoscere

Itinerario sull’idea del valore cognitivo
e espressivo della metafora e di altri
tropi da Aristotele e da Vico fino al
cognitivismo contemporaneo

Anders Mcllguham-Schmidt

Strateqgic Planning and Corporate
Performance

An integrative research review and a
meta-analysis of the strategic planning
and corporate performance literature
from 1956 to 2003

Jens Geersbro

The TDF — PMI Case

Making Sense of the Dynamics of
Business Relationships and Networks

Mette Andersen

Corporate Social Responsibility in
Global Supply Chains

Understanding the uniqueness of firm
behaviour

Eva Boxenbaum
Institutional Genesis: Micro — Dynamic
Foundations of Institutional Change

Peter Lund-Thomsen

Capacity Development, Environmental
Justice NGOs, and Governance: The
Case of South Africa

Signe Jarlov
Konstruktioner af offentlig ledelse
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Vocabulary Knowledge and Listening
Comprehension in English as a Foreign
Language
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An empirical study employing data
elicited from Danish EFL learners

Christian Nielsen

Essays on Business Reporting
Production and consumption of
strategic information in the market for
information

Marianne Thejls Fischer
Egos and Ethics of Management
Consultants

Annie Bekke Kjaer

Performance management i Proces-
innovation

— belyst i et social-konstruktivistisk
perspektiv

Suzanne Dee Pedersen
GENTAGELSENS METAMORFOSE

Om organisering af den kreative garen
i den kunstneriske arbejdspraksis

Benedikte Dorte Rosenbrink
Revenue Management

@konomiske, konkurrencemaessige &
organisatoriske konsekvenser

Thomas Riise Johansen

Written Accounts and Verbal Accounts
The Danish Case of Accounting and
Accountability to Employees

Ann Fogelgren-Pedersen
The Mobile Internet: Pioneering Users’
Adoption Decisions

Birgitte Rasmussen
Ledelse i fellesskab — de tillidsvalgtes
fornyende rolle

Gitte Thit Nielsen

Remerger

— skabende ledelseskreefter i fusion og
opkeb

Carmine Gioia
A MICROECONOMETRIC ANALYSIS OF
MERGERS AND ACQUISITIONS
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Ole Hinz

Den effektive forandringsleder: pilot,
paedagog eller politiker?

Et studie i arbejdslederes meningstil-
skrivninger i forbindelse med vellykket
gennemfarelse af ledelsesinitierede
forandringsprojekter

Kjell-Age Gotvassli

Et praksisbasert perspektiv pa dynami-
ske

leeringsnettverk i toppidretten

Norsk ph.d., gj til salg gennem
Samfundslitteratur

Henriette Langstrup Nielsen

Linking Healthcare

An inquiry into the changing perfor-
mances of web-based technology for
asthma monitoring

Karin Tweddell Levinsen

Virtuel Uddannelsespraksis

Master i IKT og Leering — et casestudie
i hvordan proaktiv proceshandtering
kan forbedre praksis i virtuelle leerings-
miljoer

Anika Liversage

Finding a Path

Labour Market Life Stories of
Immigrant Professionals

Kasper EImquist Jargensen
Studier i samspillet mellem stat og
erhvervsliv i Danmark under

1. verdenskrig

Finn Janning
A DIFFERENT STORY
Seduction, Conquest and Discovery

Patricia Ann Plackett

Strategic Management of the Radical
Innovation Process

Leveraging Social Capital for Market
Uncertainty Management

Christian Vintergaard
Early Phases of Corporate Venturing
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Niels Rom-Poulsen
Essays in Computational Finance

Tina Brandt Husman

Organisational Capabilities,
Competitive Advantage & Project-
Based Organisations

The Case of Advertising and Creative
Good Production

Mette Rosenkrands Johansen

Practice at the top

— how top managers mobilise and use
non-financial performance measures

Eva Parum
Corporate governance som strategisk
kommunikations- og ledelsesvaerktg;j

Susan Aagaard Petersen

Culture’s Influence on Performance
Management: The Case of a Danish
Company in China

Thomas Nicolai Pedersen

The Discursive Constitution of Organi-
zational Governance — Between unity
and differentiation

The Case of the governance of
environmental risks by World Bank
environmental staff

Cynthia Selin
Volatile Visions: Transactons in
Anticipatory Knowledge

Jesper Banghgj
Financial Accounting Information and
Compensation in Danish Companies

Mikkel Lucas Overby
Strategic Alliances in Emerging High-
Tech Markets: What'’s the Difference
and does it Matter?

Tine Aage

External Information Acquisition of
Industrial Districts and the Impact of
Different Knowledge Creation Dimen-
sions
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A case study of the Fashion and
Design Branch of the Industrial District
of Montebelluna, NE Italy

Mikkel Flyverbom

Making the Global Information Society
Governable

On the Governmentality of Multi-
Stakeholder Networks

Anette Grgnning

Personen bag

Tilstedeveer i e-mail som inter-
aktionsform mellem kunde og med-
arbejder i dansk forsikringskontekst

Jorn Helder
One Company — One Language?
The NN-case

Lars Bjerregaard Mikkelsen

Differing perceptions of customer
value

Development and application of a tool
for mapping perceptions of customer
value at both ends of customer-suppli-
er dyads in industrial markets

Lise Granerud

Exploring Learning

Technological learning within small
manufacturers in South Africa

Esben Rahbek Pedersen
Between Hopes and Realities:
Reflections on the Promises and
Practices of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR)

Ramona Samson

The Cultural Integration Model and
European Transformation.

The Case of Romania

Jakob Vestergaard

Discipline in The Global Economy
Panopticism and the Post-Washington
Consensus
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Heidi Lund Hansen

Spaces for learning and working

A qualitative study of change of work,
management, vehicles of power and
social practices in open offices

Sudhanshu Rai

Exploring the internal dynamics of
software development teams during
user analysis

A tension enabled Institutionalization
Model;, “Where process becomes the
objective”

Norsk ph.d.
Ej til salg gennem Samfundslitteratur

Serden Ozcan

EXPLORING HETEROGENEITY IN
ORGANIZATIONAL ACTIONS AND
OUTCOMES

A Behavioural Perspective

Kim Sundtoft Hald
Inter-organizational Performance
Measurement and Management in
Action

— An Ethnography on the Construction
of Management, Identity and
Relationships

Tobias Lindeberg

Evaluative Technologies
Quality and the Multiplicity of
Performance

Merete Wedell-Wedellsborg

Den globale soldat

Identitetsdannelse og identitetsledelse
i multinationale militaere organisatio-
ner

Lars Frederiksen

Open Innovation Business Models
Innovation in firm-hosted online user
communities and inter-firm project
ventures in the music industry

— A collection of essays

Jonas Gabrielsen
Retorisk toposleere — fra statisk ‘sted’
til persuasiv aktivitet
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Christian Moldt-Jargensen

Fra meningsles til meningsfuld
evaluering.

Anvendelsen af studentertilfredsheds-
malinger pa de korte og mellemlange
videregaende uddannelser set fra et
psykodynamisk systemperspektiv

Ping Gao

Extending the application of
actor-network theory

Cases of innovation in the tele-
communications industry

Peter Mejlby

Frihed og faengsel, en del af den
samme drom?

Et phronetisk baseret casestudie af
frigerelsens og kontrollens sam-
eksistens i vaerdibaseret ledelse!

Kristina Birch
Statistical Modelling in Marketing

Signe Poulsen

Sense and sensibility:

The language of emotional appeals in
insurance marketing

Anders Bjerre Trolle
Essays on derivatives pricing and dyna-
mic asset allocation

Peter Feldhitter
Empirical Studies of Bond and Credit
Markets

Jens Henrik Eggert Christensen
Default and Recovery Risk Modeling
and Estimation

Maria Theresa Larsen

Academic Enterprise: A New Mission
for Universities or a Contradiction in
Terms?

Four papers on the long-term impli-
cations of increasing industry involve-
ment and commercialization in acade-
mia
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Morten Wellendorf
Postimplementering af teknologi i den
offentlige forvaltning

Analyser af en organisations konti-
nuerlige arbejde med informations-
teknologi

Ekaterina Mhaanna
Concept Relations for Terminological
Process Analysis

Stefan Ring Thorbjarnsen

Forsvaret i forandring

Et studie i officerers kapabiliteter un-
der pavirkning af omverdenens foran-
dringspres mod @get styring oqg leering

Christa Breum Amhgj;

Det selvskabte medlemskab om ma-
nagementstaten, dens styringstekno-
logier og indbyggere

Karoline Bromose

Between Technological Turbulence and
Operational Stability

— An empirical case study of corporate
venturing in TDC

Susanne Justesen

Navigating the Paradoxes of Diversity
in Innovation Practice

— A Longitudinal study of six very
different innovation processes — in
practice

Luise Noring Henler
Conceptualising successful supply
chain partnerships

— Viewing supply chain partnerships
from an organisational culture per-
spective

Mark Mau

Kampen om telefonen

Det danske telefonvaesen under den
tyske besaettelse 1940-45

Jakob Halskov

The semiautomatic expansion of
existing terminological ontologies
using knowledge patterns discovered
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on the WWW - an implementation
and evaluation

Gergana Koleva

European Policy Instruments Beyond
Networks and Structure: The Innova-
tive Medicines Initiative

Christian Geisler Asmussen
Global Strategy and International
Diversity: A Double-Edged Sword?

Christina Holm-Petersen

Stolthed og fordom

Kultur- og identitetsarbejde ved ska-
belsen af en ny sengeafdeling gennem
fusion

Hans Peter Olsen

Hybrid Governance of Standardized
States

Causes and Contours of the Global

Regulation of Government Auditing

Lars Bage Sgrensen
Risk Management in the Supply Chain

Peter Aagaard

Det unikkes dynamikker

De institutionelle mulighedsbetingel-
ser bag den individuelle udforskning i
professionelt og frivilligt arbejde

Yun Mi Antorini

Brand Community Innovation

An Intrinsic Case Study of the Adult
Fans of LEGO Community

Joachim Lynggaard Boll

Labor Related Corporate Social Perfor-
mance in Denmark

Organizational and Institutional Per-
spectives

Frederik Christian Vinten
Essays on Private Equity

Jesper Clement
Visual Influence of Packaging Design
on In-Store Buying Decisions
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Marius Brostram Kousgaard

Tid til kvalitetsmaling?

— Studier af indrulleringsprocesser i
forbindelse med introduktionen af
kliniske kvalitetsdatabaser i speciallae-
gepraksissektoren

Irene Skovgaard Smith
Management Consulting in Action
Value creation and ambiguity in
client-consultant relations

Anders Rom

Management accounting and inte-
grated information systems

How to exploit the potential for ma-
nagement accounting of information
technology

Marina Candi

Aesthetic Design as an Element of
Service Innovation in New Technology-
based Firms

Morten Schnack

Teknologi og tvaerfaglighed

— en analyse af diskussionen omkring
indfarelse af EPJ pa en hospitalsafde-
ling

Helene Balslev Clausen

Juntos pero no revueltos — un estudio
sobre emigrantes norteamericanos en
un pueblo mexicano

Lise Justesen

Kunsten at skrive revisionsrapporter.
En beretning om forvaltningsrevisio-
nens beretninger

Michael E. Hansen

The politics of corporate responsibility:
CSR and the governance of child labor
and core labor rights in the 1990s

Anne Roepstorff

Holdning for handling — en etnologisk
undersagelse af Virksomheders Sociale
Ansvar/CSR
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Claus Bajlum
Essays on Credit Risk and
Credit Derivatives

Anders Bojesen

The Performative Power of Competen-
ce —an Inquiry into Subjectivity and
Social Technologies at Work

Satu Reijonen

Green and Fragile

A Study on Markets and the Natural
Environment

llduara Busta
Corporate Governance in Banking
A European Study

Kristian Anders Hvass

A Boolean Analysis Predicting Industry
Change: Innovation, Imitation & Busi-
ness Models

The Winning Hybrid: A case study of
isomorphism in the airline industry

Trine Paludan

De uvidende og de udviklingsparate
Identitet som mulighed ogq restriktion
blandt fabriksarbejdere pa det aftaylo-
riserede fabriksgulv

Kristian Jakobsen
Foreign market entry in transition eco-
nomies: Entry timing and mode choice

Jakob Elming
Syntactic reordering in statistical ma-
chine translation

Lars Breamsg@e Termansen

Regional Computable General Equili-
brium Models for Denmark

Three papers laying the foundation for
regional CGE models with agglomera-
tion characteristics

Mia Reinholt
The Motivational Foundations of
Knowledge Sharing

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

2009

Frederikke Krogh-Meibom

The Co-Evolution of Institutions and
Technology

— A Neo-Institutional Understanding of
Change Processes within the Business
Press — the Case Study of Financial
Times

Peter D. @rberg Jensen

OFFSHORING OF ADVANCED AND
HIGH-VALUE TECHNICAL SERVICES:
ANTECEDENTS, PROCESS DYNAMICS
AND FIRMLEVEL IMPACTS

Pham Thi Song Hanh

Functional Upgrading, Relational
Capability and Export Performance of
Vietnamese Wood Furniture Producers

Mads Vangkilde

Why wait?

An Exploration of first-mover advanta-
ges among Danish e-grocers through a
resource perspective

Hubert Buch-Hansen

Rethinking the History of European
Level Merger Control

A Critical Political Economy Perspective

Vivian Lindhardsen

From Independent Ratings to Commu-
nal Ratings: A Study of CWA Raters’
Decision-Making Behaviours

Gudrid Weihe
Public-Private Partnerships: Meaning
and Practice

Chris Ngkkentved

Enabling Supply Networks with Colla-
borative Information Infrastructures
An Empirical Investigation of Business
Model Innovation in Supplier Relation-
ship Management

Sara Louise Muhr
Wound, Interrupted — On the Vulner-
ability of Diversity Management
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Christine Sestoft
Forbrugeradfaerd i et Stats- og Livs-
formsteoretisk perspektiv

Michael Pedersen

Tune in, Breakdown, and Reboot: On
the production of the stress-fit self-
managing employee

Salla Lutz

Position and Reposition in Networks

— Exemplified by the Transformation of
the Danish Pine Furniture Manu-
facturers

Jens Forssbaeck
Essays on market discipline in
commercial and central banking

Tine Murphy

Sense from Silence — A Basis for Orga-
nised Action

How do Sensemaking Processes with
Minimal Sharing Relate to the Repro-
duction of Organised Action?

Sara Malou Strandvad

Inspirations for a new sociology of art:
A sociomaterial study of development
processes in the Danish film industry

Nicolaas Mouton

On the evolution of social scientific
metaphors:

A cognitive-historical enquiry into the
divergent trajectories of the idea that
collective entities — states and societies,
cities and corporations — are biological
organisms.

Lars Andreas Knutsen
Mobile Data Services:
Shaping of user engagements

Nikolaos Theodoros Korfiatis
Information Exchange and Behavior
A Multi-method Inquiry on Online
Communities
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Jens Albaek

Forestillinger om kvalitet og tveerfaglig-
hed pa sygehuse

— skabelse af forestillinger i laege- og
plejegrupperne angaende relevans af
nye idéer om kvalitetsudvikling gen-
nem tolkningsprocesser

Maja Lotz
The Business of Co-Creation — and the
Co-Creation of Business

Gitte P. Jakobsen

Narrative Construction of Leader Iden-
tity in a Leader Development Program
Context

Dorte Hermansen

“Living the brand” som en brandorien-
teret dialogisk praxis:

Om udvikling af medarbejdernes
brandorienterede demmekraft

Aseem Kinra
Supply Chain (logistics) Environmental
Complexity

Michael Ngrager

How to manage SMEs through the
transformation from non innovative to
innovative?

Kristin Wallevik
Corporate Governance in Family Firms
The Norwegian Maritime Sector

Bo Hansen Hansen
Beyond the Process
Enriching Software Process Improve-
ment with Knowledge Management

Annemette Skot-Hansen

Franske adjektivisk afledte adverbier,
der tager preepositionssyntagmer ind-
ledt med praepositionen a som argu-
menter

En valensgrammatisk undersegelse

Line Gry Knudsen
Collaborative R&D Capabilities
In Search of Micro-Foundations



24.

25.

26.

27.

2010

Christian Scheuer
Employers meet employees
Essays on sorting and globalization

Rasmus Johnsen

The Great Health of Melancholy

A Study of the Pathologies of Perfor-
mativity

Ha Thi Van Pham

Internationalization, Competitiveness
Enhancement and Export Performance
of Emerging Market Firms:

Evidence from Vietnam

Henriette Balieu

Kontrolbegrebets betydning for kausa-
tivalternationen i spansk

En kognitiv-typologisk analyse

Yen Tran

Organizing Innovationin Turbulent
Fashion Market

Four papers on how fashion firms crea-
te and appropriate innovation value

Anders Raastrup Kristensen
Metaphysical Labour

Flexibility, Performance and Commit-
ment in Work-Life Management

Margrét Sigrun Sigurdardottir
Dependently independent
Co-existence of institutional logics in
the recorded music industry

Asta Dis Oladottir

Internationalization from a small do-
mestic base:

An empirical analysis of Economics and
Management

Christine Secher

E-deltagelse i praksis — politikernes og
forvaltningens medkonstruktion og
konsekvenserne heraf

Marianne Stang Valand
What we talk about when we talk
about space:
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End User Participation between Proces-
ses of Organizational and Architectural
Design

Rex Degnegaard

Strategic Change Management
Change Management Challenges in
the Danish Police Reform

Ulrik Schultz Brix

Vaerdi i rekruttering — den sikre beslut-
ning

En pragmatisk analyse af perception
og synliggarelse af veerdi i rekrutte-
rings- og udveelgelsesarbejdet

Jan Ole Simila

Kontraktsledelse

Relasjonen mellom virksomhetsledelse
og kontraktshandtering, belyst via fire
norske virksomheter

Susanne Boch Waldorff

Emerging Organizations: In between
local translation, institutional logics
and discourse

Brian Kane

Performance Talk

Next Generation Management of
Organizational Performance

Lars Ohnemus

Brand Thrust: Strategic Branding and
Shareholder Value

An Empirical Reconciliation of two
Critical Concepts

Jesper Schlamovitz
Handtering af usikkerhed i film- og
byggeprojekter

Tommy Moesby-Jensen

Det faktiske livs forbindtlighed
Farsokratisk informeret, ny-aristotelisk
NBog-teenkning hos Martin Heidegger

Christian Fich

Two Nations Divided by Common
Values

French National Habitus and the
Rejection of American Power
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Peter Beyer

Processer, sammenhaengskraft

oq fleksibilitet

Et empirisk casestudie af omstillings-
forleb i fire virksomheder

Adam Buchhorn

Markets of Good Intentions
Constructing and Organizing
Biogas Markets Amid Fraqility
and Controversy

Cecilie K. Moesby-Jensen

Social lering og feelles praksis

Et mixed method studie, der belyser
leeringskonsekvenser af et lederkursus
for et praksisfeellesskab af offentlige
mellemledere

Heidi Boye

Fadevarer og sundhed i sen-
modernismen

— En indsigt i hyggefaeenomenet og
de relaterede fadevarepraksisser

Kristine Munkgard Pedersen
Flygtige forbindelser og midlertidige
mobiliseringer

Om kulturel produktion pa Roskilde
Festival

Oliver Jacob Weber

Causes of Intercompany Harmony in
Business Markets — An Empirical Inve-
stigation from a Dyad Perspective

Susanne Ekman

Authority and Autonomy
Paradoxes of Modern Knowledge
Work

Anette Frey Larsen

Kvalitetsledelse pa danske hospitaler

— Ledelsernes indflydelse pa introduk-
tion og vedligeholdelse af kvalitetsstra-
tegier i det danske sundhedsvaesen

Toyoko Sato

Performativity and Discourse: Japanese
Advertisements on the Aesthetic Edu-
cation of Desire
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Kenneth Brinch Jensen

Identifying the Last Planner System
Lean management in the construction
industry

Javier Busquets
Orchestrating Network Behavior
for Innovation

Luke Patey

The Power of Resistance: India’s Na-
tional Oil Company and International
Activism in Sudan

Mette Vedel

Value Creation in Triadic Business Rela-
tionships. Interaction, Interconnection
and Position

Kristian Tarning
Knowledge Management Systems in
Practice — A Work Place Study

Qingxin Shi

An Empirical Study of Thinking Aloud
Usability Testing from a Cultural
Perspective

Tanja Juul Christiansen
Corporate blogging: Medarbejderes
kommunikative handlekraft

Malgorzata Ciesielska

Hybrid Organisations.

A study of the Open Source — business
setting

Jens Dick-Nielsen
Three Essays on Corporate Bond
Market Liquidity

Sabrina Speiermann

Modstandens Politik
Kampagnestyring i Velfeerdsstaten.

En diskussion af trafikkampagners sty-
ringspotentiale

Julie Uldam

Fickle Commitment. Fostering political
engagement in 'the flighty world of
online activism’
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Annegrete Juul Nielsen
Traveling technologies and
transformations in health care

Athur Muhlen-Schulte

Organising Development

Power and Organisational Reform in
the United Nations Development
Programme

Louise Rygaard Jonas

Branding pa butiksgulvet

Et case-studie af kultur- og identitets-
arbejdet i Kvickly

Stefan Fraenkel

Key Success Factors for Sales Force
Readiness during New Product Launch
A Study of Product Launches in the
Swedish Pharmaceutical Industry

Christian Plesner Rossing
International Transfer Pricing in Theory
and Practice

Tobias Dam Hede

Samtalekunst og ledelsesdisciplin
—en analyse af coachingsdiskursens
genealogi og governmentality

Kim Pettersson
Essays on Audit Quality, Auditor Choi-
ce, and Equity Valuation

Henrik Merkelsen

The expert-lay controversy in risk
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