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In this study, a follow-up to Callanan and Perri (2006), the authors investigated whether 
individuals are inclined to choose a conflict-handling approach based on their primary 
orientation as given by a standardized instrument, or whether they choose a style different 
from their primary orientation. The authors also assessed whether individuals are inclined 
to choose the appropriate or "optimal" strategy as based on contextual factors embodied 
in the conflict situation. Participants in the study were 184 graduate and undergraduate 
students from two universities located in the United States. Results show that when 
individuals are presented with conflict scenarios based on real-life events, they can and 
do choose conflict-handling strategies that are different from their presumed dominant 
strategy. Further, results show that individuals are generally able to read contextual 
factors and social cues to select the most "situationally appropriate" conflict-handling 
response. This study presents implications for future research and discusses issues related 
to the management of interpersonal and intragroup conflict.  

Key words: conflict handling, group dynamics, interpersonal behavior  

Full Text: COPYRIGHT 2006 Heldref Publications  

MANAGING INTRAGROUP CONFLICT within organizations is a topic that continues 
to receive significant attention in the academic and nonacademic literature (De Dru & 
Weingart, 2003; Jameson, 1999; Jehn, 1997; Pearson, Ensley, & Amason, 2002; Rahim, 
2000, 2001, 2002; Wall & Callister, 1995). Research and practitioner interest in conflict 
management reflects the fact that conflict is inevitable in organizational and social life 
(Cosier & Ruble, 1981; Miles, 1980), and research shows that managers spend a major 
amount of their time dealing with conflict (Pondy, 1992; Pulhamus, 1991; Thomas & 
Schmidt, 1976). In addition, the growth in organizational interdependencies, the shift to 
collaborative team-based structures, increased diversity, and heightened environmental 
uncertainty all can lead to substantially higher degrees of organizational conflict 
(Amason, 1996; Amason, Thompson, Hochwarter, & Harrison, 1995; Jameson; Pondy; 
Wall & Callister).  

The traditional view of conflict is that it is dysfunctional, representing a breakdown in the 
organizational control systems or a malfunction in the chain of command (Pondy, 1992). 
In this view, formal hierarchies and a well-structured work environment are tools 
presumed to keep conflict in abeyance. In contrast, a more contemporary view of conflict 
is that it can be a positive force in organizations if it is managed properly (Jameson, 1999; 
Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999; Rahim, 2001, 2002; Rahim, Magner, & Shapiro, 2000; 
Wall & Callister, 1995). As a positive force, conflict can help maintain an optimum level 
of stimulation and activation among organizational members, can contribute to an 
organization's adaptive and innovative capabilities, and can serve as a basic source of 
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feedback regarding critical relationships, the distribution of power, and the problems that 
require management attention (Miles, 1980). Moreover, the presence of conflict can have 
an organization-wide impact by calling attention to problem areas, which can lead to a 
search for solutions and improvements that can cause fundamental changes in important 
aspects within the organization (Pondy). Properly managed conflict can also contribute to 
improved decision-making quality within organizations (Amason, 1996). In sum, 
researchers have generally posited that an optimum level of conflict is attainable, 
depending on the organization's capacity to deal with it (Jameson; Rahim, 2002).  

Recognition of the functional aspects of conflict has shifted the emphasis of 
organizational managers away from the elimination or prevention of conflict to the 
management of conflict (Rahim, 2002). The acceptance of the view that conflict can 
generate positive outcomes if managed properly has led researchers to consider the 
variety of methods or strategies available to handle interpersonal and intra-group conflict. 
As first conceived by Blake and Mouton (1964), and later expounded upon by a number 
of researchers (Rahim, 1983; Sorenson, Morse, & Savage, 1999; Thomas & Kilmann, 
1974), five different orientations or styles are possible for handling conflict: competing 
(domination), collaborating (integration), sharing (compromise), avoiding (neglect), and 
accommodating (appeasement).  

Thomas (1983) used two dimensions to develop a schema for understanding the 
differences among the five orientations. One of the dimensions measures an individual's 
desire to satisfy his or her own needs, with high or low desire being reflective of assertive 
or unassertive behavior. The other dimension measures an individual's desire to satisfy 
the needs of the other party, with a range in behavior types from uncooperative (low 
desire) to cooperative (high desire).  

In terms of determining an individual's dominant conflict-handling style, past research 
has tended to use self-reported scores on standardized measurement instruments. The 
Organizational Conflict Inventory (Rahim, 1983) and the Conflict Mode Instrument 
(Thomas & Kilmann, 1974) are the two most well-known standardized instruments. In 
both cases, the purpose of the instrument is to provide an index of one's self-perceived 
dominant orientation for handling conflict.  

Extensive reviews of the discrete meaning of each of the five conflict-handling styles are 
available elsewhere (Jameson, 1999; Rahim, 2002; Rahim et al., 2000). In essence, each 
of the five conflict orientations represents a unique combination of the dual dimensions: 
(a) Competing represents being assertive and uncooperative; (b) collaborating represents 
being assertive and cooperative; (c) avoiding is defined as being unassertive and 
uncooperative; (d) accommodating represents being unassertive and cooperative; (e) and 
sharing represents having a moderate amount of both assertiveness and cooperation. Past 
research has supported the validity and the discreteness of the five styles as a function of 
the dual dimensions of concern for oneself and concern for others (Cosier & Ruble, 1981; 
Rahim & Magner, 1995; Ruble & Thomas, 1976; Van De Vliert & Kabanoff, 1990).  
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The Ordered Response Hierarchy View  

One view of how individuals respond to conflict situations is that they tend to use a 
particular style as based on their personality or other individual factors (Blake & Mouton, 
1964; Renwick, 1975). In this sense, it is believed that individuals order their responses 
to conflict in a hierarchical fashion such that their most dominant style, as based on social 
or psychological characteristics, is the approach they would likely use in reaction to a 
conflict episode. In particular, Renwick's research findings suggest that individuals have 
preferences for a particular strategy and that they will be predisposed to deploy that 
strategy to deal with a variety of topics and sources of disagreement. In addition, it is 
often assumed that the collaborating (or integrating) style is the preferred method for 
responding to conflict and that individuals should be taught or trained to strive for 
collaboration when they encounter a conflict situation (Lewicki, Weiss, & Lewin, 1992; 
Weingart & Jehn, 2000). Indeed, current management thought indicates that the 
"collaborative style is usually recognized as the preferred approach to conflict 
resolution," (McShane & Von Glinow, 2003, p. 396).  

Past research has examined the link between particular conflict-handling styles and 
individual differences in personality and other individual characteristics. For example, 
Kilmann and Thomas (1975) examined the relationship between Jungian personality 
dimensions and one's predominant form of conflict-handling behavior, finding that 
individual differences in psychological tendencies toward conflict processes were likely 
to be influential in the conflict-handling mode that the individual chooses to use in a 
given situation. Similarly, other researchers suggest that basic psychological 
predispositions and differences in basic personality dimensions influence individual 
preferences for approaching and managing conflict (Graziano, Jensen-Campbell, & Hair, 
1996; Moberg, 2001; Percival, Smitheram, & Kelly, 1992). In addition, predisposition 
toward a certain conflict-handling style has also been linked to gender-role differences 
(Brewer, Mitchell, & Weber, 2002) and perceptions of organizational justice (Rahim et 
al., 2000).  

Recent studies indicate that researchers continue to see the response hierarchy view of 
conflict handling as valid. For example, Elsayed-Ekhouly & Buda's (1996) cross-cultural 
assessment of conflict-handling styles presumes that the dominant style in the conflict 
response hierarchy is what is used in real conflict situations. In a similar vein, Rahim et al. 
(2000), in a study of the influence of an individual's perception of procedural justice on 
conflict styles, also presume that the dominant strategy as given by the hierarchy is the 
style that is deployed in actuality.  

The Contingency View  

As compared with the theory that the choice of a conflict-handling approach is based on 
an ordered response hierarchy, a number of researchers have proposed a more contingent 
view in the way people and groups manage interpersonal and intragroup conflict (Farmer 
& Roth, 1998; Friedman, Tidd, Currall, & Tsai, 2000; Graziano et al., 1996; Jameson, 
1999; Musser, 1982; Rahim, 2001, 2002; Thomas, 1977). Thomas, in a study involving 
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28 chief executives, identified a variety of situational attributes that frame a conflict 
situation whereby one of the five conflict-handling strategies would be most appropriate 
as a response. Thomas proposed that the usefulness and appropriateness of a particular 
conflict-handling strategy is dependent on a complex set of situational circumstances. 
Musser studied the choice of conflict-handling strategy in "high stakes" conflicts and 
noted that the choice of strategy varied as the situational variables changed. Friedman et 
al. found that the nature of the relationship between participants in a conflict episode 
influences the choice of conflict-handling tactic. Farmer and Roth found that group 
characteristics, such as group size and degree of cohesiveness, influence conflict-
handling behaviors deployed within work groups. Jameson provides an extensive review 
of situational factors that can affect the choice of conflict-handling strategy.  

As this information indicates, the contingency view of conflict management can be 
contrasted with the response hierarchy view. Under the response hierarchy theory, 
individuals possess a set of ordered conflict-handling responses, with the dominant style 
in the hierarchy representing the approach most likely to be used in a given conflict-
producing episode. However, the potential exists for an individual's actual conflict-
handling strategy in any given situation to differ from the strategy that would be expected 
to be dominant as given by the questionnaire measurement. There are at least two reasons 
for the potential difference. First, an individual might have an idealized perception of his 
or her own predominant conflict management style that is inconsistent with actual 
behavior. For instance, a person might have an internal perception of having a competing, 
win-at-all-cost style, but in actuality might be more moderate or less assertive in his or 
her approach to handling conflict. Kilmann and Thomas (1975) recognize the potential 
for individuals to select a conflict-handling style based on the perceived positive qualities 
associated with the style.  

A second reason for one's actual conflict-handling strategy to differ from the expected 
dominant style is that contextual factors in the conflict incident dictate that a certain 
strategy be used (Jameson, 1999). For example, a salesperson who on paper shows a 
predominantly competitive style might, for performance purposes, use a style that is less 
assertive, or more cooperative, than that style.  

Given this contrast, our purpose in this study, a follow-up to Callanan and Perri's (2006) 
work, is to assess whether an individual's choice of a given conflict-handling strategy is 
determined by situational factors or is primarily related to a predisposition to use a single 
style. In other words, we examine an individual's choice of a conflict-handling strategy as 
based on a scenario containing real-life events versus the individual's conflict-handling 
orientation as based on the results of a standard conflict-handling measurement 
instrument.  

Research Hypotheses  

As proposed by Jameson (1999), Rahim (2002), and others, the contemporary view of 
managing conflict centers on the need for a flexible, rational approach in which the 
choice of style or styles to handle the conflict is contingent on a variety of situational 
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factors. However, there is a presumption implied in current writings on conflict 
management that individuals, because of their personality and psychological 
predispositions, order their conflict-handling styles in a hierarchy such that the dominant 
style in the hierarchy represents the approach likely to be used in a given conflict episode. 
Given this disparity in views, in the first hypothesis to be tested we propose that when 
individuals are asked to assess a conflict situation, they can and do choose a conflict-
handling approach that is different from their primary conflict-handling style as given by 
the results of a standardized instrument. In a related fashion, the second hypothesis 
proposes that individuals, given the situational or contextual factors that are embodied in 
the conflict situation they are being asked to assess, choose a conflict-handling approach 
that is "correct" or "appropriate" irrespective of their dominant style as given by the 
standardized conflict-handling instrument.  

Testing the Hypotheses  

In studies on conflict-handling strategies, researchers have normally used questionnaire-
based designs to determine an individual's dominant conflict-handling style. Other 
researchers have used conflict vignettes (Drory & Ritov, 1997; Graziano et al., 1996) or 
role-playing exercises (Munduate, Ganaza, Peiro, Euwema, 1999) to assess choice of 
conflict-handling style, but they did not make comparisons against the presumed 
dominant conflict-handling style as based on scores on standardized instruments.  

To our knowledge, what has not been used in prior research is a design that contrasts an 
individual's dominant conflict-handling style, as determined by a standard measurement 
instrument, with the individual's conflict-handling response when he or she is presented 
with written scenarios containing real-life conflict events. In essence, the use of different 
scenarios to measure an individual's choice of conflict-handling style is a way to ascertain 
behavioral intentions, as opposed to the inference of choice of conflict-handling style that 
results from using a questionnaire-based design.  

In developing unique scenarios to assess choice of conflict-handling style, researchers 
must take into account the differential personal and situational factors that frame a given 
conflict episode (Jameson, 1999). In addition to the dual behavioral orientation 
dimensions from Thomas (1983) that influence the choice of conflict-handling strategy, 
three other general contextual factors appear to be relevant to a situationally induced 
selection of a conflict-handling mode. The unique situational factors provided by Thomas 
(1977) explicitly refer to all three of these contextual dimensions, although they have 
been found to be significant in the determination of choice of conflict-handling strategy 
by other researchers as well.  

The first of these contextual factors is the degree of criticality of the central issue in the 
conflict episode, as related to oneself and to the other party. Thomas (1977) and Jameson 
(1999) refer to several situational descriptions that cite the "vitality," the "importance," or 
the "impact" of the central issue in the conflict episode. Essentially, criticality can be 
defined as the relative importance of a given conflict-producing issue in terms of its 
impact on the individuals involved or its material effect, as well as a function of the time 
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pressure under which resolution must occur. Conceptually, the criticality factor is similar 
to the "stakes" variable in interpersonal relationships as proposed by Musser (1982). The 
situational descriptions from Thomas indicate that the more important, or critical, an 
issue is to the individual, the higher the degree of assertiveness employed by that 
individual. Conversely, a higher perceived degree of criticality to the other party is 
expected to result in a relatively higher degree of cooperative behavior on the part of the 
individual. Accordingly, as shown in Figure 1, the criticality to oneself of the central 
issue in a conflict maps along the assertiveness dimension, and the perceived criticality of 
the central issue to the other party tracks along the cooperation axis.  

A second situational decision variable related to the selection of conflict-handling style is 
the status or power incongruity between the parties involved in the conflict. 
Comprehensive reviews of the dimensions and causes of intraorga-nizational conflict cite 
"status inequality" and "power imbalances" as important determinants of conflict and 
conflict-handling behavior (Jameson, 1999; Wall & Callister, 1995). Although status 
incongruence is easily seen as related to superior-subordinate conflict, it is also believed 
to have an influence on interpersonal conflict that occurs in a lateral sense between 
organizational members. Power within organizations is related both to the formal 
hierarchy as well as informal influence over the views and direction of the organization. 
Thus, it is proposed that choice of conflict-handling style is influenced by perceived 
power of self vis-a-vis perceived power of the other party.  

Referring once again to Figure 1, we see that the individual's perceived organizational 
power runs along the assertiveness dimension, whereas perceived organizational power 
of the other party tracks with the cooperation dimension. When one's own power is 
perceived as high and the other party's as low, it is proposed that competitive behavior 
has the highest likelihood of use. An accommodative style is expected to be used in cases 
in which the individual's perceived power is low and the other party's power is perceived 
as high. Thomas (1977) provides conceptual support for these propositions in his 
description of situational determinants of conflict styles. In addition, prior research has 
found support for the moderating effect of relative organizational power or hierarchical 
status of participants in the conflict situation on the selection of conflict-handling strategy, 
which is in line with the discussion here (Drory & Ritov, 1997; Lee, 1990; Rahim, 1986).  
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The final situational dimension considered influential in the choice of conflict-handling 
style is attribution of aggressive (or nonaggressive) intent by the other party. As stated by 
Thomas and Pondy (1977), "attribution of other party's intent is a central activity in 
conflict episodes, and ... these attributions play a crucial mediating role in shaping each 
party's reactions to the other's behavior, specifically mediating hostility and retaliation" (p. 
1089). In addition to serving in a deterministic sense, Thomas and Pondy observe that 
attributions of intent might also prompt a conflict episode when the attributed intent 
indicates "frustrating" behavior by the opposing party, and that perceived aggression 
tends to elicit "anger and retribution" behaviors. It is proposed that attribution of 
aggressive intent to the other party is related to the selection of the competitive versus the 
accommodative mode in dealing with a given conflict episode. As shown in Figure 1, 
attribution of aggressive intent can be placed on a continuum between the 
accommodative and the competitive modes in a fashion similar to the distributive 
dimension from Kilmann and Thomas (1975). A high degree of attributed aggressive 
intent is related to the selection of a competitive reaction to a conflict event, whereas a 
low degree of attributed aggressive intent is believed to be associated with an 
accommodative reaction.  

The three situational decision variables discussed herein should not be viewed as the sum 
total of factors that can influence an individual's choice of conflict-handling style. Indeed, 
Jameson (1999), Wall and Callister (1995), and others identify a wide array of contextual 
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variables that could influence the choice of conflict-handling strategy. However, they do 
provide broad categorizations of contextual variables that have an impact on a given 
conflict episode, and they have received research support for inclusion.  

Development of Realistic Conflict Episodes  

The Appendix contains conflict episodes, numbered 1 through 5, representing different 
scenarios of conflict events. Embodied in each unique episode are the three situational 
factors, as just described, that would call for a specific, "correct" conflict-handling 
response as based on those situational factors.  

Scenario 1 describes a situation in which the criticality of the central conflict issue is 
moderate for both parties. Organizational power of the two parties is moderate and 
perceived as equal. Further, there is no evidence of perceived aggressive intent on the 
part of the other party. The combination of these contextual factors, as well as a time 
constraint for resolution of the disagreement, makes compromise the appropriate choice 
of conflict-handling strategy.  

Scenario 2 contains a central issue that is vital to both of the two parties in the conflict, as 
well as the organization as a whole. It can be inferred, based on position title, that both 
parties possess relatively high degrees of organizational power. The other party displays a 
moderate degree of aggressive intent in the conflict. The combined effect of these 
contextual factors makes collaboration the most appropriate choice of conflict-handling 
strategy.  

The conflict event described in Scenario 3 presents an issue that is of high criticality to 
the individual. Organizational power of the individual is moderate to high, whereas the 
power of the opposing party is low to moderate. In addition, there is a clear indication of 
aggressive intent on the part of the opposing party. All of these situational characteristics 
make competitiveness the most suitable choice of conflict-handling strategy.  

In Scenario 4, a conflict situation is described in which the central issue is highly critical 
to the other party but is of little consequence to the individual. There is no evidence of 
aggressive intent on the part of the other party, and the other party has a relatively higher 
degree of organizational power. The combination of these situational factors makes 
accommodation the most appropriate choice of conflict-handling strategy.  

Finally, in Scenario 5, the central issue is not critical to either party. Aggressive intent is 
not present, and organizational power of each of the parties is relatively low. Based on 
this combination of contextual factors, avoidance is the most suitable choice of conflict-
handling strategy.  

The five conflict scenarios included in the Appendix are based on the experiences of the 
first author during his tenure as a manager and an executive with a large banking 
organization in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Although not all of the 
described organizations and the scenarios relate to banking, the fundamental conflict 
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issues are all based on actual events. The five scenarios were pilot tested in 2001 with a 
group of 27 working professionals who were students in a Masters of Business 
Administration program at a medium-sized university in the Mid-Atlantic region of the 
United States. The students were asked to assess the realism of each of the five scenarios 
on a scale of 1 (not realistic) to 5 (highly realistic). Results of this test, and qualitative 
feedback from the students, indicated that all five of the conflict scenarios were viewed 
as highly realistic.  

In addition, the five conflict scenarios have be used as a teaching and training tool in 
college courses and in corporate training sessions (Callanan & Perri, 2006). In this sense, 
the five scenarios are used as an experiential learning approach for helping individuals 
understand the influence of contextual factors in the selection of conflict handling 
strategy. Callanan and Perri reported that the five scenarios are viewed as realistic and 
that the scenarios capture the underlying contextual factors.  

Method  

Participants  

The participants in this study (N = 184) were a mix of graduate and undergraduate 
business students from two universities located in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United 
States. One of the universities is a medium-sized private institution and the other is a 
large state institution. Participation in the research was voluntary and was part of normal 
coursework and instruction in various management courses. Students were not given 
incentives to participate and all responses were anonymous. Further, participants had not 
been exposed to coursework in conflict management prior to participation in the research. 
A demographic profile of the participants is shown in Table 1.  

Assessment Materials  

A survey was used to collect data for the study that included the Thomas-Kilmann 
Conflict Mode Instrument (the TKI; Thomas & Kilmann, 1974), the five conflict 
scenarios included in Appendix A (Callanan & Perri, 2006), and questions concerning a 
variety of background factors. The TKI is based on Blake and Mouton's (1964) 
conceptual model and reports scores for each of the five modes or styles. The TKI 
considered to be easy to administer and is relatively uncontaminated by social desirability 
effects (Womack, 1988). The TKI has been used extensively both in research and in 
training, and it is the most widely used instrument for determining conflict-resolution 
style. In terms of content, the TKI is a forced-choice instrument that consists of 30 paired 
statements; the respondent is asked to choose a preference between the two statements in 
each pair. Example statements include "I try to find a position that is intermediate 
between his or hers and mine" or "I assert my wishes." Scores are calculated for each of 
the five conflict modes or styles ranging from 0 to 12. A high score indicates a style 
preference. Table 1 shows the overall pattern for dominant conflict-handling style as 
given by results from the TKI.  
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Although the TKI has been used widely, Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the instrument 
have been found to be relatively modest (Volkema & Bergmann, 1995; Womack, 1988). 
Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the TKI in the present research were consistent with the 
results cited in a number of research studies (Chanin & Schneer 1984; Womack). Table 2 
shows the mean scores for each TKI style, the standard deviations, and the alpha 
coefficients.  

With respect to the five conflict scenarios, participants were asked to select the most 
appropriate response from among the five alternative responses. As described in the 
previous section, each scenario had a situationally correct response based on the 
aforementioned contextual factors. Table 3 shows the conflict-handling responses chosen 
by the participants for each of the five scenarios.  

Results  

In Hypothesis 1 we proposed that when individuals are asked to assess a conflict situation, 
they can and do choose a conflict style that is different from their style as based on the 
TKI result. To test this hypothesis, we compared each participant's conflict style, as 
indicated by the TKI, to his or her preferred choice for each of the five scenarios. We 
used a two-proportion z test to determine if the proportion of participants who switched 
conflict response style was significantly greater than the proportion of participants who 
persisted with their TKI style. In doing this analysis, we did not include in the assessment 
those participants whose TKI-based conflict-handling style was the same as the expected 
"correct" response in each scenario. In support of Hypothesis 1, the z score indicates that 
participants were more likely to switch styles in response to context than they were to 
persist with their dominant TKI style in all five scenarios. Table 4 shows the number and 
percentage of participants whose selection of preferred response is different from their 
TKI style for each of the five scenarios; Table 5 summarizes the results of the two-
proportion z test.  
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In Hypothesis 2, we proposed that individuals choose a conflict-handling approach that is 
correct based on the situational or contextual factors that are embodied in the conflict 
situation, irrespective of their dominant style as given by the TKI. We deployed two 
approaches to test Hypothesis 2. First, we used a single-proportion statistical test to 
determine if participants who changed styles were more likely to choose the expected 
correct answer instead of a wrong answer. We removed those participants with a TKI 
style matching the expected correct response in a given scenario from the sample, 
because their conflict-handling style already matched the expected response. If switching 
is a random event and individuals switching can choose from four responses that differ 
from their TKI style, then the probability of choosing the correct response would be 25%. 
If significantly more than 25% of the individuals switch to the correct answer, then the 
participants appear to be responding to the contextual factors as expected. Consequently, 
the null hypothesis is p = .25 and the alternate hypothesis is p > .25. As shown in Table 6, 
in every scenario the null hypothesis was rejected, lending support to the hypothesis that 
participants who switched were more likely to choose the correct answer than one of the 
incorrect answers.  
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The second approach we used to assess Hypothesis 2 was a two-proportion statistical test 
to determine if participants were more likely to choose the correct answer instead of 
persisting with their TKI style. In this case, we compared the proportion of participants 
who switched to the expected correct conflict-handling response with the proportion of 
participants who persisted with their TKI style in their preferred strategy. Again, we 
removed those participants with a TKI style matching the correct answer in a scenario 
from the sample, because their conflict-handling style was already the expected response. 
The null hypothesis is that [p.sub.1] = [p.sub.2]. where [p.sub.1] is the proportion of 
individuals who switched to the correct response and [p.sub.2] is the proportion of 
individuals who stayed with their incorrect TKI style. The alternate hypothesis is that 
[p.sub.1] > [p.sub.2]. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 7. In support of the 
Hypothesis 2, the analysis indicates that the proportion of participants who switched to 
the correct response was significantly (at the 99% level) greater than the proportion of 
participants who persisted with their TKI style.  

Although the statistical tests show general support for Hypothesis 2, the results did not 
conform completely to expectations. More precisely, with regard to Scenarios 1 and 4, 
the expected correct response, as based on the built-in contextual factors, was not the 
most preferred response choice. In Scenario 1, the expected response was compromise, 
yet the most preferred response was competing. The competing response was selected by 
43% of the respondents, whereas the expected choice, compromise, was the second most 
preferred choice at 39%. In Scenario 4, the expected response was accommodating, but 
the most preferred response was collaborating. The collaborating response was selected 
by 47% of the respondents, whereas the expected choice, accommodating, was the 
second most preferred choice at 30%. We offer possible explanations for these results in 
the Discussion section.  
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Discussion  

 
 

In support of the first hypothesis, the results of the statistical analysis indicate that when 
individuals are asked to respond to a written conflict scenario, they can and do choose a 
conflict-handling approach that is different from their presumed dominant response as 
given by the results from a standardized instrument such as the TKI. The results of the 
present study show that individuals are not necessarily yoked to a particular style as given 
by response hierarchy theory; they are willing to switch out of their presumably dominant 
style on the basis of the contingencies they perceive in a conflict-producing event. Thus, 
this study extends the growing body of literature supporting the contingency view of 
conflict handling (Farmer & Roth, 1998; Friedman et al., 2000; Graziano et al., 1996; 
Jameson, 1999; Musser, 1982; Rahim, 2001, 2002; Thomas, 1977). In addition, this 
finding casts doubt on the notion that an individual's dominant TKI-based conflict-
handling style is the approach that the individual would use in conflict-producing events. 
This finding runs counter to the assumption implied in various macrolevel studies of 
conflict handling that presumes that the dominant strategy as given by the hierarchy is the 
style that is deployed in actuality (Elsayed-Ekhouly & Buda, 1996; Rahim et al., 2000).  

With regard to the second hypothesis, in this study we found general support for the 
expectation that individuals are able to read contextual factors and social cues within a 
conflict episode to select the most situationally appropriate conflict-handling response. 
Specifically, the statistical results showed that participants were more likely to choose the 
best method of handling a given conflict as opposed to the random selection of one of the 
four other responses, and that they were more likely to choose the correct style rather 
than persist with their "incorrect" TKI-based style. Further, in three of the five scenarios 
(Scenarios 2, 3, and 5), participants overwhelmingly selected the situationally correct 
response, and in the other two (Scenarios 1 and 4), the expected correct response was the 
second most preferred choice.  
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With regard to Scenarios 1 and 4, the expected correct response, as based on the built-in 
contextual factors, was not the most preferred response choice. In Scenario 1, the 
expected response was compromise, yet the most preferred response was competing. In 
Scenario 4, the expected response was accommodating, but the most preferred response 
was collaborating.  

There are two explanations for this result. First, it is possible that the contextual factors 
that framed the conflict episodes in Scenarios 1 and 4 were not as obvious to the reader as 
they were in the other three scenarios. The second and more likely explanation is that the 
participants interpreted the contextual factors in a way that was not fully expected. Given 
the circumstances in Scenario 1, the respondents might have read the criticality of the 
conflict event to self to be higher than what was intended, which would have pushed the 
preferred selection more in the direction of competing. In Scenario 4, the respondents 
might again have read the criticality of the conflict event to self to be higher than what 
was intended, which would have pushed the preferred selection more in the direction of 
collaborating. It is also possible that the youthfulness (average age of 24.9 years) and 
relative lack of work experience of the participants in the present study might have had a 
modest influence on the interpretations of the contextual factors in these two scenarios.  

Taken in total, the results of this research provide an endorsement for the contingency 
view of conflict-handling behavior. The results indicate that such contextual factors as 
the relative criticality of the central conflict issue, the relative organizational power of the 
individuals involved in the conflict, and the perceptions of aggressive intent all serve to 
influence an individual's choice of conflict-handling strategy.  

Implications for Future Research and Limitations  

This article highlights several areas where additional research could prove insightful. 
First, because the contingency view of conflict handling has received only limited 
empirical attention, future research should concentrate on the continued examination of 
whether individuals choose a conflict-handling strategy that reflects the contextual factors 
embodied in a conflict situation. In addition, future research should continue to use case 
studies, vignettes, scenarios, and role-playing exercises as proxies for real-life conflict 
events. In this way, researchers can gain insight into how individuals realistically respond 
to conflict as opposed to inferring it from one's self-perceived dominant orientation for 
handling conflict (Jameson, 1999).  
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Another step forward would be for future research to focus on observations of real-life 
conflict events as they unfold within organizations. This approach would not only allow 
an assessment of the style or styles deployed to handle the conflict as based on the actual 
factors embodied in a particular conflict event, but it would also provide an opportunity 
to assess the eventual outcomes of the conflict event. In other words, researchers could 
examine the differential efficacy of one style versus another, depending on the contextual 
factors and the chosen response(s).  

Second, to build on the results of the present study, future research should involve 
assessing whether the present findings would be different with an older, more 
experienced sample of individuals. As we stated previously, the participants in this study 
were relatively young and had limited work experience. It could be speculated that an 
older group of participants might be better able to read contextual factors and social cues 
in selecting a response to a given conflict episode. Additionally, because the participants 
in the present study were strictly business majors, it is important for future research to 
determine whether the findings of the present research can be generalized to other types 
of individuals who are not business majors.  
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Finally, future research should assess whether certain personality types or personality-
related factors moderate the choice of conflict-handling strategy. Limited work in this 
area has been reported (Graziano et al., 1996; Moberg, 2001; Percival et al., 1992), but 
further study is warranted, especially in determining whether an individual's personality 
influences his or her ability to select an appropriate conflict-handling response.  

There are a number of limitations in the present study. First, the individuals in the sample 
were relatively young, had limited work experience, and were located geographically on 
the east coast of the United States. Accordingly, some degree of caution should be used 
in generalizing these findings to other geographic areas or workers. Second, this research 
used written conflict scenarios as a means to test a subject's choice of conflict-handling 
strategy as based on realistic contextual factors. This method presumes that an 
individual's choice, as based on a realistically written scenario, will approximate that 
individual's response if she or he were in a "real" or "live" conflict event. Given that a 
written scenario can never fully capture all of the factors embodied in a live conflict 
event (e.g., individual emotions and nonverbal or physical cues), there is the potential 
that the response to the written scenario is not what would happen in reality. In response 
to this threat, future research should, as we stated earlier, attempt to validate these 
findings by using other design and data-collection techniques such as direct observation 
of individual behaviors either in simulations or in real-life work situations.  

A third limitation of the present study concerns the relatively low Cronbach's alpha 
coefficients for the five TKI conflict styles. Although the TKI has been used widely in 
research, teaching, and employee development, the low alpha coefficients are a matter of 
concern with respect to internal validity (Womack, 1988). Therefore, caution should be 
used in the interpretation of the results of the present study and in any empirical study 
using the TKI as means of assessing predispositions toward a particular conflict-handling 
strategy.  
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Practical Issues Related to Understanding and Teaching Conflict Management  

The results of this study raise a number of practical implications for the understanding 
and teaching of conflict management. First, the results of this research are important 
because knowledge that an individual's approach to handling conflict is contingent on 
situational factors, rather than being more static in nature, should lead to changes in how 
conflict is viewed within organizations and in the design of training and development 
programs that work to improve individual and group performance. More precisely, 
individuals can be trained to spot important contextual factors and social cues as a 
mechanism to adjust their conflict-handling strategy to match the situation. Jameson's 
(1999) and Thomas' (1977) extensive delineations of the situational factors that define 
conflict events would be useful starting points in explaining how circumstances can 
frame the conflict and dictate appropriate responses. In addition, organizations should 
recognize that the deployment of situationally appropriate responses to conflict should 
produce more positive outcomes for the individuals involved and for the organization.  

In terms of teaching conflict management in college courses and training seminars, the 
use of real-life scenarios that describe distinct aspects of an actual conflict episode should 
help in explaining the contingency theory of conflict management (Callanan & Perri, 
2006). As Callanan and Perri (2006) described, the five conflict scenarios contained in 
this article can be used in conjunction with the Organizational Conflict Inventory (Rahim, 
1983) or the TKI (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974) to show students and employees that their 
dominant style, as indicated by a standard instrument, would not necessarily be the 
response they would (or should) use in an actual conflict event. A conflict management 
pedagogy that includes the use of real-life scenarios allows students and employees to see 
the complex factors that frame the conflict, as well as potential efficacy of varying 
responses. As Thomas (1977, p. 487) stated, it is important for students and experienced 
managers to "see the usefulness of conflict modes as depending upon a complex set of 
situational circumstances" and to "see all five modes as useful skills in appropriate 
situations."  
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TABLE 1. Participant Characteristics and TKI Conflict-Management Styles 
  
Style          No.  % 
  
Competing       42   23 
Collaborating   20   11 
Compromising    44   24 
Avoiding        46   25 
Accomodating    32   17 
Total          184  100 
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Note. In the Study, N = 184 (137 undergraduate and 47 graduate 
students). For gender, 55% of the students were male and 45% were 
female. The mean age was 24.9 years. TKI = Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode 
Instrument. 
  
TABLE 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Cronbach's Alpha Coefficients 
for the Five TKI Conflict styles 
  
TKI Style    M     SD    [alpha] 
  
Compete      5.39  3.10  0.75 
Collaborate  5.82  2.24  0.48 
Compromise   7.01  2.05  0.33 
Avoid        6.01  2.65  0.63 
Accomodate   5.71  2.46  0.55 
  
Note. N = 184. TKI = Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument. 
  
TABLE 3. Conflict Style Response for Each Sceanrio 
  
             Scenario 1  Scenario 2   Scenario 3  Scenario 4  Scenario 5 
                                Expected response 
Actual       Compromise  Collaborate  Compete     Accomodate  Avoid 
  response   n   %       n    %       n    %      n   %       n   % 
  
Compete      78  43       27  15      118  64      4   2      13   7 
Collaborate  28  15      147  80       14   8     87  47      53  29 
Compromise   74  39        6   3       29  16     33  18      31  17 
Avoid         3   2        0   0       21  11      5   3      86  46 
Accomodate    1   1        4   2        2   1     55  30       1   1 
  
Note. N = 184. 
  
TABLE 4. Number and Percentage of Students Who Switched From Their TKI 
Conflict Style in Choosing Their Preferred Response. 
  
Scenario     No. who switched style  % who switched style 
  
1 (n = 140)  114                     81 
2 (n = 164)  152                     93 
3 (n = 142)  130                     92 
4 (n = 152)  130                     86 
5 (n = 138)  120                     87 
  
Note. This summary excludes respondents whose TKI conflict-handling 
style matched the expected correct style for each scenario. 
TKI = Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument. 
  
TABLE 5. Results of a Two-Proportion z Test -- Proportion 
  
          No. who   No. who stayed           Significance 
Scenario  switched  with TKI        z score  p-value 
  
1         114       26              13.24    .000 
2         152       12              29.68    .000 
3         130       12              25.17    .000 
4         130       22              17.61    .000 
5         120       18              18.06    .000 
  
Note. TKI = Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument. The test was to 
determine if the proportion of participants who switched from their TKI 
style was greater than the proportion whose selected response was the 
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same as their TKI style. ([H.sub.0]:[p.sub.0] = [p.sub.1]; 
[H.sub.a]:[p.sub.0] > [p.sub.1]). This test omitted respondents who had 
a TKI conflict-handling style that matched the expected correct style 
for that scenario. 
  
TABLE 6. Results of a Single-Proportion z Test 
  
          No. who   No. who switched      Sample  Significance 
Scenario  switched  to the correct style  n       p-value 
  
1         114        54                   .464    .000 
2         152       129                   .792    .000 
3         130        85                   .579    .000 
4         130        46                   .354    .005 
5         120        64                   .450    .000 
  
Note. The test was to determine if participants who switched styles were 
more likely to choose the correct response as opposed to one of the 
other responses. ([H.sub.0]:[p.sub.0] = [p.sub.1]; [H.sub.a]:[p.sub.0] > 
25%). 
  
TABLE 7. Results of a Two-Proportion z Test -- Likelihood 
  
             Proportion 
Scenario  Switched  Stayed  z      p 
  
1         .38       .19      3.55  .000 
2         .79       .07     18.82  .000 
3         .60       .08     10.87  .000 
4         .30       .14      3.36  .005 
5         .46       .13      6.39  .000 
  
Note. TKI = Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument. Test was to 
determine if participants were more likely to switch to the correct 
conflict-handling response or persist with their TKI style. For scenario 
1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, n = 140, 164, 142, 152, and 138, respectively. 
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