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Abstract
Occurring communication conflict among employees is a natural phenomenon at any workplace. But for the
effective resolution of these conflicts, it is indispensable to know the potential factors triggering these conflicts
and making them destructive. This paper intends to investigate the causes, outcomes and the subsequent resolution
of communication conflicts among employees at the workplace in the developing sector in Pakistan. The data for
this qualitative study was gathered from library research and semi-structured interviews taken from the eighteen
employees belonging to the three development organizations from the area of Peshawar and Islamabad in Pakistan.
To derive sample for the study, a purposeful sampling technique was used. The analysis and transcription of the
interview were made through following thematic techniques. The findings from this study reveal the poor
communication, misunderstanding and lack of other soft skills and traits as the significant causes of the
communication conflicts while lack of trust, stress, resignation and transferring are found to be potential outcomes.
Some suggestions such as strong leadership and training of employees are also given for the effective resolution
of these conflicts.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

Being natural and inevitable in itself, conflicts occur where there are human beings but knowing the core causes
and dealing with employee conflict in a timely manner is however important to maintain a healthy work
environment (Farooqi, 2013; Yildiz & Bumen, 2013). Simple conflicts can grow into severe problems if not dealt
with appropriately. Believing that a conflict will simply disappear or turn into a fruitful outcome, without any
effort of resolving it, are inaccurate assumptions to make (De Dreu, 2008). Employees should try to understand
the common causes of employee conflicts, so that a solution is found before the issues become unmanageable and
entails into an irreparable loss.
There has also been a significant rise in the communication conflicts among employees at the workplaces in
Pakistan (Mansoor, Fida, Nasir, & Ahmad, 2011; Nasir & Bashir, 2012; Noor & Maad, 2009). The irony of the
fact is that these conflicts are widely hided and avoided instead of resolving them effectively (Chaudhry, 2011;
Farooqi, 2013). These communication conflicts are at times so severe that it leads to verbal abuse at workplace
destroying the professional environment within the organizations (Cassum, 2014).
The available literature pinpoints some common causes of these conflicts at workplace. Among them, poor
communication is one of the leading causes of conflict between employees in the workplace. Failing to
communicate in the workplace may cause employees to make incorrect assumptions. Poor communication in the
workplace not only causes conflict but decreases productivity and employee morale (Manning, 2014; Pandey,
Pandey, & Kothari, 2016).
The difference in personalities also causes a conflict at workplace conflict. Employees have diverse personalities
due to their different backgrounds and experiences. Problems tend to arise in the workplace when employees fail
__________
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to accept the differences in each other's personalities. When employees fail to accept the differences, co-workers
may insult each other's character and experiences (Ameen, 2013; Ferreira, 2012; Mirza, 2014). Unhealthy
workplace competition also serves as a cause of conflict among employee at the workplace. Some workplaces
foster competitive environments more than others. When salary is linked to employee’s productivity, a workplace
may experience strong competition between employees. Competition not properly managed can result in
employees sabotaging or insulting one another resulting into the creation of a hostile work environment.
Unhealthy workplace competition at most of the time therefore discourages teamwork and promotes individualism
(Nickson, Warhurst, Commander, Hurrell, & Cullen, 2012; Sultana, 2015). In literature, the cost of conflict is
divided into hard and soft costs. Hard costs are measurable costs. They are tangible and usually easy to find and
add up such as wasted time, lost workdays, reduced productivity, performance and quality, Healthcare costs
associated with stress, sabotage and theft turnover, termination packages, legal costs (Ayoko, 2003; Brockman,
2013). On the other hand, soft costs are those things that may not seem measurable but they still affect your bottom
line like morale, decreased customer service, reputation, loss of skilled employees (Vivian S, 2016).
This part of study focus this subject for research as there is not a considerable amount of empirical research to
investigate into the causes and outcomes of triggering communication conflicts in the developing sector especially
in Pakistani context. The field of study is especially ignored in the context of professional environment in Pakistan.
This exploratory study being a part of a larger study therefore focuses on ascertaining the contributive causes and
effects of communication conflicts in three developing organizations in the Pakistan. The following question
guided the study i.e. what are the potential causes of communication conflicts among employees at the workplace
and their impact at workplace? What are the effective measures or strategies to resolve communication conflict at
workplace?

2.

STUDY DESIGN AND METHOD

Three developing organizations namely Community Motivation Development Organization (CMDO) Peshawar,
Read Foundation and International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC) Islamabad, Pakistan served the
population for this study. The selection of these organizations was based on the willingness on the part of head of
these organizations. The researcher had contacted many organizations but three out of around six accepted the
support and allowed their staff for the training and subsequent interviews. As the part of a larger doctoral study,
this research effort selected eighteen respondents for the semi-structured interview out of the forty employees who
got three days training based on PBL approach. The eighteen respondents out of total forty for qualitative study
were chosen on the basis of their willingness. The sample had been filtered through criteria on the basis of their
length of working experience and number of organizations served by a purposeful sampling approach This study
used a semi-structured interview method to collect the data qualitatively (see Appendix 1 for the interview
questions). In a semi-structured interview, the researcher asks a series of open-ended questions with
accompanying queries that probe for more detailed and contextual data (Piercy, 2015). Semi-structured interview
is a verbal interchange when one person, the interviewer, tries to elicit information from another person by asking
questions. Although the researcher prepares a list of predetermined questions, but it provides the interviewer with
a chance to explore what they feel are important (Longhurst, 2003).
The researcher opted for the semi-structured interview as the data collecting tool due to its suitability to the subject
and its benefits over other tools such as it allows the researcher to be prepared well in advanced and appear
competent during the interview ; besides, it also allow the respondents to express their views in their own terms
(Cohen & Crabtree, 2006) as was required for this study. We used qualitative method in order to explore the
subject deeply. Qualitative research is an approach to explore and understand the meaning- the individuals and
group give to a social or human problem. (Creswell, 2013). All interviews were audibly recorded with the
permission of the students being interviewed. All of the interview transcripts were read and organized by the
researcher into themes and codes. The data was organized then into themes, sub-themes and further into coding
whenever deemed necessary. Thematic analysis is method of identifying, analyzing and interpreting themes in
qualitative research data (Manning, 2014) . The aim of the thematic analysis is to obtain a condensed and broad
description of the phenomenon Braun, 2014). The major themes were first identified after going through the
review of existing literature on the subject. After that through cutting and sorting techniques, sub themes were
identified. Cutting and sorting is a more formal way of pawing (Piercy, 2015). The researcher first went through
the text and identified quotes that seemed somehow important. Each quote was cut out making sure to maintain
the context with the reference name and then organize them into piles of similar quotes. After that each pile was
named in accordance with repetition of concepts. The findings from each pile were drawn in order to give meaning
to the data. The quotes are mentioned by the designation of the respondents to maintain their confidentiality.
As far as the validity of the data is concerned, two independent researchers from University Tun Hussein Onn
Malaysia were asked to verify and validate the accuracy of the categorization of themes and subthemes. After
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discussion with them, minor modifications were made to the analysis and coding. The data was also validated by
pictures and videos of the respondents being interview. The analyzed data was validated through sending it in
written form it to all the respondents for verification.

3.

RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The responses of the employees to each of the questions are analyzed. The principal author is familiar with the
actual experiences by the employees interviewed due to having sufficient working experience in a number of
developing organizations in Pakistan. This firsthand knowledge by the author helped this study tremendously. In
order to avoid the personal bias of the author in the analysis, “bracketing” was ensured. Bracketing refers to "selfawareness of mindset" of the researcher (HUTCHINSON, 1986, p.115). Besides, the principal author wrote a
personal statement of experiences and perceptions which she expected to have about the causes, outcomes and
resolution of communication conflicts in order to become conscious of the perceptions and beliefs of employees
even before collecting data and during the process of research, (see Appendix 2 for the personal statement)
3.1

Profile of respondents

The respondents for this study belonged to three organizations presented in the following table
Table 1: Demographic information
CMDO
ICMC
Read Foundation
Gender

Female

Total

0

5

0

5

5

2

6

13

5

7

6

18

Male
Total

Gender * Organization Cross tabulation
The gender imbalance was quite expected as the two organizations did have female staff. Average age of the
respondents was calculated as 32 years while the average length of working experience is 8 years of the total 18
respondents. Besides, the designation of the respondent were as in Table 2 below:
Table 2: Designation of employees
Child Protection Officer
Donor relation Officer
Program Manager
Project Coordinator
Program Director
Finance Assistant
Finance Manager
HOD International relations
HOD M&E
HR Officer
Interpreter
Interpreter
Assistant reporting officer
IT Manager
Livelihood Officer
M&E officer
Manager M&E
Medical counselor

3.2

Results
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The respondents expressed their point of views regarding the main causes and factors, which help, trigger
communication conflicts among employees at the workplace. The respondents also talked about the ways on how
to reduce and tackle these conflicts effectively. According to the findings, there are multiple causes of conflicts.
The respondents expressed their feelings in the following words.
3.2.1

Common causes

“I think misunderstanding and miscommunication among employees is the main causes of communication
conflict. Lack of communication skills in employees is also one of the causes. Besides, written communication
should also be effective to reduce conflicts…..”
(Program Director)
Another respondent expressed about it in the following words,
“Informal communication and miscommunication usually gives birth to conflicts at workplace. Besides,
opposing or different views also causes conflict among employees. One of the potential causes of conflicts is that
employees don’t understand the conflicting situation that is why they are unable to deal with it effectively”.
(Child Protection Officer)
Another respondent had the following feeling and experience regarding the causes of communication conflicts.
Like others, I also experienced a lot of conflicts. I feel that main cause of any conflict include poor
communication, misunderstanding and lack of mutual interest of employees. Lack of resources or limited
resources and unhealthy competition among employees and differences in the personalities of employees
causes conflicts as well at the workplace.”
(Livelihood officer)
3.2.2

Rare causes

The rare causes were themed as the respondents did not repeat them. Some of the respondents expressed that
conflicts occur due to lack of essential soft skills in employees.
“Lack of soft skills and traits such as anger management, patience and tolerance mostly triggers communication
conflicts. I think patience and tolerance are the most required skills in the today’s workplace. While for the
effective resolution of these conflicts, organizations should train their staff on sharpening these skills
regularly…”
(HR Officer)
One of the rare causes of conflicts also include,
“Unrealistic expectations and ambiguity in role creates and increase communications conflicts.”
(IT Manager)
One of the respondents also pinpoints the lack of training as the cause of conflict such as
“Lack of training opportunities for employees also causes conflicts as training sharpens various skills of
employees.”
(Assistant reporting officer)
From the above quotes, it can safely be concluded that poor or miscommunication (written or spoken),
misunderstanding, unhealthy competition, and limited resources are the most common causes of conflicts among
employees at the workplace while lack of soft skills, lack of training opportunities and unrealistic expectations
come under rare causes of conflicts.
3.2.3

Most harmful outcomes

The respondents also expressed their opinions over the damage and harm, which the conflicts bring to the
employees and organization.
“After conflict, sometime there are resignations and it’s hard to find the right caliber of employees. The mutual
respect among employees and supervisor is affected. Stress and tension in employees makes the things worse.”
(Monitoring & Evaluation Officer)

Another respondent put it in another way like this,
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“In extreme cases of conflict, there is firing, transferring and resignation but usually at smaller level, conflict
brings lack of trust, dissatisfaction and bad performance on the part of employees.”
(Interpreter)
3.2.4

Less harmful outcomes

One of the respondents shared his thinking and experience about the impact of conflict in the following way like
Conflict rarely entail into a productive side because employees mostly don’t understand the phenomenon of
conflict. Mostly it brings dissatisfaction, lack of trust and respect, and rebellions etc.
(Assistant reporting officer)
Another respondent had almost the same feelings,
“Conflict usually result into jealousy, dissatisfaction, lack of mutual respect, lack of trust which unstable the
position of employees.”
(Project Coordinator)
The work is the ultimate sufferer in the conflicting situation.
“The greater impact of conflict is that work suffers the most. The quality of work is affected. There is unhealthy
professional environment which provides less opportunity of professional growth and development.”
(Program Manager)
The impact of conflict can be summarized as the less damaging comes and more damaging outcomes. Lack of
trust and respect, dissatisfaction, jealousy, stress and bad performance come under less damaging aspect of conflict
outcomes while resignation and firing and constant absenteeism belong to the more damaging effects of conflicts.
Irrespective of the conflict nature, there should be initiatives in the very first place, to resolve the conflict wisely
and peacefully.
3.2.5

Effective resolution of conflicts

One of the respondents gives suggestion for the effective resolution of conflict in the following words.
“The occurrence and effective resolution among employees usually depends on the good management and
leadership. In good a leadership, there do arise conflicts but they are resolved constructively…”
(Project Coordinator)
Likewise, one more respondent expressed his feeling regarding effectively resolving conflicts in the following
words
“Conflicts can be resolves effectively through regular training of employees and strong leadership and through
promoting healthy competition”.
(HOD M&E)
Through the expression of respondents, it can safely be concluded that communication conflict occurs due to
mainly miscommunication, lack of communication, lack of tolerance, patience and mutual respect etc. among
employees at the workplace. They usually occur due to unhealthy competition, limited or lack of resources, shared
interest and ineffective leadership. They have adverse outcomes on the organization and people at the workplace
such as transferring, firing resignation, lack of trust and respect among employees, stress, dissatisfaction, and
jealousy etc. They can be reduced and tackled effectively through training of employees to sharpen their soft
skills, good leadership and promoting healthy competition at workplace.

4.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our study found out the significant causes of communication conflicts among employees such as poor
communication/ miscommunication, unhealthy competition, limited resources, lack of skills and traits and lack of
training opportunities for sharpening soft skills etc. Our findings also revealed the significant impact of these
conflicts on the employees and organization such as termination, firing, transferring, appointment of incompetent
people, stress, of lack of trust, lack of respect, waste of resources etc. While as for as effective resolution of
conflicts is concerned, the study suggested that training of employees (sharping their skills and traits), good
leadership and promoting healthy competition could help reduce, manage and eventually resolve the
communication conflict effectively at the workplace. The information and findings from this research could help
employees and employers to look into these potential factors which could improve or disapprove the professional
environment and learn how effectively workplace conflicts could be resolved in order to avoid its adverse
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outcomes. The findings of this study could be generalized to other developing organizations due to fact that the
respondents who shared their feeing and perceptions had working experience in multiple developing
organizations. The findings of this study are supported by a number of recent studies. One of the study conducted
on the conflicts in ICU revealed communication issue as one of the primary causes of conflict (Fassier & Azoulay,
2010). It suggested that improved communication (soft skill) and good leadership could help reduce these conflicts
as revealed through the finding of this study. Another study conducted in the universities at Karachi ( Pakistan)
suggested that training and counseling to employees could reduce stress and improve job satisfaction of employees
(Ali, Raheem, Nawaz, & Imamuddin, 2014) as suggested by this study. One of study conducted to know the
causes of conflicts arising between client and contractors in the construction industry. As also identified by this
research, unsuccessful communication was ascertained as one of the main causes of these conflicts (Mitkus &
Mitkus, 2014).
It is important to mention that we focused on the overall causes of communication conflicts in developing sector
organizations while future researcher could investigate and narrow down subject looking into the each cause, its
after effects and subsequent reduction or resolution also in a different working sector.
This paper uses a qualitative approach design to collect data from the eighteen employees of the three developing
organizations of Islamabad, Pakistan. The findings revealed a number of factor and causes that triggers
communication conflict among employees at the workplace including miscommunication, misunderstanding, lack
of resources, unhealthy competitions, lack of communication skill, lack of patience, lack of tolerance, lack of
mutual respect etc. The major finding of the study concludes that lack of soft skills plays a pivotal role in
perpetuating communication conflicts. The finding also reveals the adverse effects of conflict on the employees,
organization and its environment. It was suggested that regular training of employees and promoting of leadership
and healthy competition could help reduce conflicts among employees at the workplace. A number of studies
conducted recently on the subject supports the outcomes of this study.
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Appendix 1
Interview Protocol
Name

Age

Time

Designation

Gender

Being a doctoral student at UTHM Malaysia, I welcome you to take part in research study on the “Use of ProblemBased Learning Approach for Employees Training" in Pakistan. The research is part of my doctoral thesis at the
Faculty of Science Technology and Human Development in University Tun Hussein Onn of Malaysia. Taking
part in research is open to everyone and your response will be recorded with complete confidentiality. You can
also withdraw from survey at any stage of answering with no objection on my side. When responding to questions,
you should keep in mind that your feelings and expression is going to contribute into the development of new
research findings. Participation in research will not take more than maximum 15 minutes; your cooperation is
therefore requested. Please note that this research study is approved by the faculty of Science, Technology and
Human Development, UTHM Malaysia and I would like to thank you for your time and support in this regard.
Q 1)

Which factors triggers communication conflicts among employees at the workplace in Pakistan? Kindly
give detailed response.

Q 2)

Can you kindly state the main causes of communication conflicts among employees at workplace in
Pakistan?

Q 3)

How these conflicts can be reduced and resolved effectively?

Appendix 2: Personal Statement
Having around seven years of experience five 5 different developing organizations, the author expects the
following potential of causes, impact and resolution of communication conflict at the workplace in Pakistan.
 Communication conflicts are usually triggered due to lacking of essential soft skills and traits among
employees at the workplace.
 Communication conflicts also occur due to weak or corrupt leadership
 Communication conflict occurs due to lack of resources and unhealthy competitions
 Communication conflict brings dissatisfaction, lack of trust, absenteeism, waste of resources and
 Communication conflict brings resignation, transferring, employing incompetent staff and firing in the
extreme cases.
 According to the belief of researcher, communication conflicts could effectively be resolved through
adopting PBL training approach in which people are grouped together to work on the given problems.
 They can be reduced and resolved through strong leadership and management
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