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Fig. 1. Types of Conflict Management Styles.

Source : Johnson, D. W., and Frank P. Johnson, Joi-
ning Together . Group Theory & Group Ski-
Ils, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, New Je-
rsy, 1982.

19) Johnson, D. W. & Frank P. Johnson (1982).

20) Johnson & Johnson (1982) ibid.
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Fig. 2. Conflict Management Options.
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(Summary)

Conflict Management in Human Service Organizations

Hye-Mee Yoon*

One of the key elements in modern human
service management is the realization that conf-
lict management and resolution have become
increasingly important competencies of organiza-
tional managers. This is especially true in human
service organizations where managers devote
nearly 49% of their working time to conflict
management(Lippitt, 1982). Human service or-
ganizations(HSO) are known to be especially
vulnerable to conflict because of the innate ten-
sion between the organization’s control need ba-
sed on bureaucracy and the need for autonomy
of the professionals in the organizations. It is
obvious that one relevant management develop-
ment activity in a modern HSO is helping ma-
nagers manage conflict—the reality that conflict
should sometimes be encouraged, tolerated and
creatively channeled into effective problem-sol-
ving. Managers should know the causes of conf-
lict, ways to diagnose the types of conflict and
methods to cope with differences.

Most working definitions of conflict lean to-
ward the popular notion that conflict is negative,
but it should be pointed out that conflict is a
relative phenomenon, relative in the sense that
conflict exists to the extent that parties in a si-
tuation feel that it exists. Conflict can be functio-
nal as well as dysfunctional. Whether conflict

is negative or positive depends on two things,

the type of conflict, and how it is dealt with.

Conlflict can serve as functional in that it can
generate the increase of necessary information
which, in turn, leads to higher quality decisions.
In the process, conflict can increase the cohesi-
veness of a group, but if a group does not deal
effectively with conflict, it usually turn out to
be dysfunctional, and when it is dysfunctional,
it is disruptive. The stability of the group is upset
and deliberations become chaotic, group morale
is destroyed, and working relationships are th-
reatened.

Whether conflict is functional or dysfunctional,
it is inevitable and quite normal, so groups need
to learn how to manage conflict. The techniques
people use to deal with conflict can be divided
into three categories : individual frames of refe-
rence, one’s role in the conflict, and situational
factors.

When one becomes engaged in a conflict, he
(she) does whatever seems to come naturally.
Such behaviors are congruent with his(her) in-
dividual frame of reference. There are two major
concerns which must be taken into account : 1)
achieving personal goals, 2) and maintaining a
good relationship with the other person. Given
these two concerns, conflict management style
will be either forceful or more compromising.

According to the relative importance of these

* Senior Researcher, Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs.



two aspects Johnson and Johnson categorize
five types of conflict management styles(turtle,
teddybear, fox, shark, owl). In another method,
personal frames of reference enter into the sele-
ction of the conflict management technique and
is related to how the individual feels about the
nature of the conflict itself. At one end of the
continuum, are those who abhor conflict and
who work to eliminate it rapidly and forcefully
(“win-lose method™). In the middle of the conti-
nuum are those who feel that neither party in
a conflict can get all that he(she) wants and
that both will have to make sacrifices(“lose-lose
method”). And at the other end of the conti-
nuum are those who believe that through mutual
problem-solving, both sides in a conflict can talk
out their differences and arrive at a just decision
("win-win methods™).

Another variable which influences the choice
of conflict management technique is the person’s
role in the conflict. It has been pointed out that
managers tend to accept the “assignment” of
resolving their subordinates’ problems. It is ma-
nager’s responsibility to help others so that they
are in a better position to deal with the problem
the next time it comes along, but not to accept

resolving the subordinates’ problem. They should

be given the chance to solve each problem the-
mselves. It is suggested that managers deal indi-
vidually with conflicting parties and then collecti-
vely to help them manage their own conflicts.

The last variable to consider in conflict mana-
gement is the situational factors. Regardless of
the role in the conflict, the techniques used to
manage it depends on one or more situational
factors. The contingency approach is one that
fits this situation. The point is that there is no
panacea-no conflict management technique to
serve all purposes. As Robbins(1978) suggested,
the contingency approach can be employed to
weigh the advantages and the disadvantages of
the many available conflict management techni-
ques. According to this approach it is possible
to weed out those techniques less likely to suc-
ceed and use the one or ones that seem
best.

The quality of services of HSO depends on
maintaining an efficient organizational environ-
ment and competent workers. To help the wor-
kers develop to their full potential, managers
are responsible for providing a supportive orga-
nizational environment which includes good con-
flict management, and the calls for good com-

mon sense which can improve with experience.
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