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Introduction and Background of the 
Study    
 Conflict is a major phenomenon in 
organization, and an organization is a 
collection of interacting and 
interdependent individuals who work 
towards common goals and whose 
relationship are determined according to 
certain structure.  
 Due to inherent inequalities and 
conflicting interest that exist in social 
organizations and public organizations in 
particular, some forms of disputes or 
disagreements are inevitable. The nature of 
labour management relation in 
contemporary Nigeria when viewed 
critically shows significant proportions 
employers and workers that still reject the  
idea that cooperations on both sides can 
bring about increased productivity, better 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
wages and living conditions and industrial 
peace and harmony. This relationship is 
also characterized suspicious and 
skepticism when the management fear 
labour is all out to victimize it by probing 
into its activities while labour union 
believed management always suppress 
their organization.  
 Conflicts is after felt as a crisis, 
whether the crisis appear internally, in a 
two-person relationship, in a small groups 
work or in an organization.  
 As human being, we live within a 
web of social relationships; we seek, 
establish and maintain predictable patterns 
in our lives to avoid the anxiety of the 
unpredictable. We have predictable patter 
for interacting with our family and friends 
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Abstract 
Conflict is common in all human endeavour; so are the catalysts that 
mediate and resolve conflicts. Any organization, be it public or private 
are often beclouded with multifarious, and even hostile environmental 
forces that generate conflict. Within the work place, the forces that 
generate conflict. Within the work place, the forces of change and the 
close collaborations that are needed in doing work provide abundant 
opportunities for conflict. Conflict goes with change and it is an 
instigator of change. Conflict and disagreement are synonyms. 
Organizational conflict represents the struggle of two or more forces of 
power of dominance over others. Conflict can take both formal and 
informal form and it is prevalent in human society.  
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for performing a job and for socializing 
with others and because we are social 
creatures in a social system, these patterns 
are not absolutely predictable.   
 Most countries of the world today 
operate a capitalist system of production as 
against the communist mode of production. 
A look at the Nigeria economy shows that 
the principal sectors work side by side: the 
Public and Private organization. In most 
capitalist Nations the public organization is 
the main stay of the economy because of 
the functions it performs like providing 
essential services to both government and 
the people; hence adequate planning for 
development i.e. essential at the modern 
society through effective management that 
is devoid of conflict among the personnel 
themselves and between the workers and 
the management.         
 For public organization to create 
enabling atmosphere where conflict is not 
expected to exist (even where conflict 
existed), a system oriented paradigm to 
change must be instituted with emphasis 
on humanistic democratic values that will 
facilitates the integration of individual and 
organizational goals. A conflict is an 
advanced form of discontent over values, 
in which parties in contention with each 
other maintain a position unacceptable to 
the other… grievance conflict continuum 
which can be dangerous and negative to 
the realization of the objectives of the 
organization if it remains unresolved, 
Imhanlahimhin (1975). Organizational 
development effort are generally directed 
towards two end:  
i). Improvement in organization 
effectiveness and  

ii). Improvement in the satisfaction of 
its members.  

This study seeks to examine in a 
much more direct fashion, how conflict 
occurs in public organization, when such 
conflict occur and the characteristic 
method of handling (managing) them in 
Public Organization.  
 
Definition of Conflict      
 Conflict management in Public 
organization has been described as one of 
the basic tools of conflict resolutions in 
public organization. It is important to 
stress this because human resources in an 
organizational setting cannot be look down 
upon. Even in the international arena, 
conflict management acts as a tools to 
minimize conflictual environment since the 
world is now a global village 
(liberalization). 
 Stoner and Wanker (1988), sees 
organizational conflict as a disagreement 
between two or more organization 
members, or groups, arising from the fact 
that they have different goals, values or 
perceptions.  
 A look at this definition reveal that 
Stoner and Wanker did not specifically 
highlight how severe the disagreement is, 
how the conflict will be resolved between 
parties. Therefore, the definition is too 
broad as it is not easy for one to 
comprehensively analyze.     
 Lawrence and Lorsch in. Mc. 
Oliver and. Nwagwu (2000) refers to 
conflict management as a situation 
yielding to differentiation and integration 
within any organization; and it is the duty 
of management to engage in conflict 
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resolution in order to achieve integration, 
especially in relation to the external 
environment.  
 Robbins (1974) says conflict is the 
process (not even the act), where a party 
deliberately makes an effort to block the 
efforts of another person with the aim of 
frustrating the later in his attempt to attain 
his goals, or prosecute his interest. The 
views of Robbins is still too narrow to 
comprehensively emphasis what conflict is 
in organizational management because is 
merely on the negative value of conflict to 
negation of what conflict may bring to the 
overall development of an organization.  
Conflict as a struggled over value or 
claims to status, power and scarce 
resources in which the aims of the 
conflicting parties are not to gain the 
desired value, but also to neutralize, 
injure, or eliminate their rival, Coser  
(1968:20).  
 Coser’s definition of conflict is not 
far from the Nigeria system both in 
practice in organization and in the political 
fields.  
 Karl Marx argued that conflict 
stemmed from the fact that the capitalist 
exploits the workers by taking as profit 
what the workers had produced over and 
above the amount needed to make the 
product. The exploitation that generates 
conflict in work places is surplus value. 
Thus, management must provide workers 
the enabling environment in order for the 
goals of the organization to be realized. 
That is, both sides must continue 
relationship with each other. 
 Organization performs slowly 
when demands being made upon it are yet 

to come through; and its survival is 
threatened.  

Imhanlahimhin (1999) explains 
conflicts as follows: 
 A conflict is an advanced form of 
discontent or intense disagreement over 
values in which parties in connection with 
each other maintain a position 
unacceptable to each other, leading to 
segregation and hence open hostility.  
He explained further that, it is the 
culmination of the unresolved 
dissatisfaction, complaint and grievances-
conflict continuum, which can be.  
 Dougherty, et al (1993) sees, 
conflict as a condition in which on 
identifiable group of human being whether 
tribe, ethnic linguistic, cultural, religions, 
socio-economic and political is engaged in 
conscious opposition to one or more 
identifiable human groups because these 
groups are pursuing what appears to be 
incompatible goals.  
 From the above definition of 
conflict, the management has to do with 
systematic approach so that the conscious 
opposition will be adequately catered for 
maximally to avoid organizational 
imbalance.      
 Boulding,  (1997), sees conflict as 
a situation of competition in which the 
parties are aware of the incompatibility of 
potential future positions and in which 
each party wishes to occupy a position that 
is incompatible with the wishes of the 
others. This definition emphasis the 
element of completion underlay all 
conflicts. Boulding further states that 
organization exist because of their 
perception of conflict; hence they organize 
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themselves for the conflict. In addition he 
distinguished two methods of conflict 
resolution, which are: 
i). Avoidance, and  
ii). Procedural resolution of conflict  
 
Conflict in Public Organization     
 The notion of conflict and its 
resolution both within the paradigms of the 
wider society and the narrow confines of 
the organization are re-examined in the 
light of current thinking.  
 One of the variables, which negate 
productivity in organization whether it is 
profit making or non-profit making 
organization, is conflict either between 
individuals and group of individuals. This 
is why the resolution of conflicts in an 
organization forms an important function 
of line and staff managers, which in turn 
promotes organizational productivity. 
Though a conflict could be functional or 
dysfunctional and the dividing line 
between two in thin, and different in every 
conflict situation. In this stead, we shall 
dwell on sources of conflict in public 
organization; conflicting management and 
the problems and benefits of managing 
conflict in public organization in 
developing countries like Nigeria.   
 
Sources of Conflicts in Public 
Organization: 
 Whilst conflicts in organizations 
and their sources are multifarious, below 
are some of the sources of conflict. 
1. Communication Conflict: 

Misunderstanding in communication 
process could lead to conflict 
misunderstanding due to physical 

barriers, hoarding of information; 
semantics or psychological barriers. 
If an organization is to achieve its 
aim of being set up, there should be 
no communication gap because if 
there is, it could lead to conflict. 

 
2. Value Conflict: Another major 

source of organizational conflicts is 
what can be called value conflict. 
This may result from differences in 
values between individuals, groups 
or organizations. These values 
between differences may be related 
to ideological or philosophical 
background. An example would be 
the Chief Executive who claims he is 
all in all, whereas his immediate sub-
ordinate claims that he is an 
important link in the chain of 
administration and therefore the 
Chief Executive cannot sideline him. 

 
3. Unfulfilled Personal Interest: Most 

people enters the public organization 
for one aim or the other, either for 
their own or the organizational 
interest. If this interest is not fulfilled 
conflict set in. 

 
4. Breakdown in Negotiations: This is 

one of the major sources of conflict. 
A breakdown of negotiation between 
workers and management leads to 
conflicts, one reason or the other 
lead to breakdown of negotiation. 
Even after due negotiation with 
management the management 
sometimes renege which force the 
workers to go on strike. 
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5. Role Conflict: ‘Role conflict’ is the 
simultaneous occurrence of two or 
more role expectations such that 
compliance with one would make 
compliance more difficult with the 
other. An example could be adduced 
from an organization that is 
departmentalized. 

 
6. Leadership Style of the Leader: 

The style of leadership, a leader 
adopt often lead to conflicts in 
organization, for example, if a leader 
is authoritative in style as against 
democratic or participative, 
organizational climate may be tensed 
and often time lead to conflict in the 
organization.   

 
7. Line-Staff Conflicts: The conflict 

between line and staff officers in 
public administration like Airport 
Authority of Nigeria stem from the 
controls which the staff officers 
tends to exert on the line officers. 

 
8. Exploitation Feeling: The workers 

feeling of exploitative nature of 
management is another sources of 
conflicts in an organization. 
Sociologist called this disequilibria 
situation. 

 
Managing Conflict in Public 
Organization  
 As wee have said before conflict is 
part and parcel of public organization but 
our concern should be on how to manage 
these conflicts for the organization to 

achieve its aim and objectives of setting it 
up. 
 Though there are many ways of 
conflicts resolution but thee seems not to 
be any best approach but Torrington and 
Hall {1991} have itemized conflict 
resolution into bargaining 
strategies/bargaining tactic and negotiating 
process.  
A). Bargaining Strategies  
i). Avoidance 
ii). Smoothing  
iii). Mutual Adjustment  
iv). Physical Force  
v). Rail Reading  
vi). Mediation and Arbitration  
B). The Negotiating Process: 
 Equally important is the 
authenticity of the process, which is still 
accommodated in our hypothesis earlier 
given. The process presented is schematic 
and adjustment of an agenda, relevant 
information, strategy, unit, setting, 
challenge and defiance trust, respect for 
procedure, decision-making, recognition, 
written statement, commitment of the 
parties.  
i). Preparation and presentation of 
agenda: 
ii).  Information flow     
iii). Objectives 
iv). Roles  
v). Prediction  
vi). Unity  
vii). Representative  
viii). Discussion  
ix). Decision-Making 
x). Written Statement  
xi). Commitment of parties  
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C). Effect of Conflict; though conflict 
is an inevitable occurrence in 
Public Organization (private 
sectors are not left out) it has 
negative impart no the 
organization, I would highlight 
few of them: 

i). Performance Affect: In time of 
conflict, both the organization and 
workers stand to lose a lot; the 
performance of the workers would 
be affected greatly when there is 
conflict  

 
ii). Resource Wasted: In conflict 

situation a lot of resources are 
wasted; these includes financial, 
equipment, time and energy, 
especially if the parties are so 
obsessed about it.  

 
iii). Damaging Rumours: when there 

is conflict there is a lot of rumours 
being peddled by both sides 
(management and workers) false 
propaganda and misinformation 
are typical example of rumour; 
once this happens free flow of 
communication impaired and 
polluted in the organization. This 
could bring about a situation in 
which workers could work at 
cross-purposes.    

 
iv). Stress factor: Conflict situation is 

really a stressful period to both 
parties, no side really enjoy the 
period even though the 
management pretends to be 
obstinate on their ground, conflict 

period inflict more stress on the 
workers which ranges from 
intimidation, to stoppage of salary, 
ejection from official residence, 
arbitrary termination of 
appointment, the inability to 
provide for the family where 
salaries are stopped.  

 
D). Benefits of Conflict: Just as 

conflict has its drawback in public 
organization it also has benefits as 
follows:  

i). Tension-Relieving Mechanism: 
Greater understanding of the 
situation tends to emerge 
following a conflict many workers 
use conflict situation in the 
organization to clear the air 
surrounding some issues and get 
themselves relived of the tension.  

ii).  Greater Dedicated to the 
Organization: A conflict that was 
resolved fruitfully and objectively 
tends to encourage greater 
dedication on the part of workers 
to achieving organizational goals. 
This greater dedication on the part 
of workers would be translated to 
investment on the part of the 
management.  

 
iii). Goal Modification: Where goals 

are made and imposed on workers 
which in most cases is the cause of 
conflict in organization, once there 
is conflict it is pertinent for the 
management and workers to 
discuss and have goals hitherto 
imposed on workers review hence 
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the management is focused to talk 
and listen to workers point of 
view.  

 
iv). Social change potentiality: The 

essence of conflict is to have one 
or two things changed positively in 
the organization. A valued-
consensus organization can hardly 
be innovative, responsive and 
produce desired changed that 
would encourage workers to self 
actualized themselves and hence 
be in constant  position to 
contributed their best to the 
organization. Improved social and 
infrastructural changes. Torrington 
and Hall (1991) assert that conflict 
can sometimes be the only or 
major source of achieving a 
particular change in the 
organization.  

v). Public Interest: A conflict 
objectively resolved could 
cumulative lead ultimately in 
enhancement of the public good, 
even though initially the conflict 
could have been adverse to public 
interest.  

vi). Introduction of New Rules: 
Conflict enable the existing rules 
to be mended while the outdates 
ones expunge from the workers 
condition of service. The conflict 
situation also enable new rules to 
be introduced. For example, the 
civil servant rules guiding the 
Federal Civil Service in Nigeria 
have not bee formally reviewed for 
about two decades.  

vii). More Can do than cannot do Staff 
Officers: Research has shown that 
some conflict in public 
organization result from denial by 
staff officers to line officers. One 
advantage or benefits is the 
opportunity it offers for 
clarification of rules and 
regulations and their 
implementation. The outcome of 
such clarifications is that more can 
do officers will be subsequently 
available in the organization 
concerned. More of can do rather 
than cannot do officers are needed 
in public organizations. 

 
Conclusion       
 From the findings, it was 
discovered that conflict is a major 
phenomena in Public Organization. It is 
axiomatic to say that the literature on 
conflict, its management resolution and 
consequences are replete with different 
models, theories and information’s 
directed at the group level through 
organizational to the societies level. It is 
also true to say that conflict is an inevitable 
construct that is immanent in the social 
fabric of mankind. Since the realization of 
this consciousness, effort have been and 
are still being made to conceptualize it 
from every conceivable standpoint.  

The management of public 
organization must make it as a point of 
duty to ensure that the dividend (gains) 
arising from the conflicts disproportional 
outweigh the losses, because of the 
inevitability of conflict in organization (be 
it private or public) concerted efforts 
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should be put in place in managing the 
conflict that arises. The bottom lines are:  

a. For conflict to be successfully 
managed, the interest of both 
conflicting sides are important 
hence the need to be protected.  

b. Conflict should be regarded as 
a social movement in the 
organization, it is only by 
cooling/seeing conflict as a 
social movement that conflict 
could be resolved 
permanently.  

c. Whenever, conflict occurs, 
dangers should be drawn 
rather all conflicting sides 
must sheathe their swords.  

d. The attitude to conflict 
resolution in public 
organization should be a 
lasting peace (from conflict) 
could come about only if 
neither sides sought to achieve 
everything that it has wanted; 
indeed, that stability … (would 
depend) on the relative 
satisfaction and therefore the 
relative dissatisfaction of all 
the parties concerned.  
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