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Conflict Management Styles and Group
Decision Making
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Conflict is a normal part of group work because members bring different goals, values, experiences,
information, and preferences to a shared task. The quality of a group’s decisions therefore depends
not on eliminating disagreement, but on managing it in a way that protects relationships while
allowing useful differences to be examined. Research on teams shows that constructive conflict can
improve analysis and creativity, whereas poorly managed conflict can reduce trust, satisfaction, and
performance (Jehn, 1995; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003).

Conflict management styles describe the recurring approaches people use when their concerns differ
from those of others. The best-known framework organizes these approaches according to two
dimensions: assertiveness, or concern for one’s own goals, and cooperativeness, or concern for the
goals of others. The resulting five styles are collaborating, competing, compromising,
accommodating, and avoiding (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974). Each style can be useful under particular
conditions, but each also creates risks when applied automatically or excessively.

What Conflict Management Means in a Group
Conflict management is the deliberate process of recognizing disagreement, understanding its
causes, and choosing a response that supports the group’s objectives. It is broader than simply
ending an argument. A disagreement may be settled quickly while leaving resentment, weak
commitment, or an unsound decision behind. Effective conflict management considers both the
immediate issue and the longer-term ability of members to work together.

Groups commonly experience three related forms of conflict. Task conflict concerns ideas, evidence,
priorities, or the content of the work. Process conflict concerns responsibilities, procedures, deadlines,
and the allocation of resources. Relationship conflict concerns personality tension, disrespect,
mistrust, or perceived hostility. Task disagreement can sometimes help a group test assumptions, but
relationship conflict is consistently associated with lower satisfaction and weaker performance. Even
task conflict can become harmful when criticism is personalized or when the group lacks a
constructive method for discussing differences (Jehn, 1995; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003).

The Five Conflict Management Styles
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Style Assertiveness Cooperativeness Primary Aim Most Appropriate
When

Collaborating High High Find a solution
that addresses
the important
concerns of all
parties

The issue is complex,
commitment is
important, and
sufficient time is
available

Competing High Low Act decisively in
favor of one
position

Urgent action, safety,
law, ethics, or a
clearly superior option
requires firmness

Compromising Moderate Moderate Reach an
acceptable middle
ground

Time is limited and
parties have relatively
equal power

Accommodating Low High Preserve the
relationship or
support another
party’s concern

The issue matters
more to the other
party or one side
recognizes it is
mistaken

Avoiding Low Low Delay or withdraw
from the conflict

The issue is trivial,
emotions need to
cool, or more
information is required

Collaborating
Collaboration combines high concern for one’s own interests with high concern for others. Members
openly exchange information, clarify underlying needs, examine assumptions, and search for an
option that is better than a simple trade-off. In group decision making, collaboration is especially
valuable when the issue is complex and different members possess information that must be
integrated.

The main strength of collaboration is decision quality. It encourages members to explain why they
support a position, making hidden information and conflicting assumptions visible. It can also increase
commitment because participants understand the reasoning behind the final choice and have
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influenced its development. Kuhn and Poole’s (2000) longitudinal study found that groups using
integrative conflict management tended to achieve more effective decisions than groups relying on
distributive approaches.

Collaboration is not always efficient. It requires psychological safety, listening skills, and enough time
to explore alternatives. Groups may also confuse collaboration with endless consensus seeking. A
leader should therefore define the decision criteria, invite dissent, and establish a point at which the
group must choose.

Competing
Competing is assertive and uncooperative. A person or subgroup strongly advances one position and
may use authority, rules, expertise, or majority power to secure an outcome. This style is often
described as win-lose, but it is not inherently unethical. It may be necessary when a decision must be
made immediately, when safety standards are non-negotiable, or when a leader must prevent a
clearly harmful action.

Its advantage is speed and clarity. In emergencies, prolonged discussion can create greater risk than
firm direction. The disadvantage is that frequent competition can suppress information, reduce
participation, and encourage members to defend positions rather than evaluate evidence. A group
dominated by competitive behavior may reach decisions quickly but receive weak commitment from
those who were overruled.

Compromising
Compromise occupies the middle of the assertiveness and cooperativeness dimensions. Each party
gives up part of its preferred outcome to reach an acceptable agreement. It is practical when parties
have comparable power, deadlines are close, and a temporary or moderately important decision is
needed.

Compromise can prevent stalemate and preserve working relationships. However, splitting the
difference does not guarantee a good decision. The midpoint between two proposals may be
technically weak, financially inefficient, or inconsistent with the group’s criteria. Groups should
therefore use compromise after identifying minimum requirements and consequences, rather than
treating every disagreement as a bargaining exercise.

Accommodating
Accommodation places greater emphasis on the other party’s concerns than on one’s own. A member
may support another view to preserve goodwill, acknowledge superior expertise, or invest in a
relationship that will matter in future decisions. This can be constructive when the issue is genuinely
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more important to someone else or when maintaining cooperation has greater value than winning a
minor point.

The risk is unequal participation. Members who repeatedly accommodate may withhold relevant
information or appear to agree when they are not committed. Over time, this can create resentment
and deprive the group of valuable dissent. Leaders should distinguish voluntary accommodation from
silence caused by status differences, fear, or exclusion.

Avoiding
Avoidance involves postponing, sidestepping, or withdrawing from conflict. It can be appropriate when
the issue is minor, when emotions are too intense for a productive discussion, when another forum is
responsible for the decision, or when the group lacks essential information. A cooling-off period can
prevent a temporary disagreement from becoming a personal dispute.

Avoidance becomes harmful when important concerns are repeatedly deferred. Unresolved issues
may reappear as missed deadlines, passive resistance, duplicated work, or interpersonal tension.
Productive avoidance should therefore be temporary and explicit: the group should state why
discussion is being delayed, what information is needed, and when the issue will be revisited.

How Conflict Management Styles Shape Group
Decision Making
Group decision making is the process through which members identify a choice, examine relevant
information, compare alternatives, and commit to a course of action. Conflict management affects
every stage of this process because it determines who speaks, what information is considered, how
alternatives are evaluated, and whether members support implementation.

Information Sharing and Critical Evaluation
Groups often possess more knowledge collectively than any individual member, but that advantage is
lost when people do not share unique information. Collaborative discussion makes it more likely that
assumptions will be questioned and specialized knowledge will enter the debate. By contrast,
competitive climates can make members conceal uncertainty or present evidence strategically.
Excessive accommodation can also reduce information quality because members may suppress
objections to maintain harmony.

Constructive disagreement is particularly important when a group is at risk of premature consensus. A
decision that appears unanimous may simply reflect status pressure or reluctance to challenge the
majority. Leaders can improve analysis by asking members to identify risks, assign someone to
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evaluate counterarguments, and separate criticism of an idea from criticism of the person presenting
it.

Decision Speed
Different styles produce different time costs. Competition can create the fastest decision, while
collaboration usually takes longer because it explores interests and alternatives. Compromise can
provide a workable decision under time pressure, and avoidance can create useful delay when more
evidence is needed. The correct choice depends on the cost of delay and the cost of error. A routine
scheduling issue may justify compromise, while a strategic investment may justify a more
collaborative process.

Commitment and Implementation
A technically strong decision can fail if members do not understand or support it. Collaboration tends
to build ownership because people participate in developing the outcome. Compromise may create
adequate commitment, although participants may support the decision only partially. Competition can
secure compliance through authority, but compliance is not the same as commitment.
Accommodation may preserve harmony in the short term while concealing concerns that later
interfere with implementation.

Relationships and Future Decisions
Teams make decisions repeatedly, so the handling of one conflict influences later interactions.
Respectful collaboration can strengthen trust and make future disagreement easier. Personal attacks,
coercion, or repeated avoidance can create a cycle in which members anticipate hostility and
communicate defensively. Behfar et al. (2008) found that high-performing teams were distinguished
not by the absence of conflict but by their ability to resolve it through clear, equitable, and adaptable
practices.

Choosing the Appropriate Style
No single conflict management style is best in every situation. Rahim (2002) argues that effective
conflict management requires diagnosis rather than habitual reliance on one response. Before
choosing a style, a group should consider:

Importance of the issue: Is the decision central to safety, ethics, strategy, or performance?
Importance of the relationship: Will members continue working together after this decision?
Time pressure: Is there enough time for full discussion, or is immediate action required?
Quality requirements: Does the decision depend on combining specialized knowledge and
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diverse viewpoints?
Power differences: Can all members disagree without fear of retaliation or exclusion?
Reversibility: Can the decision be tested and revised, or will an error be costly and difficult to
correct?

For example, a team selecting a long-term strategy should usually collaborate because the decision is
complex and commitment matters. A supervisor responding to an immediate safety hazard may need
to compete by issuing a direct instruction. Two departments dividing a limited budget may
compromise after defining essential requirements. A member may accommodate when another
person has stronger expertise, and the group may temporarily avoid a dispute when emotions are
high and a later meeting has been scheduled.

A Practical Process for Managing Conflict During
Decisions

Define the decision. State precisely what must be decided, who has authority, and when the1.
choice is required.
Identify the type of conflict. Determine whether disagreement concerns the task, the process,2.
the relationship, or a combination of these.
Separate positions from interests. Ask why members favor particular options and what needs or3.
risks lie behind their positions.
Establish decision criteria. Agree on standards such as cost, quality, fairness, feasibility, and4.
strategic fit before comparing alternatives.
Invite relevant disagreement. Encourage members to present evidence, risks, and minority5.
views without personal criticism.
Select a conflict style deliberately. Use collaboration, competition, compromise,6.
accommodation, or avoidance according to the situation rather than personal habit.
Record the decision and responsibilities. Clarify what was chosen, why it was chosen, who will7.
act, and when results will be reviewed.

This process is consistent with broader conflict resolution strategies for a productive workplace.
Leadership also matters: a leader who combines clear standards with openness to evidence is more
likely to keep task disagreement constructive. In this respect, transformational leadership can support
productive discussion by creating a shared purpose and encouraging members to contribute.

Conclusion
Conflict management styles strongly influence group decision making because they shape
participation, information sharing, evaluation, commitment, and relationships. Collaboration generally
offers the greatest potential for high-quality, well-supported decisions when issues are complex and

https://academic-master.com/conflict-resolution-strategies-for-a-productive-workplace/
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time permits. Competition is valuable for urgent or non-negotiable matters, compromise helps groups
move beyond stalemate, accommodation can protect relationships or recognize stronger expertise,
and avoidance can create a useful pause when discussion would be premature.

For broader context, see The Different Approaches To A Group Decision-Making And How Effective
They Are In A Group.

The central lesson is flexibility. Effective groups do not attempt to eliminate all conflict or rely on one
preferred style. They diagnose the issue, protect respectful communication, and choose the response
most appropriate to the decision. When disagreement is managed as a source of information rather
than a personal contest, conflict can improve judgment instead of undermining it.
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