
WORKPLACE CONFLICT

When warring 
colleagues spell 
opportunity
Use disagreements wisely 
and they can strengthen the 
group. Use them badly and 
toxicity reigns

The usual message about conflict
in the workplace is to try and 

 avoid it at all costs, even though it’s 
largely seen as inevitable. Research 
now shows there is an upside to 
team members falling out – in 
certain circumstances it can drive 
stronger performance.

The paper – Things Are Not 
Always What They Seem: The 
Origins and Evolution of Intragroup 
Conflict – found that dissent 
between two team members 
can be particularly healthy for 
organisations, exposing them to 
new thinking and opening them up 
to change and learning, which leads to 
beneficial outcomes.

Co-author of the study Randall S 
Peterson, professor of organisational 
behaviour and academic director of 
the Leadership Institute at London 
Business School, explains that when 
conflict is limited to two individuals, 
it creates room for other team 
members “to actively listen, to learn, 
to evaluate the pros and cons of both 
sides”, and ask questions or mediate 
before moving forward. “It creates a 
dynamic that positively drives 
performance,” he says.

This sort of situation, known 
as ‘dyadic’ conflict, is the most 
common source of disagreement 
within groups: more than 50 per cent 
of conflicts at work take the form of 
two individuals at loggerheads.
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The research on group conflict 
involved three studies, surveying US 
undergraduates, executives on a UK 
management course and more than 
80 individual employee teams within 
a large Chinese manufacturer. 

Co-authors Stephen L Jones, 
of the University of Washington 
Bothell, Amanda J Ferguson, 
from Northern Illinois University, 
and Priti Pradhan Shah, of the 
University of Minnesota, say not all 
types of conflict are good for 
business. When the whole group is 
caught up in conflict, warring 
factions emerge. When it involves a 
single ‘bad apple’, it leads to poorer 
results for the team because the 
focus becomes about winning the 
argument rather than learning.

For managers, the skill is learning 
how to get the most from team 
diversity and nurture difference of 
opinion to ‘fan’ tensions in a way that 
will lead to favourable results. 

“Conflict is a bit like fire. Fan it 
moderately, with care and attention, 
and you create a nice camp fire. 
Encourage it excessively and you 
end up with a conflagration,” warns 
Peterson.
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This article originally appeared in the 
Winter 2020 edition of Work., the 
magazine for Chartered Fellows of the 
CIPD, the professional body for HR and 
people development.




