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Introduction
This paper offers a deep dive into conflict within organizational communication, arguing that conflicts fundamentally shape the way we understand and manage in today's organizations. Drawing on philosophical, sociological, and communication theories, the analysis emphasizes that conflict isn't merely a negative occurrence, but an inherent and dynamic part of organizational structure and interaction. 
The paper explores the constructive potential of conflict, suggesting that when effectively managed, it can foster social change, innovation, and growth. Central to this argument is the idea that communication is not just a tool for information exchange, but a force that creates and transforms organizational realities. The study provides a nuanced look at how conflicts emerge, develop, and can be constructively addressed through strategic communication and leadership.
Theoretical development 
Traditional Theories
Metaphysics is a branch of philosophy that studies the nature of reality, existence, and the fundamental structure of the world—including the structures of groups (such as organizations), communication, and conflict. Many philosophers throughout history have explored metaphysical questions from various perspectives. Plato (c. 429–347 BCE), for example, introduced the Theory of Forms, which distinguishes between the imperfect, changing physical world and the perfect, unchanging world of abstract forms or ideas. According to Plato, reality is ultimately grounded in these eternal truths that exist beyond the material world (Kraut, 2022).
Plato acknowledged that conflict is inevitable in the imperfect, physical world, and believed that effective leadership is necessary to maintain order. He argued that "the best sort of rulers greatly prefer the contemplation of divine reality to the governance of the city" (Kraut, 2022). However, Plato was skeptical about the ability of ordinary people to reason and act responsibly; he demonstrated a strong opposition to rule by the masses, as noted by Kraut (2022): “Plato evinces a deep antipathy to rule by the many.” In Plato's view, order could only be achieved through top-down communication guided by insight into these higher, divine ideas.
The main weakness of Plato’s perspective lies in his disregard for democratic processes in achieving justice, fairness, and equity. By prioritizing elite leadership and top-down authority, Plato overlooked the potential for collective reasoning, participation, and accountability in organizational and civic life.
 	Aristotle (384–322 BCE) argued in his study of Being qua Being"(the nature of existence) that everything possesses both a primary sense and related senses. As he explained, “beings can be divided into distinct categories… They include substance, quality, quantity, and relation, among others… Substances are unique… the items in the other categories all depend somehow on substances” (Cohen & Reeve, 2025). The substances form the man, and others are his characteristics. While Aristotle shared Plato’s skepticism toward rule by the masses, he proposed different approaches to governance. Aristotle identified two dimensions of rule: first, he emphasized the qualities and responsibilities of decision-makers who are empowered to serve their communities; second, he incorporated broader deliberations about how community interests are considered (i.e., the level of inclusiveness and pervasiveness in collective decision-making).
Aristotle envisioned six possible forms of constitution. If rulers govern for the benefit of all, he considered monarchy to be the best form of government, followed by aristocracy, and then “polity”—a mixed system combining elements of oligarchy and a limited democracy. However, when rulers serve their own interests rather than the common good, this sequence is inverted: democracy (the rule of the many) becomes preferable to tyranny (the rule of one for personal gain) or oligarchy (the rule of the few) (Wijnberg, 2000), emphasis added. Aristotle stressed that the needs and interests of the masses ultimately shape the appropriate form of governance.
However, one limitation of Aristotle’s perspective is that it tends to overlook external factors that influence the formation of societies, such as resource scarcity and the impact of neighboring societies. Additionally, internal factors like the diversity of ethnic groups and the general level of education among the population are not fully addressed in his theory. These elements can significantly affect the development and stability of different constitutional forms.
The seventeenth-century social contract theory posited that the primary function of government is to maintain order in social relations, as its absence would lead to perpetual conflict and violence among individuals. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), in his influential work Leviathan, argued that individuals are both their own worst enemies and the enemies of others because “human beings [are] egotistical, the dupes of error, the slaves of sin, of passion, and of fear” (Lourenco & Glidewell, 1975). According to Hobbes, government exists to impose order on society; without it, continuous conflict and violence would prevail. To achieve this stability, Hobbes claimed that people must surrender some of their individual rights in exchange for safety and security provided by a sovereign authority.
However, Hobbes’s perspective is limited in that it reduces human needs to security alone. By prioritizing order and safety above all else, his theory tends to overlook the importance of individual freedom and risk-taking—factors that are essential for personal growth and societal progress. This emphasis on absolute security can stifle initiative and creativity, potentially hindering the very dynamism that drives advancement within a society.
Locke (1632–1704) emphasized the importance of the social contract, arguing that government should be established through the collective consent of the people. He maintained that the primary responsibility of government is to protect the lives, freedoms, and property of its citizens. Locke asserted that “the legislator, first the sovereign and thereafter democratically elected parliaments, must not use legislation to benefit its own interests” (Styhre, 2018). Furthermore, he emphasized the right of the people to resist the government when their rights and privileges are infringed upon.
Although Locke supported a parliamentary system—comparable to a board of directors in an organization—he recognized that conflicts could arise within this parliamentary system. While the social contract theory provides valuable models for understanding the origin and legitimacy of political authority and conflict, it also faces serious challenges. These include questions about how genuine consent is formed, the appropriate scope and limits of governmental power, and the foundations of equality among citizens.
Dialectical theory provides a crucial framework for analyzing and understanding conflict. Hegel’s dialectic, also called Doppelsatz or the "double dictum," elaborated in his book Philosophy of Right, that every finite idea inherently contains its opposite. Resolving this conflict involves uniting these opposing ideas into a new, higher-level concept, which itself generates an opposing concept in a continuous process. As Diesing (2019) explains, “One begins with some concept, the thesis, continues with the opposite concept, the antithesis, and then combines the two, the synthesis.” Hegel argued that the entirety of world history could be understood through this dialectical movement of conflict and resolution.
Building on Hegel’s dialectic, Karl Marx (1818–1883) viewed human history primarily as an ongoing class struggle between the bourgeoisie (the capitalist class) and the proletariat (the working class). According to Marx, this antagonistic conflict serves as the driving force behind social change and historical development. As a revolutionary thinker, Marx advocated for the dismantling of the capitalist system and the transfer of power to the working class. However, critics note that Marx’s view somewhat neglects the continuity and complexity of the dialectical process, focusing primarily on conflict and revolutionary rupture rather than gradual synthesis.
Dialectical theory also suggests various possible outcomes of conflict, such as “mutual damage or destruction, mutual inclusion of the opposites, learning to get along and even work together, division of tasks, reversal or alternation of control” (Diesing, 2019). Despite its profound philosophical influence, the theory is often criticized for being vague, abstract, and difficult to apply. Additionally, it has been associated with problematic political consequences, particularly when interpreted to justify radical or authoritarian actions
Classical Theories 
In the discipline of sociology, George Simmel is widely recognized as a key figure in the study of modernity. In his influential work, The Functions of Social Conflict, Simmel emphasized the dual nature of conflict. He observed that conflict produces both functional and dysfunctional effects, concluding that it can be vital for the health and effectiveness of a social group (Bro i & Silver, 2021). Simmel particularly stressed the necessity of a certain degree of conflict, especially within small groups, to sustain and stabilize relationships. His hypothesis has helped many scholars critically evaluate the consequences of conflict and recognize that some conflicts can have positive functions, such as strengthening group cohesion, clarifying boundaries, and promoting social change.
However, a main limitation of Simmel’s research is that his theory is not easily scalable to larger groups or complex societies. The dynamics that apply to small groups may not necessarily hold true for larger social structures, which can involve more complicated forms of conflict and differing social functions.
Talcott Parsons (1902–1979) developed the structural functionalism theory, which views society as a complex system composed of interrelated parts. Each part has a specific function that contributes to the stability, order, and overall functioning of the entire system. According to Parsons, “structure refers to the arrangements of the roles of which a social system is composed… and function is the contribution that an element makes to the maintenance of the whole social system” (Vandenberghe et al., 2017).
Parsons also developed the AGIL framework, which remains influential and is still recommended by large organizations such as Google. The AGIL framework outlines four key system functions that any social system must perform to survive and thrive:
Adaptation (A): Adjusting to the environment and securing resources.
Goal Attainment (G): Defining and achieving primary objectives.
Integration (I): Coordinating and maintaining harmony among system components.
Latency (L) or Pattern Maintenance: Sustaining and transmitting cultural patterns and values.
However, Parsons’ structural functionalism has faced substantial criticisms. Many argue that the theory tends to overlook or deliberately neglect power dynamics and conflicts among different parts of the social system. By focusing on the functions that maintain social order, it often fails to adequately account for social change, resistance, and inequality. Consequently, critics say that structural functionalism tends to justify the status quo, implicitly supporting existing social hierarchies and power relations rather than challenging them.
Many scholars have directed their attention to conflicts that occur within organizations and their effects on organizational structures, operations, and values. Traditionally, these scholars have implicitly assumed that conflict hinders organizational effectiveness and should therefore be reduced or avoided in organizational settings. Over time, organizations have undergone numerous changes in their structures, procedures, division of labor, and other aspects, all aimed at minimizing conflict to its lowest possible level.
Frederick W. Taylor (1856–1915) developed the Theory of Scientific Management, which focuses on the micro-level functionality of organizations, particularly through time and motion studies of work production. In this theory, the role of managers is primarily supervisory—monitoring production processes—while workers engage in the physical labor. Taylor's theory is built on four key tenets:
1-There is one best way to perform every job.
2- Proper selection of workers for each specific job is crucial.
3- Workers should be trained using methods derived from scientific time and motion studies.
4- Organizational managers are best suited for tasks involving thinking, planning, and administration (Miller, 2015).

The main aim of Taylor’s theory is to increase organizational productivity by overcoming the problem of systematic soldiering, where workers deliberately work at a slower pace. However, the theory faced significant opposition, particularly from labor unions, who criticized it fiercely and labeled it the “enemy of the working men.” Despite being over a century old, Taylor’s scientific management principles still have relevance today, especially for organizations that seek to enhance the efficiency and productivity of their work processes.
The French engineer Henry Fayol (1841–1925) introduced the concept of managerial functions through his theory of classical management. He identified five key functions essential for effective management: “[T]o manage is to forecast and plan, to organize, to command, to coordinate, and to verify” (Peaucelle & Guthrie, 2013). Fayol posited that these principles are applicable to all types of organized human institutions, regardless of their nature or size.
His theory made significant contributions to management practices by emphasizing new strategies, such as the division of work, the unity of command—where each employee receives orders from only one superior—and the span of control, which relates to the number of subordinates a manager can effectively supervise. These concepts helped lay the foundation for systematic organizational management and administrative theory.
However, the classical management theory also has notable weaknesses. One major limitation is its predominantly top-down approach to communication, which lacks an emphasis on upward communication and feedback from employees, effectively treating organizations as closed systems. This limited view neglects the dynamic flow of information within modern organizations that must adapt and respond to internal and external changes.
Additionally, the theory is often criticized for overlooking the personal needs and motivations of employees. It tends to focus heavily on hierarchical authority and formal structures, while disregarding the importance of non-monetary incentives and the social relationships that significantly influence employee behavior and organizational effectiveness. 
By failing to address these human factors, classical management theory can lead to rigid and mechanistic workplaces that may reduce employee satisfaction and engagement. While Fayol’s classical management theory provides essential foundational principles of management that continue to influence organizational practices today, its limitations highlight the need for more human-centered and communication-rich approaches in contemporary management.
Contemporary Theories
The organizational structure itself underwent significant transformational changes in the mid-twentieth century. These changes were influenced notably by the introduction of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y, both of which were designed specifically to better understand employees within organizational settings. These theories provided clear evidence that employees are motivated not solely by financial compensation, but also by the need for individual recognition, fulfillment, and participation.
As a result, the dominant conceptualization of organizations shifted from the traditional mechanical metaphor—where organizations were viewed primarily as machines focused on processes and efficiency—to a more human-centered family metaphor. According to Miller (2015), “using this metaphor emphasizes the notion of relationships as central to our understanding of organizational functioning.” This change in metaphor highlights the importance of social relations, emotional connections, and mutual support within organizations rather than just mechanistic workflows.
Two key organizational approaches emerged that focus on human interaction: Human Relations Management and Human Resources Management. Human Relations Management prioritizes understanding and improving interpersonal relationships at work, with the primary goal of reducing employee resistance and increasing compliance with formal authority structures (Miller, 2025). Building on this, Human Resources Management extends the scope by aiming to maximize both organizational productivity and individual need satisfaction. As Miller (2015) notes, this approach “aspires to maximize both organizational productivity and individual need satisfaction” by actively utilizing employees’ ideas, talents, and contributions to enhance overall organizational functioning.
The main benefits of Human Relations Management include fostering better workplace harmony and lowering conflict through improved interpersonal understanding, thus facilitating smoother compliance with established rules and leadership. In contrast, Human Resources Management focuses more heavily on elevating subordinate satisfaction and morale, thereby improving decision-making processes and organizational control through greater participatory involvement and empowerment.
In summary, these evolving perspectives represent a crucial paradigm shift from viewing organizations as impersonal machines toward recognizing them as dynamic social systems where human relationships and individual motivations play a fundamental role in shaping organizational success.
To achieve these goals, two distinct rhetorical approaches are commonly employed: the classical approach to rhetoric and communicative approaches. Numerous scholars have investigated the impact of rhetorical argumentation on how organizational change is understood and accepted. Much of this research has emphasized the important role of cognitive processes in shaping legitimacy judgments. As Hoefer and Green, Jr. (2016) note, a “recent stream of research emphasizes the role of cognition in the formation of legitimacy judgments.”
The classical approach to rhetoric, rooted in Aristotelian theory, is often associated with human relations management. This tradition relies on the three rhetorical appeals of pathos (emotion), logos (logic), and ethos (credibility and values). Within this framework, the audience—typically employees or other organizational stakeholders—is treated largely as a passive recipient of communicated messages. Their role in the communicative process and organizational decision-making is limited, as information flows more from management to employees.
In contrast, Hoefer and Green, Jr. (2016) advocate for a communicative approach to rhetoric that aligns more closely with principles of human resource management. This model positions the audience as active participants in the persuasion process. Rather than merely receiving messages, stakeholders engage in self-persuasion, interpretive processes, and the formation of personal judgments. They actively construct meaning, critically evaluate arguments, and interact with organizational narratives. This participatory process strengthens and sustains presumptions—shared beliefs or assumptions that influence decision-making—and encourages stakeholders to interpret, internalize, and respond to messages in ways that resonate with their own values and experiences.
Within these approaches, the role of leadership becomes critically important. Managers are urged to create a “sense of satisfaction” among their subordinates by showing genuine interest in the employees’ personal success and welfare (Miles, 1965). This emphasis on caring for employees’ well-being helps foster motivation, engagement, and loyalty, which are essential for maintaining a productive and harmonious workplace.
Conflict is often perceived as a serious threat to organizational operations, productivity, and even the organization’s survival. When conflict is occurred in an organization, it can generate a reactive conflict culture. This culture results in operational management and human resources viewing conflict primarily as a threat — a negative, time-consuming challenge that they generally try to avoid (Liddle, 2017). Such avoidance can prevent the organization from addressing the root causes of conflict constructively, potentially allowing problems to escalate and harm the organization’s overall health.
Leadership plays a vital role in both anticipating and managing conflict. Fiedler’s (1967) Contingency Theory of Leadership suggests that a leader’s effectiveness depends on their orientation, which can be characterized using the Least Preferred Co-worker (LPC) scale. Leaders scoring high on the scale tend to be relationship-oriented, focusing on interpersonal connections, while those scoring low are task-oriented, concentrating on job completion and goals (Peters et al., 1985). This situational approach acknowledges that there is no one-size-fits-all leadership style. Instead, leaders and managers bear the heavy responsibility of being familiar with psychological, cultural, and situational factors affecting employees and the work environment, adapting their style accordingly to handle different circumstances effectively.
House’s (1971) Path-Goal Theory proposing that leaders are most effective when they enhance their subordinates’ work environment. This is achieved by providing clear guidance and support, helping employees believe they can achieve their goals, and ensuring that goal attainment results in personal satisfaction and valued rewards (House, 1996). Leaders take on the tasks of clarifying goals, removing obstacles, offering necessary support, and adjusting their leadership style to meet the diverse needs of their teams.
However, Path-Goal Theory has certain limitations. Notably, it does not sufficiently encourage employee independence or autonomy in how they perceive and approach their work. Additionally, the theory does not fully consider the emotional and cultural dimensions influencing employees. These factors profoundly affect motivation, communication, and conflict resolution, especially in diverse and dynamic organizational settings. Leaders who fail to consider these aspects may find their efforts less effective in fostering genuine commitment and collaboration.
Vroom and Yetton (1973) provide a framework to assist managers in deciding who should make decisions in various problem situations. They proposed five decision-making models that range from autocratic to fully participative styles (Paul & Ebadi, 1989). The choice of style depends on answering seven yes-or-no questions that guide the process, such as:
1. Does the problem require a high-quality decision?
2. Is there sufficient information available to make a high-quality decision?
3. Is the problem well-structured?
4. Is the acceptance of the decision by subordinates important for effective implementation?
5. Will subordinates accept a decision if they have not participated in making it?
6. Are the organizational goals related to solving the problem shared and supported by employees?
7. Is the conflict amongst the team over the decision likely?
The strength of this model lies in its recognition that decision-making should be contextualized; different situations call for varying degrees of follower participation. By carefully assessing the problem and organizational environment, leaders can select the most appropriate decision-making style—from centralized authority to inclusive collaboration.
However, the model also has some limitations. One notable drawback is that it can be time-consuming, as answering these diagnostic questions and selecting the style may be seen as “busy work” in fast-paced contexts. Additionally, the framework remains leadership-centered, focusing primarily on the manager’s role in decision-making rather than promoting distributed or emergent leadership dynamics.
In the organizational frameworks of Human Relations and Human Resources, language plays a crucial role in framing conflicts and resolving problems. Fairhurst and Sarr’s (1996) book The Art of Framing explains the significant impact that language has on how leaders influence organizational members and how individuals interpret their experiences, constructing their own realities in the process. Fairhurst and Starr (1996) identified five key linguistic tools or framing techniques that shape communication styles within organizations: metaphor, jargon, contrast, spin, and stories. These tools serve to frame situations, ideas, and goals, manage meaning, and garner support and respect from others.
Furthermore, Entman (2003) elaborated on the role of framing in the news media, highlighting how particular words and images can stir support for or opposition to certain sides in political conflicts. This illustrates the power of framing not only in organizations but also in broader social and political contexts—showing that language is a potent instrument for influencing perception and shaping collective understanding.
As organizations evolve into complex social entities, the dynamic interactions among their components shift our understanding of organizations from being fixed, static entities to active, fluid ones, in which communication constitutes the fundamental foundation for organizational survival. The Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO) theory emerged from the social constructionism of Berger and Luckman (1967), who argued that reality is an intersubjective construction created and maintained through communication. They noted that “[while] actors interact in the social world, these structures can also be changed during the course of interaction” (Miller, 2015). This highlights that organizational reality is not fixed but continually shaped and reshaped through ongoing communicative processes.
CCO encompasses two main models of communication. According to Miller (2015), the Montréal School emphasizes the critical role of human interaction and textual documentation, as well as the influence of ventriloquism, non-human elements of communication such as texts, technology, or artifacts, in producing and reproducing organizational behavior. These non-human actors can 'speak' through established texts or technologies, influencing how members interpret and enact organizational life.
The Four-Flow Model, on the other hand, conceives communication in organizations not merely as a means of transmitting information but as a process that creates, sustains, and transforms organizational values, norms, culture, and outputs. McPhee and Zaug (2008) explain that “organizations also exist within a superstructure over time and space that includes values, laws, rules, ideology, and other institutions—indeed, their development represents a quantum leap in social abilities to concentrate and exert power.” This points to organizations as embedded in broader social, legal, and ideological contexts that communication both reflects and helps shape.
The Four-Flow Model identifies four key communicative flows that collectively contribute to the constitution of organizational structure:
Membership Negotiation: The communication involved in the processes by which individuals enter, remain, or exit organizations, establishing who belongs and under what terms.
Self-Structuring: Communication that creates and maintains the organizational rules, policies, hierarchy, and systems that guide behavior.
Activity Coordination: Interactions focused on coordinating tasks and work activities among members, aligning efforts to achieve organizational goals.
Institutional Positioning: Communication that manages relationships between the organization and external entities, such as other organizations, regulatory bodies, or communities, shaping the organization’s identity and legitimacy within its environment.
Each of these flows operates in different directions and contributes uniquely to the ongoing constitution of the organization. Together, they demonstrate that organizations are not static objects but are continuously woven into existence through diverse communication processes.
The perspective on conflict has shifted considerably over time. Conflict is no longer viewed solely as negative or dysfunctional. Brown et al. (1995) assert that “conflict is not inherently bad; rather, it is a normal and inevitable part of being human. Similarly”, Liddle (2017) describes conflict as a natural human experience. Rahim (2023) goes further to argue that conflict functions as an instrument of social change rather than merely as a symptom of relational breakdown. Conflict signals a recognition that change is necessary: “It signals the recognition of a need to change. Change is the bridge between the old and the new [system]” (Brown et al., 1995).
Conflict has thus become a social issue involving diverse identity perspectives and ongoing interactive processes. Rahim (2023) defines conflict as “an interactive process manifested in incompatibility, disagreement, or inconsistency within or between social entities (i.e., individual, group, organization, etc.).” These conflicts do not just occur within fixed social structures but also have the power to transform those structures. Organizational members are not merely passive actors operating inside an unchanging system but actively engage in producing and reproducing the very structures that simultaneously enable and constrain their behaviors. Miller (2015) explains that this dual role of structure and agency contributes both to the continuity and transformation of organizational life.
To effectively overcome conflict within the CCO framework requires a holistic process that integrates all foundational elements of organizational communication—such as shared values, culture, identities, norms, and organizational outputs. Crucially, this involves cultivating strong, trusting relationships among individuals undertaking organizational tasks. According to Fairhurst (2025), it is vital to manage meaning carefully, co-construct meaning collaboratively, and negotiate meaning continuously among interacting members both inside and outside the organization. These objectives are best accomplished through constructive and effective communication practices that enable participants to align their perspectives, resolve misunderstandings, and jointly shape the organization’s identity and functioning.
In summary, conflict in organizations shaped by the CCO perspective is not a problem to be simply suppressed or avoided but a vital and dynamic process deeply rooted in communication. When managed well, conflict can serve as a catalyst for innovation, positive change, and organizational growth.
	 

Avenues for new thinking, new research, or new theory development. 

Traditional framing theories often emphasize how leaders or media strategically use language and symbols. However, this paper highlights the Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO) framework, which underscores the importance of ongoing and distributed communication flows within organizations, such as membership negotiation, self-structuring, activity coordination, and institutional positioning. Future research should explore how those flows operate within these multiple flows simultaneously, investigating the tensions, overlaps, and conflicts that arise to gain a better understanding of how organizational realities are built, maintained, or altered. 
Furthermore, technology and other non-human elements significantly influence how conflicts are understood and resolved within organizations. Digital platforms and evolving communication tools would actively participate in shaping how meanings are created, and disputes are unfolded. New theoretical models are needed to move beyond simply viewing technology as a tool. Instead, these models should analyze technology as an active force in shaping communication, meaning, and conflict dynamics within organizations. Research could explore how these technological elements interact with communication to influence organizational realities and processes related to conflict management.
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