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Introduction

The views and observations discussed in this essay are mine, and although others may not agree with them, it is vital to understand that they are the product of my personality and root from experience, social and physical background. I am, in fact, entitled to have my own opinion on the topics discussed, although the reader may perceive them as being wrong.  

“I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it”




Hall, 1906 (attributed to Voltaire) 
The purpose of this essay is to reflect my experience and analyse my behaviour whilst working as part of a team in the Organisational Behaviour module. The content in this essay is my point of view about myself, and reflects my behaviour and not that of other people. This essay will follow a simple structure, and will discuss my feelings on particular topics, believes, attitudes and observations, as well as what I would do differently at the next opportunity. I will also demonstrate how theory explains my behaviour in a range of topics. 

I will discuss my experience with a particular focus on how communication interacts or links to conflict. In doing so, I will discuss how my communication with others created, sustained or eliminated conflict between myself those involved. 

Hence, the content of this reflective essay should not be seen as right or wrong, but rather as the self-analysis of an individual who is trying to pint-point aspects of his personality and behaviour that can hinder his social and his academic development. 


Reflection – how communication interacts with conflict 
I acknowledge that communication is an important element of life. In teamwork, I saw communication as a tool for synchronised performance. Appropriate communication allowed me to establish and clarify our goals and objectives, individual responsibilities, meetings schedules and the methods of communication (Mullins, 2005). But it also allowed me to create a motivated and high-energy working atmosphere. For example, I emphasised that everyone has an equal say in the team and that all members had to agree to all decisions.

In addition to the Organisational Behaviour material suggested by my module leaders, I have read similar material in the past, which has shaped my adulthood and changed my approach and opinion towards conflict. I am an interactionist, I see conflict as essential and necessary for good performance (Fox, 1966, 1973) and strongly agree with the Contingency Model of Conflict (Hatch et al., 1979). In my opinion, I think that without conflict society would probably not develop at the rate it has. Conflict was the source for my team’s ideas, improvement, as well as my academic development. Conflict had to take place in my team so as to filter unproductive ideas and challenge each other’s minds. In regards to the type of conflict, I can denote from the material I read throughout the semester, that it was interpersonal conflict. Some members of my team did not share the same views and may have had different goals (Martin, 2005: 747-750).

I did not know members of my team before we were put into a group, and I had no particular interest in developing social relationships with them. Thus, in the “forming stage” of our team development (Tuckman, 1965), I wanted my relationship with colleagues to be formal. It annoyed me when some of them spoke to me like one of their friends, using terminology such as “bruv”, “dude”, and finishing sentences with words like “innit”. In a friendly and respectful manner, so as to prevent dysfunctional conflict, I made it clear (in our second meeting) that I did not want to be spoken to like that. 

The problem may lie in the way in which I decoded their message. May be when they coded the message they did not mean to offend me, and rather wanted to establish a more informal relationship with me (the opposite of what I was trying to do). However, my believe was that my team can achieve a better grade if we work in harmony and have a certain level of formality. 

In order to eliminate unnecessary and dysfunctional conflict during meetings, I tried to encode my messages clearly. That means, speaking slowly, clear, loud enough, and if they looked confused, I would recode the message again, for example, by rewording the sentence. Whenever I didn’t understand (or couldn’t decode) their encoded message I would ask my colleague (or encoder) to repeat or explain. This avoided misunderstanding between us and eliminated probably future errors. 

I also exercised empathetic listening (Guirdham, 2002). When disagreeing with a colleague, I placed myself in their position and tried to understand why they have suggested something or behaved in a particular way. There were a couple of occasions where this approach led me to reconsider my arguments or suggestions.  I decided that whilst interacting with colleagues, I would use more open questions and probes. These techniques allowed for open discussions of topics, as opposed to single word answers, which provide no benefit. I would also used lubricators, which encouraged the person talking at the time to carry on and let them know that I was paying full attention. Whilst interacting with colleagues, I was positive and I told the truth, qualities that I learnt from experience (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2007). 

I took the work on very seriously, and used to the team-log as leverage to ensure everyone in the team pulls his or her weight. I made it clear that the team-log will mention those that pull their weight as well as those who do not. Feldman and Flitch (1991) described this as “intimidation”, a technique used to create a favourable self-image. However, my reason for doing so was to ensure everyone worked hard and my individual grade was not affected.

Furthermore, I exercised open communication climates, a theory proposed by Jack Gibb (961). Gibb’s theory put forward two communication climates, open and closed. The reason why I decided to go with open communication climates is because it encourages collaborative team performance. This means that I was descriptive, open and honest, egalitarian and encouraged feedback. For example, a colleague asked if we should have a team leader, I opposed to this idea as I saw it as a catalyst for dysfunctional conflict, instead I suggested that all of us should be leaders, and our opinions valued equally. Furthermore, when colleagues sent me their individual parts I sent feedback for improvement. Equally, when I put the report together I sent it to them and encouraged their feedback for improvement. 

I experienced conflict in my team as it developed through the five stages of conflict (Pondy, 1967). It began with the “Latent Conflict”; we all had the same common objective, which was to achieve a high grade in the report. Pondy states, “latent conflict often arises when change occurs such as the change of budget or organisational direction”. In my situation it began when the level of commitment to the task at hand changed (dropped) from one of my colleagues. Ignoring emails and absence in meetings meant that communication between that individual and the rest of the team was poor. However, I continued to send emails to ensure that particular member was informed of every stage of the report and meeting updates. This change was also the source of dysfunctional conflict, and as it developed, so did the tension between that colleague and myself. 

During seminars, I dodged discussions with her to avoid being irritated, as she would ask questions that were answered in meetings and the emails I sent. So conflict went “from latent” (stage 1), to “perceived conflict” (stage 2), to “felt conflict” (stage 3) in only a couple of weeks. Soon after that I found myself raising my voice at her and making sure she knows that her lack of commitment towards the project was going to be mentioned in the team-log. This was, “manifested conflict” (stage 4). At this point I realised that there was also dysfunctional between that colleague and the rest of the team (outcome of conflict, stage 5). 

Reflecting on the situation, the way in which I communicated and interacted with that one particular colleague was not the best approach. I was snappy, inpatient and did not tolerate her. This in turn fuelled dysfunctional conflict and the situation deteriorated, for which I find myself partly accountable. 

So as to eliminate this conflict, I decided to take on the “compromising” approach towards “conflict resolution” (Thomas, 1976). This was to look for a quick solution or agreement so that both of us could get on with the task. The outcome of this approach was that her parts of the report written poorly and with no theory attached. The complete opposite of what I and other team members had done. I had to delete one of her sections and re-write content, which was not my responsibility. 

I did, however, experienced functional conflict with the rest of my team. I tried to ensure that the same dysfunctional conflict would not occur with the rest of my colleagues. So to manage conflict, I tried the “accommodation” approach to conflict management to keep everyone in harmony. Furthermore, I decided to use the “collaboration” approach so as to solve problems together and reach a consensus on a range of topics. This in turn facilitated my learning on the subject (Huczynski & Buchanan, 2007, synthesised by Lisa Matthewman). The more we interacted and the more we communicated the more ideas we came up with, and therefore the better I felt about the grade I would achieve. This made my attitude far more relaxed around them and it encouraged me to work harder. 

The feedback that my tutor gave me about the Formative Reflective Essay in week six, allowed to really think about what I wanted to include in this essay. However, I see no reason why should there be a concern in my willing to change my behaviour. Thus far, it has worked fine for me. Although I admit, that at times people are not happy with behaviour or personality, I (like everyone else) cannot expect everyone to like the way I am. 

Conclusion

So we can see that effective use of communication allowed me to use appropriate “conflict managing strategies” from the very beginning such as clarifying goals and objectives. It allowed my team and I to schedule ten weeks ahead, and keep track of the progress. This was clearly beneficial for the team. 

I still believe that keeping a formal atmosphere within a team, where colleagues have never met before, is essential. Although I got on well with most of my colleagues, in the future I would probably repeat my behaviour in the formation stage of the team development process. I do not think that I need to befriend members of my team to be able to perform well. 

I learnt however, to be more tolerant with the way some people speak, and decode messages better. This will allow me to communicate better with people and not perceive their terminology as inappropriate or rude. 

I still think that using the team-log as leverage to ensure colleagues work hard was a good move, and I would certainly use this method again. However, not for the purpose that Feldman and Flitch suggested, but rather to make sure we all understand the consequence of not pulling our individual weight. Thus, making sure that my individual grade is not affected. This can be perceived as being rather selfish, but I am in fact paying over £20.000 for an academic degree. Therefore, I wouldn’t allow anyone’s lack of responsibility to affect my academic pursue. 

In regards to the dysfunctional conflict I experienced, perhaps I did not take into account that she might have a completely different approach to working in teams, which I failed to investigate for the benefit of the team. In the future, if I come across a similar situation I would probably be more patient, tolerant and try to find the way in which my colleague can work best. 

I also believe that the theory I applied to different scenarios was done successfully. I will certainly repeat this in the future and do my best to learn more theory in regards to conflict management and conflict resolution. 

Overall, I will certainly change the way I communicate in certain situations so as to avoid dysfunctional conflict. I admit that a large proportion of the dysfunctional conflict that took place within my team was fuelled by the way in which I interacted with that particular colleague. Although I expressed my reluctance to change my behaviour, I think is worth mentioning that my behaviour should be flexible and be adapted to my environment and those whom I interact with. 
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