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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In their daily scholastic efforts, while achieving departmental and 

organizational goals, mid-level academic leaders face conflict at our universities.  

Success in academic leadership within this context may be measured by several 

criteria.  For example, faculty turnover rates, student graduation rates, accreditation 

status, may each be sources of conflict, and areas in which academic leadership are 

measurable.  However, successful leadership is many times underpinned by success 

in conflict resolution. Therefore, leaders are often seen as failing when the conflict is 

not successfully addressed and resolved.  Additionally, the successful leader will aid 

in the settlement of conflicts while simultaneously moving the involved parties 

toward departmental goal achievement.  The disagreements that arise can quickly 

become emotionally charged, and influenced by the perceptions and the emotional 

tenets attached by those involved (Cerni, Curtis, & Colmar, 2010).  Further 

complicating conflict in an HSC, or at the university level are matters of academic 

rank and status, which may influence the expression of disagreement and one’s 

willingness to negotiate on the part of one party to another (Volkerman, & 

Bergmann, 1995).    

This study explores the perceptions of mid-level academic leaders in dealing 

with conflict in one HSC in the southern region of the United States.  More 

specifically, the extent to which degree attainment influences the strategy-choices 

made by mid-level academic leaders was examined.  A semi-structured interview 

protocol was used in this study using grounded theory-based examination led to the 
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probing of the perceptions and experiences of the participants.  This theoretical 

structure formed the basis for the investigation of the common causes, sources, 

resolution strategies, and obstacles to the conflict management experience of mid-

level academic leaders in addressing conflict.  

As our society continues to evolve socially the requirements, challenges and 

expectations of our leaders are also changing.  These changes and challenges influence 

leaders in higher education, and particularly in those teaching and working in health 

science centers. These academic leaders must employ a full and still-developing array 

of tactics and strategies in the interest of successfully leading a faculty and staff team. 

The expectations of current faculty and staff in higher education challenge the leader 

to vary her/his leadership style between being a wizard or a warrior when serving as a 

leader (Boleman & Deal, 2006).   

Background 

Leaders in all organizations face conflict regularly in their leadership and 

management efforts toward the achievement of departmental and organizational goals 

(Cohen, Birkin, Cohen, Garfield & Webb, 2006).  These objectives or requirements 

typically originate from top leadership members of the HSC.  The work required in 

achieving these directives or objectives commonly require the work inputs of HSC 

faculty and staff, led by mid-level academic managers (Gelfand, Keller, Leslie & 

Dreu, 2012).  The source of conflict may arise over the intersecting expectations of 

leaders for the department and institutional goals for development, growth, and 

organizational change (Coleman, 2006). 
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The origins of conflict in any academic department can be internal or external 

to the department (Dee, 2004). Such sources of conflict in a university organization 

such as a university health sciences center will often have additional sources of 

disagreement, which may potentially implicate patient care as well as the wellbeing of 

the department (Knickle & McNaughton, 2008).  These patient issues enter the HSC 

setting during clinical training, an area where many educational leaders lack formal 

training in dealing with such issues, leaving some leaders groping for effective 

strategies (Laquian & Sana, 2012).  Caring for patients is just one of many courses 

through which conflict may enter the HSC environment. 

Other sources of conflict that affect mid-level academic leaders in HSCs arise 

from the student, student’s parents, and staff, faculty, and university leaders 

(Smorynski, 2006).  Student issues may arise from academic integrity, social behavior, 

interpersonal issues, and financial matters, to name a few.  Parental over-watch 

commonly referred to today, as the “helicopter parent”, complicates these and other 

student issues (Hrabowski, 2004).  These parents swoop in from time-to-time, 

questioning faculty and academic leaders when their daughter or son reports home 

about challenges to their education path, coming from the HSC faculty or leadership 

(Smorynski, 2006).   

Internal sources that generate conflict for the HSC mid-level academic leader 

originate at the top leadership levels, and then fall to the department or program level 

of the organization for implementation.  Topping this list is certainly money; that 

include departmental budgets and the salaries, supplies, travel, conference fees, and 

the like (Runde & Flanagan, 2012).  Non-monetary origins of conflict in the HSC 
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come from issues surrounding promotion, tenure, office space and administrative 

support (Shedd, 2005).  Other HSC departmental matters such as class size, course 

load, release time for research, accreditation requirements, and academic freedom all 

present as sources of conflict on a regular basis.  Guiding the department through these 

challenges falls to the mid-level educational leader in the HSC (Shedd, 2005).  Failure 

in this effort may result in negative consequences, such as faculty turnover, loss of 

accreditation, decreased student enrollment, and even the closure of academic 

programs.  Successfully navigating through the storms of conflict is the mark of a 

successful leader (Smith & Shoho, 2007). 

By exploring the strategies of mid-level academic leaders used in addressing 

conflict at the university health sciences department level, this study considers the 

issues and themes surrounding conflict resolution strategies among academic HSC 

leaders.  This interview data was then examined to find and compare the common 

problems surrounding conflict strategies of mid-level academic leaders who hold 

terminal degrees, as well as those educational leaders who have yet to earn a terminal 

degree. The results of this study provides evidence on a critical HSC leadership issue, 

one not found in the current literature. 

Problem Statement 

Mid-level academic department leaders in an HSC must possess and utilize 

expertise in dealing with conflict during the execution of their leadership work.  

Departmental conflict can arise from sources originating inside or outside of the 

academic department, and handling this conflict is an essential component of 

leadership.  It is rational to posit that conflict resolution strategies selected by mid-
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level academic leaders are influenced by the highest academic degree held by those 

involved from additional education, and the prestige of their terminal degree.  Social 

Sciences literature has much to offer in addressing conflict. However, a gap remains in 

the study of leadership and conflict management within health care and clinical 

education at the university level.  This complexity is the result of multi-disciplinary 

patient care, and the critical nature that patient care holds in the HSC educational 

experience.  This experience supports the core mission of the HSC - developing 

knowledgeable and safe healthcare providers.  It is at this interface between education 

and the pursuit of organizational goals where conflict often arises in the HSC. Without 

addressing the issues of strategy choice of mid-level academic leaders in dealing with 

this there is not a complete picture of the influence of experience and degree 

attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level leaders in addressing conflict at a 

university HSC. 

Current literature fails to address the academic leadership complexities of 

delivering healthcare services as part of teaching in a health sciences center. 

Leadership is not an exact science, rather; successful leadership consists of individual 

art and persistence; notwithstanding the leader’s, gender, race, or heritage (Smorynski, 

2006).  A multitude of criteria may measure success in academic administration, yet 

the successful leadership at a minimum requires the HSC mid-level leader to have 

effective conflict resolution skills (Collins, 2012).  The behavioral sciences literature 

is helpful to those desiring to improve their skill set in dealing with conflict.  

This qualitative research fills a portion of the gap in understanding how mid-

level academic leaders in a health sciences center address situations involving conflict 
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at an HSC departmental level and the uniqueness of this challenge. The interview data 

is designed to offer a new understanding of the experience, and the influence of degree 

attainment, on strategy-choice of mid-level leaders in addressing conflict at an HSC.  

Although these data do not form a predictor of what may happen in the future, an 

improved understanding of the nature of the setting – through better understanding 

participant experiences – is offered.  These data and the subsequent analysis strives to 

provide a new level of understanding: an understanding of the strategies in use by 

mid-level academic leaders as they address and mitigate conflict in their work at the 

university health sciences department level. 

Through this analysis, themes or ideas emerged giving relevance to the 

participants’ experiences and perspectives on the effectiveness of their current 

leadership and management duties. The final analysis then led to the development of 

an interpretation of the results, limitations, individual and independent insights, and 

possible generalizations in the exploration of conflict management strategies of HSC 

mid-level academic leaders.  

This qualitative study systematically explored the experiences of mid-level 

academic leaders in a health sciences school setting, and their experiences with 

conflict while serving in their appointed leadership role.  Daily, these leaders face 

organizational, academic and student issues resulting in conflict among members of 

the school (Dee, 2004; Enomoto & Matsuoka, 2007; Gasman, 2010).  The long-term 

success of educational programs, HSC departments, and the HSC at large is 

dependent, in part, on the productive management of conflict through the organization.   
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This study is structured by a grounded theory design as described by Creswell 

(2014).   Grounded theory research involves the processes of multiple stages of data 

collection, leading to the finding of interrelationships among categories of experience 

(Charmaz, 2012).  The stages incorporated in this study include: structured interviews, 

transcribing interviews, validating responses with each interview – and potentially 

correcting of the text, analysis of the transcripts with MaxQDA, and finally the 

identification of themes and patterns (Patton, 2015).  This design provides for the 

exploration through a framework for recognizing the patterns and themes exposed by 

the participants in the study (Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009).  In this study, the 

participants are interviewed through the use of open-ended questions, which allow for 

analysis of participant experiences (Patton, 2015; Schönfelder, 2011). The grounded 

theory process must include the following procedures of; query, verification of 

participant, correction, and linking themes to observation (Corbin & Straus, 2007).  

Participants verified the accuracy and meaning of their responses to survey questions 

by reading, and if indicated corrected the transcribed interview.  This opportunity to 

improve the accuracy of participant experience on degree attainment and strategy-

choice of mid-level leaders in addressing conflict at an HSC added rigor to the study 

(Glesne, 2011). 

Theoretical Perspective 

The impetus for this study comes from the daily observations of the researcher 

witnessing the conflicts between leaders and followers in the conduct of their work in 

an HSC. At the core of the grounded theory methodology are the processes of 

comparing and contrasting data at each layer of analysis; from which concepts emerge 
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and offer direction to the researcher as the study progresses (Chamaz; 2008, 2014).  

The challenges of conflict management are particularly burdensome to mid-level 

academic leaders who are often observed dealing with the implementation of or 

leading change that they have been charged with implementing or leadership of 

change that has been directed by their supervisors (Loquian & Sana, 2012).  The 

challenges faced in these cases may lead to frustration, burnout and personnel turnover 

in the HSC (Gerzon, 2006).   

This research study involves individual, semi-structured interviews with mid-

level, academic leaders selected from five HSC departments within a HSC population 

that employs over 75 mid-level educational leaders for the HSC subject areas of 

Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy, and Health Professions.  A population of this size 

provides a sufficient pool of potential study participants (Chamaz, 2014). The 

interview questions concentrated on the participants’ past experiences in managing 

conflict in their department.   

Four mid-level academic leaders from within each of these four schools were 

selected on a voluntary basis, without compensation for the study.  Participants from 

these programs were screened out of the study sample if they had not served in their 

current leadership post for more than two full years, which better assures the 

participant being fully integrated into the organization.  Other than the participant’s 

current highest degree earned, all other demographic data of the participants is not be 

identified, nor recorded in the interest of participant anonymity. 
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this research was to examine the perception of the influence of 

experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level leaders in 

addressing conflict at a university health sciences center.  In this setting, the mid-level 

academic must possess and utilize skill in dealing with conflict to have success in their 

leading of the department.  Conflict can arise from both within and outside of the 

department.  Dealing with conflict is an essential leadership competency and a skill-set 

and is not typically taught in an HSC curriculum. Through the comparison of conflict 

resolution, strategies of mid-level academic leader’s effective practices toward dealing 

with the common source of conflict are expected to emerge.  This new knowledge may 

then inform the field, but should not be transferred to other scenarios.   

Participants for this study were selected from this same organization, providing 

the researcher with relatively open access to the proposed population. This free access 

also presented the possibility of unintended consequences should the study uncover 

perilous or “dangerous knowledge,” as outlined by Glesne (2011).  This possibility 

could have led to a participant choosing to leave the study, which was an option for all 

study members.  The potential for a respondent to withdraw from the study was 

mitigated through the informed consent process that preceded the inquiry process.  

 

Research Questions (RQ) 

These research questions were designed to explore through the use of a semi-

structured interviews protocol and a structured debriefing process leading to the 
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investigation of the perceptions and experiences of the participants. The study 

investigated these topics through the following research questions- 

RQ1.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

departmental conflict? 

RQ2.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing departmental conflict? 

RQ3.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

institutional conflict? 

RQ4.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing institutional conflict? 

RQ5.  What is the most common source of conflict reported by mid-level 

academic leaders? 

Each participant was provided with a detailed explanation of the study prior to 

being asked for consent (see Appendix A), their participation was voluntary, and 

subjects could have withdrawn at any time. Ample time was be taken to allow 

participants to ask questions related to the study. The research questions were asked of 

all of the participants, as the researcher continued to solicit clarification and refined 

meaning while encouraging the respondent to expand on each response. All of the 

replies were recorded and transcribed.  These transcripts were then saved as 

electronically encrypted files to ensuring the confidentiality.  

The entirety of each interview was recorded in MP3 file format.  These digital 

files were then sent to a professional transcriptionist.  These transcripts were used to 

support the methodical and automated analysis of the survey data.  
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Supporting the efficient and effective analysis of the responses requires the use 

of an automated tool. MaxQDA aided in the collation of themes and content analysis 

of the respondent interview texts.  Key among these is the methodical process of 

coding, or the breaking up of a source for tagging, followed by a systematic analysis 

(Patton, 2015).  This study was supported through the use of a software package, 

MaxQDA, providing for the collection and coding of data from field notes and multi-

media sources, as well as the interview transcripts.  Combining these data sources 

afforded a more thorough and systematic process for data analysis (Schönfelder, 

2011).   

The research value of qualitative studies depends upon the participant’s 

responses in the context of the questions, a factor to be dealt with in the process of 

data collection by the researcher (Patton, 2015; Polkinhorne, 2005, Schönfelder, 

2011).  This study focused on gaining an understanding of how mid-level academic 

leaders deal with conflict resolution as they lead their department, through the 

experiences of the participants, in dealing with their faculty and the upper school 

leadership. The rationale behind the choice of grounded theory research is that it is 

effective in identifying how mid-level leaders perceive and lead through the issues that 

give rise to conflicts in the HSC academic workplace (Suter, 2012; Trochim & 

Donnelly, 2008).  

Operational Definitions 

Academic attainment: denotes the highest degree of education that a person 

has completed.  Within the ranks of HSC, mid-level academic leaders are people with 

Masters (M.S., M.A., M.S.N., and M.B.A.), and Doctoral degrees (Ph.D., Sc.D., 
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Ed.D., and M.D.).  Often, differences in levels of academic achievement become a 

source of contention, complicating conflict resolution in the HSC.  For instances, a 

mid-level academic leader who holds a Masters degree that finds herself addressing an 

issue with a faculty member who holds an MD degree may find the MD to hold a high 

level of resistance toward the simplest of change requests. 

Conflict: a state of discord caused by the actual or perceived opposition of 

needs, values and interests between two or more people.  Conflict arises between mid-

academic leaders in the HSC from no less than three sources; faculty and staff that 

report to the HSC mid-level academic leader, upper-level academic leaders in the 

HSC, and HSC students.       

Departmental: an academic unit or a division of the HSC devoted to a 

particular discipline.  A university health science center contains a number of schools, 

and within each school reside a number of academic programs.  The number of 

programs within each department ranges from two to 22 distinct academic tracks, each 

with its own characteristics and potential sources for the origination of conflict.   

Health Science Center (HSC): an institution of higher education dedicated to 

health research, clinical services, education, and training.  The educational programs 

offered by an HSC can include undergraduate degrees in Medical Laboratory 

Sciences, Nursing, and Audiology; graduate degrees in Nursing, Occupational 

Therapy, Athletic Training, Healthcare Administration; and doctoral degrees in 

Physical Therapy, Rehabilitation Science, Medicine, Pharmacy and Speech, Language 

and Hearing Sciences.  Each of these HSC disciplines has associated clinical training 

where students are providing supervised care to patients within their respective 
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domain of practice.  These clinical training sites, and the care that is provided by HSC 

students is a prime source for conflict that mid-level academic leaders are expected to 

solving. 

Institutional: an organization and its structure, dedicated to the promotion of a 

particular cause, program or mission.  Health Science Centers are not typically 

established without close alignment with a university or college.  An over-arching 

level of academic administration, generally lead by a Chancellor and her or his 

governing body, commonly supports this alignment.    

Mid-level academic leader:  department chair of a university program in the 

HSC who reports to an academic dean, or to an appropriate administrative officer of 

the HSC.  The mid-level academic leader is typically responsible for day-to-day 

management of a distinct academic program.  The management responsibilities of the 

mid-level academic leader in an HSC include the monitoring and administration of; 

the quality of academic program(s), implementation and adherence to institutional 

policy and regulatory requirements,  budget preparation and management, and 

personnel management.   

Strategy: a method or plan selected in order to bring about the desired result, 

such as attainment of a goal or solution to a problem.  The development of a strategy 

is a conceptual skill of problem-solving through a cognitive planning of action plans 

based on facts and assumptions.  Once envisioned strategic plans should be actioned 

and guided towards the achievement of the desired goal, or endstate.   

Strategy choice: the identification and evaluation of alternative courses of 

action which then leads to a choice of how to deal with an issue, conflict or goal.  
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These choices should be formed through the careful consideration and application of 

three areas of skill; organizational skill, conceptual skill, and interpersonal skill. 

Limitations Of The Study 

 The following are possible limitations of this research: 

1. The findings of the study may not be fully transferrable to other 

scenarios. 

2. Workplace qualities and resulting organizational climate may be unique 

to the organization and the study participants. 

3. The sampling of mid-level academic leaders interviewed was not 

random, but rather based on availability.  

4. The data collected is dependent upon the honesty and memory of the 

participants. 

Summary 

Chapter one discussed the background on the problem of mid-level academic 

leaders and the challenges in dealing with conflict at the university health sciences 

level.  The current problem was identified by the gap in the formal training of HSC 

academic leaders, to include dealing with conflict, as a critical leadership competency.  

The theoretical method of this study, a grounded theory methodology, provided the 

basis for the exploration of the perception of the influence of experience and degree 

attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level leaders in addressing conflict.  The data 

was collected through combining interview transcripts, investigator notes, and 

observations from the use of MaxQDA, a computer-based qualitative research tool 
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underpinning the conceptual framework for exploring the strategies of mid-level 

academic leaders in addressing conflict at the university health sciences level.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

 The role of leaders in American academic institutions, and particularly 

schools of health science is one that often necessitates the leader to engage in conflict 

management.  In this effort, large amounts of time are often called for in the process of 

resolving the conflict.  The approach that one takes in resolving conflict is very 

individualized and often varies depending on the parties involved (Caruso, 2004).  

Ensuring that emotionally charged issues are not permitted to evolve into departmental 

dysfunction is a primary responsibility of academic leaders.  This duty often requires 

that the school administrator view conflict from an independent standpoint (Cheng, 

Tracy, Kingstone, Foulsham, & Henrich, 2013).  The style that one takes in this 

developmental area appears to hold the same challenges for most persons, regardless 

of the gender or ethnicity of the aspiring leader (Casimir & Waldman, 2007).  

Complicating the chance to compete and be selected for an academic leadership job 

appears to be affected, negatively by the gender or ethnicity of the applicant 

(Hrabowski, 2004).  Uniting a diverse faculty toward the program and departmental 

aims from an objective stance are essential skills for academic leaders to develop and 

hold.   

 In the course of daily, interpersonal interactions among academic leaders, 

faculty and staff members, conflict can be frequent and perhaps an inevitable 

occurrence.  The disagreements that arise from these interactions can quickly become 

emotionally charged, depending upon perceptions and the emotional tenets attached 
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(Cerni, Curtis, & Colmar, 2010).  The expression of disagreement by one party to 

another is dependent upon many factors; rank and status are commonly present in 

academic settings (Volkerman, & Bergmann, 1995).   In academe, holding a terminal 

degree may be a source of greater prestige over a faculty or staff member that has not 

attained a doctorate.    

The reverse situation may also be found in academe, where the appointed or 

formal leader that does not have a terminal degree and is managerially responsible for 

faculty who hold a Ph.D.  In either case, the academic leader is faced with leading 

her/his organization toward departmental and institutional goals requiring the support 

and collaboration of subordinate faculty and staff (Baran & Scott, 2010).  Many times, a 

common denominator in conflict is a precipitated emotion, often based on previous 

experiences, that is expressed and thus impedes the resolution process (Cacioppo & 

Gardner, 1999).  Finding and maintaining a level of healthy discord requires dynamic 

leadership with an elastic focus on strategic objectives.  

According to the findings of Alimo-Metcalfe & Alban-Metcalfe (2005), 

leaders that use an inclusive leadership style, have been found to lead to high levels of 

achievement through a “servant leadership” (p.55) style.  This method was found to be 

characterized by having concern for others, extending professional networks, 

empowering subordinates, integrity, remaining accessible and efficient interpersonal 

conflict management. Servant leadership is commonly found among women, and less 

often found in men (Alimo-Metcalfe & Alban-Metcalfe, 2005).  These traits coupled 

with the finding that top university leaders should carefully consider a higher level of 
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commitment to increasing the ethnic, and cultural diversity of the university’s faculty, 

and leadership (Rupert, Jehn, Engen & Reuver, 2010).   

Summary of History 

 The art and science of leading people may be one of the first pursuits of 

the earliest humans, as they struggled to survive individually, collectively, and as a 

species.  The challenges of these bygone leaders may not be much different from those 

experienced in the modern higher education institution.  Leadership challenges have 

necessitated change, or evolution in response to our modern society, and the 

expectations of society, and the workforce.  Gone are the days when the leader or 

manager can solely and successfully exercise an autocratic rule over her subordinates.  

Today leaders, and by extension mid-level academic leaders must employ a full and 

evolving array of tactics and methods in the interest of successfully leading a team 

composed of staff and faculty.  The current expectations of our modern workforce 

challenge the leader to choose between being a wizard or a warrior when serving as an 

authentic and productive leader (Boleman & Deal, 2006).   

 The evolution of leadership has been led by the copious definitions of 

the term, which have developed and promoted by the hundreds of authors, just since 

1900.  Whereas most people have a good grasp of what constitutes leadership, the 

working definition of the term has regularly been influenced by world events and 

societal changes of perspective.  To date, the only agreement achieved in the 

consensus of the meaning of leadership is that there is no collective agreement on the 

term or principal behavioral characteristics.  The work of Rost (1991) remains a 
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widely-accepted accounting on the modern-day evolution of the phrase and milestones 

in the discipline of leadership, particularly in higher education. 

 The progressive development of the subject of modern leadership 

formed in the 1930’s on the theoretical basis of leader traits, and the leader’s ability to 

influence the work and will of a group.  The trait theory of the 1930’s gave way to the 

leadership role as a member of a group, or through coercive efforts of the team leader 

(Hemphill, 1949).  The concept of leading through group engagement continues into 

the 1950’s through three thematic efforts; continuing of the group theory, relational 

influence through shared goals, and outcomes or effectiveness of the team. 

 The socially and politically turbulent period of the 1960’s brought a 

balanced consensus among the scholars in the leadership field.  At this time the 

conduct of leadership, described and widely accepted in the field was authored by 

Seeman (1960), who portrayed leadership as “acts by persons which influence other 

people in a shared direction” (p. 53).  This theoretical basis appears to have given rise 

to the further clarification of the distinction between leading and managing, posited by 

Bennis and Nanus (1985) in their frequently quoted synopsis, “Managers are people 

who do things right and leaders are people who do (lead) the right thing” (p. 221).  

This movement went on to take form in the 1970’s. 

 In the 1970’s the discipline of Leadership embraced an organizational 

tactic that considered the needs of individuals, groups and the organization that they 

serve in a reciprocal manner.  From the organizational behavior perspective of 

leadership, the needs of the group are aligned with the needs of the organization.  In 

this effort, the goals of all or most, maybe achieved and in doing so a better state is 
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realized by all parties: a leadership, and organizational win-win (Rost, 1991).  This 

organizational perspective on leadership leads to a more prolific period where several 

leadership themes emerged. 

 Of the many leadership themes of the 1980’s, Burns (1978) theory of 

leadership as a transformational process stands as the dominant, surviving movement 

of that decade.   According to Burns (1978), the transformational process of leading 

followers’ results in the net output being more than the expected output.  This 

improved group output exceeds the expected sum of the outputs from each member 

individually, a form of synergy.  Thus, the influence of the leader is the sine qua non 

or catalyst of the group.  A logical question from this and other theories of leadership 

is, to what degree is coercion a part of the theoretical construct? 

 Coercion, or the use of undue pressure, threats, and punishment runs 

counter to the liberal form of leadership wherein dissenting views are allowed and 

considered, but may not be regarded as the best course of action by the responsible 

party or leader.  Leaders who employ coercion hold little, if any regard for the desires 

of their subordinates, and remain focused solely on their self-interests.  Thus, coercion 

is not accepted as an ideal model of modern leadership, rather a standard component 

of toxic, or illegitimate leadership.  Despite this, both industry and academia continue 

to have coercive leaders within our organizations (Burns, 1978).   

 Leadership in academia requires a number of competencies, chief 

among them is the ability to successfully, and productively deal with conflict.  

Conflict arises between many factions within the Univeristy between students, staff, 

faculty, and administration.  The mid-level academic leader may find herself/himself 
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in the middle of the goals and constraints of the school’s top administrators, and the 

stress induced in the course of leading change.  The stress associated with change, 

often correlated with a sense of loss by those who are affected by the requirements for 

change; commonly falls on the mid-level manager to lead and manage.  It is at this 

interface that tests the abilities of the leader in effectively managing the presenting 

conflict.  The measures of effectiveness in these matters differ between parties, as 

commonly does the vision of what resolution means to each (Rost, 1991).   

 Resolution in the view of the top school leadership is typically 

attainment of the objective, within the expected time, at or below budget, and the 

maintenance, or continued improvement of the stated aim.  Faculty and staff of the 

school are often the water-bearers of change in academia, giving rise to departmental 

conflict.  The Department Chair typically breaches this gap between administration 

and departmental faculty and personnel. Thus, by default the Chair finds herself faced 

with conflict and the challenge of conflict management and ultimate resolution.  Of 

course, interdepartmental conflict is also present and arises from both internal and 

external stimuli.  Here too, the mid-level academic leader often finds herself/himself 

as the arbitrator.  To remain engaged in managing conflict is to stay relevant as a 

leader and manager.  In the words of General (Retired), Colin Powell, “The day the 

(people) soldiers stop bringing you their problems is the day you stopped leading 

them. They have either lost confidence that their leader can help them or concluded 

that the leader does not care. Either case is a failure of leadership” (Harrair, 2002, p. 

256).   

 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 22 

Purpose 

 The success or failure of academic leaders is largely based on their ability 

to influence others and implement change successfully (Gasman, 2010, Hrabowski, 

2004) while pursuing the vision and goals of the institution.  Examining these aspects of 

leadership, and the implications for minority and ethnic academic leaders is the focus of 

this paper.  In this regard considering the benefits to the institution and the challenges 

faced by the aspiring ethnic or minority, the educational leader was examined. 

 Often the requirement for implementing change is directed from higher 

levels of authority and responsibility in the college or university setting.  Thus, the 

ability of the change agent, often a mid-level academic leader, in negotiating the daily 

challenges of leading and managing in these reform efforts requires not only the chance 

to lead (Hoppe, 2003), but a reasonable level of self-efficacy and skills with managing 

conflict is needed.  This review will explore the current academic literature applicable to 

educational leaders in the health sciences school, and the issues faced by these 

academicians in their success. 

Methods 

 The foundational literature for this review is based on the use of 

multiple on-line search engines, but largely the Education Resources Information 

Center or ERIC and EBSCO (Elton Bryson Stephens Company) sites.  The focus of 

the queries in this review was through keyword searches using ‘leader development’, 

‘challenges of minority leaders’, ‘conflict leadership’, ‘women academic leaders’, and 

‘educational leadership’, and ‘selection of leaders’, ‘conflict’, ‘conflict management’, 

‘conflict leadership’, ‘group formation’, and ‘academic leadership’, and ‘conflict, 
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resolution..  The most commonly appearing journal titles that appeared through this 

methodology included: (a) Personnel Psychology; (b) Journal of Applied Psychology; 

(c) Journal of Social Psychology; (d) Leadership; (e) International Journal of Cross-

Cultural Management; (f) Change: The Magazine of Higher Education: (g) The 

Journal of Management Development .  These seven journals appeared most 

prominently and contained literature relevant to the topic of conflict management and 

conflict management behavior preferences over a timeline that extends several 

decades.  In the interest of considering the current body of literature searches were 

reduced to publication dates within the past eight years.  Historically significant 

research in the area of the examination was of course reviewed and included in this 

effort.   

Conflict Defined 

The literature offers a broad range of definitions of conflict and conflict 

resolution.  One of the commonly employed definitions of interpersonal conflict 

provided by Sweeney and Carruthers (1996) used in this study; “disagreement 

resulting from incompatible demands between or among two or more parties” (p. 2).  

On the meaning of conflict resolution, McFarland (1992) defined resolution as “a 

process whereby the parties work out their disagreements to bring the conflict to a 

successful conclusion” (p. 20).  In this examination of the conflict in academia 

involving mid-management academic leaders in an HSC and how they address 

conflict, these definitions will form the baseline for the study.  
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Self-Efficacy Defined 

According to Bandura (1977, 1989), a person’s perception self-efficacy is the 

self-belief in their ability to positively influence and thus succeed in the events that 

effect of their work and lives. This deep-seated belief forms a foundation fashioned by 

their motivation, past and anticipated accomplishments, and the individual’s emotional 

welfare (Bandura, 1977, 1989). Without this basis of self-confidence people 

commonly fail to attain the goal that they started on and thus fail to produce the 

desired effects by their actions.  This objective failure may then lead the loss of 

incentives to undertake future activities or to persist in the face of complications. 

Having a firm belief in one’s self, and the opportunity to achieve goals through one’s 

personal actions is critical to the success of any academic leader. Whatever other 

intrinsic factors may serve as guides and motivators, they are rooted in the core belief 

that one can make a difference by one's actions.  This mindset may then lead on to 

gain new competencies while maintaining a more steady emotional state; both of 

which are necessary to the work of students, academics and leaders (Bandura, 1989).  

Bolstering self-efficacy may be accomplished through the mentoring and professional 

development of those within our institution’s current ranks (Bisbee, 2007; Cerni, 

Curtis & Colmar, 2010; Hoppe, 2003).  Identifying those are aspiring to lead and 

addressing professional developmental needs is both and individual and leader 

responsibility. 

A Review of Related Literature 
 

The Impact of a Terminal Degree in Academic Leadership 
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Although the literature is silent about how a terminal degree affects the 

perceptions, and/or performance of leaders in academia, the research in the area of 

prestige and dominance within group dynamics is robust.  Cheng, Tracy, Kingstone, 

Foulsham, and Henrich (2013) report on findings involving an examination of the 

process of hierarchy formation among a group of heretofore unacquainted individuals 

and their perceptions of assigned group leaders following the completion of a group 

task.  In this study, two fundamental strategies will be used by team leaders, 

dominance or the use of intimidation and secondly, prestige through the use of sharing 

expertise or know-how.   These investigators found that the use of prestige tactics 

promoted greater perceptions of influence and acceptance.  In contrast, the study 

found participants found group leaders that employed dominating strategies that lead 

to fear and intimidation were not liked and were not viewed as being influential.  Their 

findings demonstrate that prestige is a distinct and viable strategy for gaining trust and 

influence, consistent with evolutionary theory.  (Cheng, Tracy, Kingstone, Foulsham, 

& Henrich, 2013). 

Smith and Soho (2007) examined perceptions of trust among faculty and 

academic leaders in a large southwestern United States institution.  Using the Higher 

Education Faculty Trust Inventory facilitated their research. With this instrument, they 

measured faculty trust in a higher education institution and their confidence in their 

administrators, colleagues, and students. From their data, they were able to gauge 

several aspects of faculty trust, a critical foundation for successful conflict resolution.  

Their findings included a significant trust difference between professors of different 

academic ranks (i.e., adjunct, assistant, associate, and full professor) (Smith & Soho, 
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2007).  This trust issue may be extended to the mid-level academic leader and any 

difference in academic rank between the mid-level educational leader and the faculty 

or staff member where conflict exists. 

A most interesting finding of Smith & Shoho (2007) related to the topic being 

examined here is, that as one’s academic rank increases, the faculty members exhibit 

less trust toward institutional stakeholders in their school. A second finding, that may 

need consideration in future studies is, “discovering that race did not surface as a 

significant difference in the trust analysis encourages us in our belief that the academy 

may well be dedicated to forwarding greater communication and collaboration 

between dissimilar institutional employees” (Smith & Shoho, 2007, p. 136).  

Determining first the level of trust held by faculty toward the mid-level academic 

leader, often titled the department chair, needs to be considered when determining the 

effectiveness in dealing with conflict in an HSC.  

A study is more aligned with the HSC form of academe was conducted by 

pharmacists, Loquias & Sana (2012).  Their work indicates that factors significantly 

associated with faculty and satisfaction include institutional factors of campus 

governance; and work- environment, institutional support, and stress. These 

organizational climate variables are all within the sphere of influence impacted by 

mid-level academic leaders. The importance of the organization climate in academe 

highlights the importance of people’s leadership behavior in an HSC. Loquias & Sana 

(2012) posit the importance of educational leaders in altering the organizational 

environment and individuals that make up the department and school through the use 

of a democratic leadership and governance styles and processes.  Dealing with conflict 
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in at the mid-level leadership level of academe, through the dominance of this style 

and organizational culture needs further investigation. 

However, employing a democratic leadership style may be difficult to apply 

during the merging of departments or organizations (Cohen, Birkin, Cohen, Garfield, 

& Webb, 2006).  They observed several required factors critical to success during the 

organizational transition. In cases of departmental merger and acquisition, the 

integration phase is a key indicator and determinant of achievement or failure during 

these times. Cohen et al. (2006) determined a number of the aspects common to 

conflict and satisfactory resolution – communication being paramount, followed by 

staying focused on goals, trust and a sense of emotional stasis, and are imperative to 

the success of during the successful merger and organizational change.  During times 

of change this study reports that subordinates deal with the following; making sense of 

change, effect of change in the organization’s culture, uncertainty, respect, and 

potential pressure from management (Cohen et.al., 2006).  In situations where little 

trust is propagated, Cohen et al. (2006) found it useful for organizations to utilize an 

ombudsman during the tumultuous transition periods. During times when trust is 

muted, communications become distorted, which where the mediator provides both 

information and identifies areas of concern to all involved (Cohen, et. al., 2006). 

As suggested by Smorynski (2006) institutions of higher education may better 

prepare their leaders to deal with turmoil internal through mentoring of leaders to be 

more capable of leading during the unrest. The development of leaders’ needs should 

be tailored to the specific institutional culture, strategic planning, and institutional goal 

setting.  The need for succession management best describes this process.   From a 
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business discipline perspective, academe should develop its leaders in anticipation of 

future needs, according to Smorynski (2006).  This is a strategy based on Smorynski’s 

findings, offers the chance to provide a trained and a ready supply of academic 

administrators (Smorynski, 2006). However, only providing training and mentorship 

must be met with a high aspiration for professional development on the part of the 

mentee (Smorynski, 2006). In this effort, the mentee should be holistically developed 

and mentored, not just about the competencies of the organization’s self-interest. 

It should be noted that conflict, as an emotional state is not without benefit.  

Shedd (2005) supports the maintenance of a healthy discord in the academic 

department while also calling for the department chair to hold the line on fundamental 

principles of the agency and organizational objectives.  Dealing with conflict is a two-

party requirement for success; as such faculty members must do their part in managing 

conflict.  At the same time, department chairs in their role as a conflict manager must 

remain open to the potential for changing their views or even decisions when 

indicated.  There are times to stand firm, times to be heard, times to speak – but 

keeping the best interests of the department central to the conversation should not be 

lost in the process (Shedd, 2005). 

Another examination in the area of conflict within academe offers a virtual 

template for studying conflict behaviors in health sciences centers between mid-level 

leaders and faculty.  Stanley (2007) posits that conflict in academic settings is 

inevitable and consumes over 40% of leaders work time; giving proof that competency 

in this leadership is a necessity.  The investigator found that academic leaders employ 

a variety of styles in framing and confronting conflict. After forming an analysis of 
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conflict management styles of the study group, the author proposes specific 

professional development implications for leaders and faculty. Leaders involved in 

this study self-identified a need for formal training in framing and leading through the 

conflict at the university level (Stanley, 2007).   

Prior to reviewing current literature that addresses the area of academic leaders 

and dealing with conflict and conflict management styles, an examination of some of 

the facets of the topic may prove helpful in fostering an understanding of this research.  

Given that, a review of conflict behavior preferences or styles and personal strategies 

and their application in the leadership role in academe is offered.  The following 

synthesis is provided to this end. 

Conflict Behavior Styles or Preferences 

According to Caruso (2004), conflict is handled by people largely on the basis 

of their personal experience.  Although calling on these habitual behaviors holds a 

sense of comfort for the individual in an uncomfortable situation, in the case of direct 

conflict, this may not be the most efficient response.  As individuals deal with conflict, 

professionally or personally, humans commonly perceive a competition to exist over 

resources.  In dealing with conflict in the academic work setting, leaders should be 

concerned with the accomplishment of organizational and individual goals in a 

mutually beneficial and agreeable manner and time frame.   

The experiences of female and ethnic leaders typically have a significantly 

different set of life experiences, over their male Caucasian colleagues (Cardno & 

Auva’s, 2010). Women, for instance, have been found to score higher on their ability 

to control and manage their emotions, as compared to males (Jamiali, Sidani & Abu-
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Zaki, 2006). Whereas calling on habitual behaviors holds a sense of comfort for most 

persons in an uncomfortable situation, in the case of direct conflict, this may not be the 

most efficient behavior (Montanas-Hunter, 2012).  As individuals deal with conflict, 

professionally or personally, humans commonly perceive a competition existing over 

finite resources (Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009).  In dealing with conflict in the academic 

work setting, leaders of all backgrounds should be concerned with the accomplishment 

of goals in a mutually beneficial and agreeable manner, and time frame.  From a 

synthesis of the research of Blake, Mouton, Greenbaum, Kaplan, and Damino (1991), 

Kilmann, Thomas, Kray and Haselhun (2007), and Pace (1985) five categorical 

preferred conflict management styles emerge that are common in our society. 

The management style that first materializes is the competitor that is typified 

as the direct confrontationist.  The person exhibiting the confrontation style seeks to 

achieve her or his goal at the expense of others in the group (Kilmann et al., 2007).  

When or should the confrontationist lose, a profound sense of weakness is perceived 

while winning is seen as a success. In this preferred conflict behavior winning is 

everything - the only goal.  The total lack of any willingness to collaborate with the 

opposition is the telling sign of the confrontationist (Blake & Mouton, 1964).  

The second style preference is that of the collaborator, or one who seeks to 

solve the problem at hand with the persons and resources available.  Finding a 

mutually acceptable solution(s) to the issue at hand is of foremost importance, with 

little regard to who wins or who loses is symptomatic of this preferred style (Kilmann, 

et al., 2007).  Although it may seem that collaborating is the best strategy in facing 

conflict, when leaders consistently seek collaboration they risk the loss of direction by 
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avoiding difficult decisions (Pace, 1985).  Collaborators may be confused with 

compromisers, but there is a distinction between these styles.    

The third method that is identified in this process is the conciliator or 

compromiser, also known as the peacemaker.  The leader exhibiting this behavior 

pattern seeks to move the person, or group toward a solution at the expense of one or 

more member, with an overriding perception that not doing so will result in everyone 

else standing to lose in the conflict (Kilmann et al., 2007). This form of conflict 

management may develop into a situation where one party involved in the conflict 

capitulates.  Here again, one may find the potential for a failure of leadership in 

guiding the team toward organizational strategic goals (Pace, 1985). 

 The fourth behavior style is one where accommodation is the driving force in 

the problem resolution.  This nonassertive style of conflict resolution behavior seeks to 

lead to a sense of harmony at the expense of personal goals or objectives.  While 

seeking accommodation, the leader pursues as many of the member's goals in the 

interest of peace and buy-in by the team members (Kilmann et al., 2007).  A 

disadvantage of this strategy is that giving in can be counter-productive, especially 

when there may have a better solution to the conflict. The leader who predominately 

uses this style is subject to being taken advantage of which may result in the 

relationship the being harmed or lost that accommodator is trying to maintain 

(Kilmann et al., 2007). 

Finally, the fifth style of conflict management behavior is described as 

avoidance.  To avoid the stress of conflict, the avoider refuses to become involved or 

ignores the problem (Blake & Mouton, 1964).  Perhaps in the unrealistic hope that the 
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problem will only go away.  The regular act of ignoring, or the avoidance of making 

and implementing a decision most commonly results in unintended or negative 

outcomes for the organization and those involved (Kilmann et al., 2007).  Although 

not every problem or conflict requires input and action from leadership, the converse 

may be the least successful strategy. 

Conflict Strategies 

Dee (2004) reported on his research findings collected from 49 Roman 

Catholic university presidents and their preferred conflict management strategy.  Dee 

found that respondents’ strategies could be categorized within four descriptions; 

avoidance, seeking the middle ground, consensus and smoothing over when dealing 

with faculty (Dee, 2004).  Similar categorical descriptions of dealing with contact are 

well described by Brewer & Hayes (2011) and their study based in the social science 

perspective of the conflict. 

Three themes are introduced by Brewer & Hayes (2011), from the social 

sciences perspective on the conflict and how groups of people deal with each other in 

the post-conflict time.  Brewer’s themes include emotional intelligence (management 

of emotions), fairness and equity during leadership changes (transitional justice), and 

organizational or group rebuilding.  Whereas the focus of the article is on the larger 

society component of the ‘state’ and conflict, Brewer’s thematic approach provides 

one with a viable framework for organizing key components to interpersonal conflict.  

Through this framework, one may find and develop practical, transformative process 

toward resolution (peace).  In this article, Brewer does not offer ways or means that 

the social sciences offer, or might aid leaders in successfully moving groups of people 
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(states) forward toward consciences and goal achievement.  Guiding a group toward 

goal achievement has been thoroughly researched through the foundational research of 

Tuckman (1965). 

Tuckman, working as a young post-doctoral researcher for the U.S. Navy, was 

charged with finding an improved selection process for submarine service member 

trainees for submarine service.  Through his research for the Navy, Tuckman found 

that as groups form relationships in the workplace that they experience some 

development phases or stages.   Initially, Tuckman described four stages in the 

formation of working groups; forming, storming, norming and performing (Tuckman, 

1965).   Later, he added a fifth stage to his group development theory, adjourning 

(Tuckman & Jensen, 1977).  Adding closure to working relationships was revealed to 

be an important process upon completion of the work or the disbanding of the work 

group. 

Tuckman’s “Storming” stage encapsulates the time when conflict within the 

group dominates and interferes with the productive pursuit of labor and the desired 

end-products expected of the panel.  During this storm, disagreement about group 

values, roles, tasks, work order and assignment are all in play.  It is during this time(s) 

that leadership is required to move the group successfully out of the storm and onto 

the “Norming” and later “Performing” stages of group behavioral development.  

Success in leadership requires the finding of successful strategies for addressing 

conflict or storm, as described by Tuckman (1965).  Accomplishing this achievement 

in an academic group setting with the over-arching hierarchy involving academic rank, 

organizational position, and title often provides additional challenges to leaders.  The 
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findings of Tuckman appear to continue hold value in examining the conflict 

management styles of academic leaders from the newest faculty member to the 

institution’s president.        

In examining, conflict management techniques used by university presidents, 

Brewer & Hayes (2011) found the common use of the defensive assertiveness 

technique was employed when dealing with their academic subordinates.  However, 

when dealing with the institution’s trustees, a style termed as bureaucratic forcing was 

used in a few instances, when dealing with University Trustees, but more often these 

leaders employed a style described as collaborative discourse.  Bureaucratic forcing 

occurs when the power and will of the organization’s leaders force a collective will 

upon those in descent.  The article makes a clear distinction between how the 

respondents reported dealing with faculty conflict and those strategies used in dealing 

with trustees (Brewer & Hayes, 2011).  The competent academic leader employs the 

finer components of the art and science of leadership, in navigating the rough waters 

of controversy and conflict with all that they come in contact with in their work. 

Conflict Behavior Styles and Strategies as Related to the Role  

of the Academic Leader 

  The current literature is silent on the topics of conflict behavior styles 

and conflict management in the health sciences academic setting.  However, the social 

science and nursing literature is rich with the material in this area.  Caruso (2004) 

posits the need for leaders to identify and clarify areas of incommensurability in 

critical conversations to achieve a shared understanding, through non-confrontational 

communications.  Whereas Caruso focuses on the matters at a more global level, his 
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findings, and recommendations regarding incommensurability are germane to conflict 

resolution in academe (Caruso, 2004).  Defining and reframing sources of 

disagreement, can then be followed with strategies intended to de-escalate emotions 

during times of conflict. 

Collins (2012) offers an examination of the conflict from the standpoint of 

escalation and de-escalation, during which time he posits that many people are prone 

to respond on the basis of interaction ritual.  These ritual based responses often 

develop into further polarization and escalation, and often prolongation of the conflict.  

The next points in the process outlined in this model are the themes of; victory, defeat 

or stalemate.  Collins goes on to describe de-escalation as a state when both sides have 

expended their conflict energy, reaching a point where neither party can sustain the 

argument, leading to emotional burnout.  Time dynamics involved in the conflict are a 

factor that suggests the need for a more forward-looking theory that includes tactics, 

interests and ideologies (Collins, 2012).  The time or conditions for dealing with 

conflict openly, and without labeling issues as good or wrong is the developmental 

stage where the group enters into the performing stage, as identified by Tuckman 

(1965, 1977). 

Failing to address conflict promptly may cause leaders, particularly in the 

academic setting to be faced with the issues involved in protracted and even 

intractable conflict. Peter Coleman (2006) examined the challenges presented by 

protracted conflict and provided a meta-frame work for analysis and the finding of a 

successful path for mediation.  Coleman describes a system composed of 

interconnected elements that are mutually influential and at the same time dynamic.  
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This requires the intervener (i.e. mid-level academic leader) to remain focused more 

on the patterns of interaction(s) of those parties in conflict, and less focused on the 

outcomes (objectives) with the matter at hand.  Coleman suggests that finding 

opportunities for intervention and converting staunch conflict to the meaningful dialog 

is the target for the mediator within the framework offered by Coleman (2006).  This 

perspective on mediation should also be considered within a historical frame of the 

organization’s culture (Coleman, 2006). 

An organization’s culture and history often shape the conflict engagement style 

employed by the organization’s leaders (Gelfand, Keller, Leslie, & de Dreu, 2012).  

These investigators establish a link between leadership and conflict management, and 

the organization’s culture.  This investigation reported gaps, specifically, a need for an 

inquiry into the organizational culture and predominate conflict management styles of 

leaders.  This gap is partially addressed by Knickle & McNaughton (2008) in their 

examination of collegial conflict within the healthcare workplace and exploring the 

impact on work outcomes.  These critical interactions between colleagues in the 

workplace were found to be essential in virtually all lines of work; to include 

healthcare, education, and industry.  These investigators explored the application of an 

experiential learning module through the use of live simulation and reflective 

exercises.  The author’s found through this study that five themes emerged pertaining 

to – affirmation of knowledge, discovery of unknown needs, synergy of development, 

collective problem-solving and conflict resolution (Knickle & McNaughton, 2008).  

Underpinning much of the literature in the area of leadership and conflict 

management is the foundational work of Lewin, Lippitt, & White (1939) and their 
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investigation into aggressive behavior.  Lewin’s report is an item from the archives of 

social sciences literature but remains a foundational study that is often referenced 

historically.  The authors examined patterns of behavior in experimentally created 

groups, “social climates”.  In this study, the team reported that hostility occurred 30 

times more frequently under autocratic leadership as in democratically lead groups.  

Aggression was found to be eight times more likely to occur – and commonly was 

expressed towards those identified as, the panel’s scapegoats (Lewin, Lippitt, & 

White, 1939).   These behaviors were most likely the result of the representative 

influence of the group’s autocrat.  Through this study, 19 out of 20 test subjects 

positively identified with the group’s democratic leader over the autocratic leader; 

while 7 out of 10 test subjects preferred laissez-faire leaders, in this study (Lewin, 

Lippitt, & White, 1939).  The implications of this work for academic leaders during 

times of conflict are high and was a foundational piece of supporting this study on 

conflict management. 

Assessing Conflict Management Preference in Individuals 

Highly successful leaders seek to transform workplace conflict rather than 

trying to manage or tamp down the discord (Gerzon, 2006).  In this transformative 

process, anxiety and stress are reduced, and the focus of the organization’s personnel 

may return to the business at hand.  Failing to resolve conflict or the handling of 

conflict commonly interfere with success.  Determining one’s tendencies or behavioral 

preferences is key to potentially finding more successful strategies for conflict 

resolution (Runde & Flanagan, 2012).  From the foundational work of Blake and 

Mouton (1964) and their two-dimensional model of conflict forms the basis for much 
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of the current research being conducted in the area of interpersonal conflict 

(Volkeman & Bergmann, 1995).   

HSCs are dependent upon a highly structured system of management and 

leadership in serving the higher education needs of the communities that they serve.  

In meeting these requirements, institutions of higher education should be made up by 

academicians and leaders that reflect the diversity of their community.  To date, most 

colleges and university systems have failed to attain this level of diversity.  This gap 

can most effectively be overcome through the recognition of the potential for 

leadership from among the women and minority faculty members.  Determining the 

individual’s potential must then follow assessing the desire, self-efficacy and 

development needs of these potential future leaders (Montas-Hunter, 2012).   

Two instruments from the work of Blake and Mouton (1964) are the Thomas-

Kilmann conflict mode instrument (TKI) and the conflict dynamic profile (CDP) 

developed by Runde & Flanagan, (2012). The TKI was designed to assess or predict 

an individual’s behavior when faced with a situational conflict involving two people 

along a continuum of assertiveness and cooperativeness.  Within this range are 

contained five frames or modes, each describing behavioral categories commonly 

observed when confronting conflict: competing, collaborating, compromising, 

avoiding and accommodating (Kilmann, Thomas, Kray, & Haselhuhn, 2007).   

The Thomas-Kilmann mode instrument (1974) is a self-assessment of the 

individual that may lead to a better understanding of whether a person is overusing (a 

high score) or underusing (a low score) one or more of these five conflict-handling 

modes: competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating 
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(Figure 2.1).   Determining the TKI mode scores as high or low is bases on a 

comparison made against a sample population of over 8,000 men and women that is 

normed to be representational of the demographic distribution of the U.S. population 

(Thomas & Kilmann, 1974).  From this data pool, the TKI measurement offers a view 

of one’s conflict-handling behavior consistent across different countries and cultures.  

Through this cross-cultural assessment the social desirability response bias (the natural 

tendency for people in all societies to respond to queries in the interest of looking 

good to themselves or others) is considered, providing a more truthful representation 

of how people actually behave in conflict situations (Kilmann, Thomas, Kray, & 

Haselhuhn, 2007).  

Figure 2.12 
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Whereas TKI is widely accepted as a valid self-assessment tool for measuring 

individual preferences in dealing with conflict, it appears to be one dimensional in 

assessing how the person deals with conflict.  The CDP in contrast considers what the 

investigators refer to as ‘hot buttons’ or emotional triggers that when tripped may 

cause the individual to be adversely effected with negative emotions (Runde & 

Flanagan, 2012).  The impact on the person from having a ‘hot button’ pressed may 

result in the individual’s feelings interfering with the cognitive and potentially 

useful strategies involved in conflict management.  By adding the assessment of a 

person’s emotional vulnerabilities or ‘hot buttons’ Runde & Flanagan (2012) offer the 

examinee with a dual-concerns model for assessing of how they prefer to deal with 

conflict and their emotional vulnerabilities, ‘hot buttons’ (Table 2).    

The ‘hot button’ portion of the CDP offers an indication of how the persons 

typically responds to conflict situations, through providing insight into the kinds of 

people and situations which are likely to illicit one to become upset and potentially 

escalate conflict (Runde & Flanagan, 2012).  The CPD assesses eight areas for insight 

into people and situations that include: unreliability, overly analytical, unappreciative, 

aloof, micro-managing, self-centered, abrasive, untrustworthy and hostile (Runde & 

Flanagan, 2012).  Although there are certainly more areas or ‘hot buttons’ within the 

continuum of human emotions, these eight areas have been determined to comprise the 

most common areas of vulnerability (Runde & Flanagan, 2013). 

In assessing an individual's conflict management, behavioral preferences the 

CDP considers two frames; constructive responses and destructive responses (Runde 

& Flanagan, 2012).  In determining the constructive response profile, seven ways of 
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responding to the conflict that have the effect of reducing conflict are assessed. These 

seven include: perspective taking, creating solutions, expressing emotions, reaching 

out, reflective thinking, delaying a response, and adapting are evaluated in the 

constructive profile (Runde & Flanagan, 2012).  While the destructive profile 

measures eight ways of responding to the conflict that commonly escalate the conflict.  

These eight categories incorporate: winning at all costs, displaying anger, demeaning 

others, retaliating, avoiding, yielding, hiding emotions, and self-criticizing (Runde & 

Flanagan, 2012).  

Both the CDP and TKI expand beyond the two-dimensional model of conflict 

posited by Blake and Mouton (1964).  Although both of these instruments measure 

intentions, arguably so do other tools based on the Blake and Mouton model.  The 

component or the addition of exploring a person’s ‘hot buttons’ through the use of the 

CDF appears unique in the current literature.  Given this uniqueness and the accepted 

validity of the CDP (Runde & Flanagan, 2012) the ‘hot button’ portion of this 

instrument is incorporated in this examination of mid-management academic leaders 

in addressing conflict, in a health sciences department setting.  Whereas the CDP does 

not represent every possible issue that may inflame a person during the conflict, they 

are representative of the most common emotional trigger points.   
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Table 2.1                               

Elements of the Conflict Dynamic Profile 

Constructive     Destructive        Hot Buttons Profile 
Perspective taking Winning at all costs Unreliable 

Creating solutions Displaying anger Overly-analytical 

Expressing emotions  Demeaning others Unappreciative 

Reaching out Retaliating Aloof 

Delaying response Avoiding Micro-managing 

Adapting Yielding Self-centered 

 Hiding emotions Abrasive 

 Self-criticizing Untrustworthy 

  Hostile 

 
 

Research Gaps 

Early in the course of this literature review it was evident that the current 

research is somewhat limited in the area of the challenges faced by mid-level 

academic leaders in health science centers, and particularly silent on the issues 

surrounding ethnic and minority educational leaders.  This body of knowledge is also 

silent in many areas of leadership in health sciences settings.  The lack of research in 

these fields is troublesome, as the challenges are formidable and growing, particularly 

during the current time of health care reform in America.  Academic health care 

settings are staffed, taught and lead by highly educated and professionals, mostly 

terminally trained in narrow science-based fields.  This training does little to prepare 
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them for interacting with peers, supervisors and participating as a member of a team.  

It is this expressed intent of this proposed study to explore and find better methods, 

strategies and processes for dealing successfully with conflict in today’s academic 

health sciences center. 

Academia needs to reflect the demographic characteristics of its community 

and student body - particularly during the current time of shifting demographics of 

America society. Developing candidates formed from highly educated professionals, 

which include ethnic and minority academic leaders continues to be an unmet 

achievement of American academies (Enomoto, & Matsuoka, 2007).  This 

requirement should be a call to the top leaders in American higher education to 

identify, develop, and mentor emerging leaders that prepare them for success in 

academic leadership jobs. What is needed is to find better methods or best practices 

and processes for dealing successfully with leader development, and when needed 

their self-efficacy. 

Conclusion 

Higher education institutions, and particularly health sciences centers are 

dependent upon a highly structured system of management and leadership.  Much of 

the success of institutions of higher education is contingent upon the ability of mid-

level academic leaders to effectively manage change within the matrix of the 

organization; and the conflict that commonly arises during these times.  Sources of 

conflict come from top administration, faculty, staff and indeed students.  In dealing 

with persons from each of these areas of the academy, the mid-level academic leader 

must employ differing conflict management behaviors.  The origins of these conflicts 
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are from the many aspects of budgeting, regulation, accreditation, issues of academic 

freedom, tenure, promotion, student conduct and the public.  Complicating the matter 

is the increased competition between schools of Health Professions for faculty and 

demands of professors, such as release time to maintain their research.  Thus, the 

threat of faculty turnover due to poor job satisfaction is a force as well.   

The literature has a relatively limited exploration of how academic leaders deal 

with conflict in their work.  With respect to educational leaders and conflict 

management within an HSC, the literature is silent. Furthermore, the effectiveness of 

educational leaders in leading through matters of conflict cannot be clearly related to 

the level of involvement and engagement of these leaders alone, except in limited 

circumstances.  Undoubtedly, though, academic leaders at all levels must be or 

become successful in their management of conflict to succeed in their work.  Health 

science schools undergo significant challenges and requirements that create many of 

the same effects that occur during a corporate merger or acquisition. Often these 

institutional leaders in academe do not receive formal attention to issues of conflict 

and successful integration of change. This study examined strategies of mid-

management academic leaders in and how they address conflict, in a health sciences 

department setting providing insights into understanding and managing organization 

conflict. 

Through the success in the management of conflict in these institutions, 

success is better assured of attainment of institutional goals such as faculty retention, 

student satisfaction, and positive accreditation reviews.  This study will seek to 

evaluate how mid-level academic leaders who hold a terminal degree deal with 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 45 

conflict as well how those without a terminal degree handle conflict.  This study may 

provide the means for assessing for possible differences in these two leader groups and 

potential differences in conflict management styles and their effectiveness.  As faculty 

members, administrators and students in health science centers strive to improve the 

social and academic milieu of their institutions; it was beneficial to examine how 

conflict resolution was attained.  Thus, studying the conflict management behaviors of 

academic leaders present a critical element in contributing to the organizational health 

and effectiveness of health science centers. 
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Chapter 3 

 Research Design and Methodology 

This qualitative study explored the experiences of mid-level academic leaders 

associated with conflict between their faculty and supervisors in a Health Sciences 

Center (HSC) in the United States. This study included the use of a semi-structured 

interview protocol and a structured debriefing process leading to the exploration of the 

perceptions and experiences of the participants.  The study also explored the 

perceptions of the participants concerning the common causes, sources, resolution 

strategies, and obstacles to conflict management.  

  This chapter contains the discussion of the research design and methodology, 

the process of participant selection, and the instruments used in the study. Further data 

collection processes and procedures, limitations of the study, assumptions, and ethical 

assurances were ensured. Finally, the research methodology will complete this 

chapter.  

Research Methods and Design 

This study explored the experiences of mid-level academic leaders in a health 

sciences school setting, and their conflict strategies while serving in their appointed 

leadership role.  These leaders are faced with organizational, academic and student 

issues resulting in conflict among members of the school.  The long-term success of 

educational programs, HSC departments, and the HSC at large depends, in part on the 

productive management of conflict throughout the organization.  The construct for this 

research study was a grounded theory, qualitative design for the exploration of this 

topic. While the study involves one HSC, participants were selected from four schools 
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within the HSC, each with distinct lines of leadership.  As described by Creswell 

(2014), grounded theory research involves the processes of data collection, leading to 

the finding of interrelationships among categories of experience, or patterns of 

behavior within the group.  

The study employed the use of MaxQDA, a qualitative data analysis software 

for evaluating the field notes and transcripts obtained in this study. The software 

provides the qualitative researcher with a reliable and systematic analysis tool for the 

collected data. As Patton (2002) stated in, Qualitative Research and Evaluation 

Methods:  

Qualitative research is an effort to understand situations in their 

uniqueness as part of a particular context and the interactions there. 

This understanding is an end in itself, so it is not attempting to predict 

what may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand the nature 

of that setting - what it means to the participants. This analysis strives 

for a depth of understanding. (p. 49)  

Corbin and Strauss (2007) designates this approach as, “…a design of inquiry 

from sociology, in which the investigator derives a general, abstract theory of the 

process, action, or interaction grounded in the views of participants” (p. 195).  This 

research study explores the concepts surrounding conflict and how it contributes to the 

success of the mid-level academic leader in an HSC, and the role, if any that academic 

rank and highest earned degree impacts these issues.  

A grounded theory research design provided this exploration with a framework 

for recognizing the patterns and themes portrayed by the participants in the study.  In 
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this study, the participants were interviewed through the use of open-ended questions. 

The interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed. The complete data 

collection and analysis effort will require judicious questioning, a persistent quest for 

information, coupled with the observation and careful recording of the interviews. The 

grounded theory process included procedures for query, verification, correction, and 

linking (Corbin & Straus, 2007). 

This exploration of conflict management between participants and their faculty 

and leaders continued until data saturation occurs.  This data saturation point occurred 

in this study with participant numbers at 16(Charmz, 2008, 2014).  Each of these 

interviews were recorded, transcribed and analyzed.  The addition of field notes 

provided additional data on the non-verbal responses that were offered by each 

participant.  

As described by Creswell, (2014) qualitative interviews involve a limited 

number of unstructured, and open-ended questions, composed in the interest of 

eliciting the opinions, experiences and views of the respondent.  While various 

methods are used in the process of qualitative research, individual interviews were the 

primary methodology employed in exploring the questions in this study.  

RQ1.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

departmental conflict? 

RQ2.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing departmental conflict? 

RQ3.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

institutional conflict? 
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RQ4.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing institutional conflict? 

RQ5.  What is the most common source of conflict reported by mid-level 

academic leaders? 

Population, Sample, and Site 

For this research study, the investigator conducted 16 individual, semi-

structured interviews with mid-level, academic leaders from five health professions or 

disciplines.  The HSC contains over 75 mid-level academic leaders at the campus, 

providing a sufficient population of potential study participants.  These subject areas 

include – Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy, and Allied Health. The interview questions 

focused on participants’ experiences managing conflict in their department. At the 

core of the grounded theory methodology are the processes of comparing and 

contrasting data at each layer of analysis; from which concepts emerge the data, giving 

direction to the researcher (Chamaz, 2008, 2014). This research method garnered an 

emic understanding and insight of how mid-level academic leaders deal with conflict 

as they strive to lead their respective HSC departments.  

The sample for the study included mid-level academic leaders currently 

serving at a university-based health sciences center in the United States. This 

population has been chosen because of the location, ease of access, and the potential 

for a more shared experience in the causes of conflict while working in the same 

health sciences center.  The HSC contains four professional schools: Medicine, 

Nursing, Pharmacy, and Health Professions; and four participants from each school 

were selected, without compensation for the study.  In the interest of participant 
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anonymity, the demographic data of the participants was not be identified, nor 

recorded. 

Positionality 

The researcher of the study is a mid-level academic leader who works on at a 

university in the United States.  These facts provide the researcher with relatively open 

access to the study population. This free access also presents the possibility of 

unintended consequences should the study uncover perilous or dangerous knowledge 

as outlined by Glesne (2011).  Keen awareness of this phenomena, as well as 

participant anonymity and confidentiality, were a priority.  This requirement lead to a 

participant choosing to desist from participation; each participant was clearly given 

that option before the start of the interview. Should this have occured, all of the 

participant's data would have been purged from the study following the participant’s 

request to withdraw from the study.  However this did not occur during data 

collection.  In the interest of providing time for reflection, the informed consent was 

conducted no less than five days before the beginning of the interview process.  At the 

start of the process, the interview subject was provided a review of the informed 

consent.     

Instrument 

This study used a semi-structured interview protocol and a structured 

debriefing process leading to the exploration of the perceptions and experiences of the 

participants.  Consistently asking each participant the following questions in the 

instrument ensured data validity (Appendix A).   
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Each participant received a detailed explanation of the study prior to being 

asked for consent (see Appendix B); their participation is voluntary, and subjects may 

withdraw at any time. Ample response time afforded participants to answer, and ask 

questions related to the study to secure a prolonged engagement with each respondent 

(Lincoln  & Guba, 1985). The research questions were asked of all of the participants. 

However, the researcher will probe with follow-up questions as the researcher 

continues to solicit clarification and refined meaning while encouraging the 

respondents to expand on their answer. All of the responses were recorded and 

transcribed in the interest of adding other opportunities for verification.  

Each interview was electronically recorded in the MP3 file format.  These 

digital files will then be encrypted and sent to a professional transcriptionist.  The 

transcriptionist was required to maintain confidentiality, or non-disclosure, which was 

enforced.  These transcripts supported the systematic and concurrent analysis of the 

inquiry data.     

Supporting the efficient and effective analysis of the data required the use of an 

automated tool. MaxQDA was used to aid in the collation of themes and content 

analysis of the respondent interview texts.  Key among these was the methodical 

process of coding, or the breaking up of a source so that tagging followed with 

analysis may occur, a strength of MaxQDA.  This analysis tool also provided for the 

collection and coding of data from field notes and multi-media sources.  Combining 

these data sources into the study will provide a more thorough and systematic process 

for data analysis (Schönfelder, 2011).  The research value of qualitative studies 
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depended on the participant’s responses in the context of the questions, a factor that 

was dealt with in the process of data collection by the researcher.  

As the construct of the research study the focus was to understand how mid-

level academic leaders deal with conflict resolution in managing, and leading in their 

department; and the general nature of the experience of these participants, in dealing 

with their faculty and the upper-school leadership. The rationale behind the choice of 

grounded theory research was that it will helped identify how mid-level leaders 

perceive, and lead through, the issues that give rise to conflicts in the workplace.  

Gaining perspectives on the issues surrounding the conflict in this setting was the 

intended goal of this qualitative research proposal by offering results that will 

contribute to the field of leadership in health science centers. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Potential research participants, mid-level academic leaders, participant were 

identified for this study from the organizational charts of the Schools of  Medicine, 

Nursing, Pharmacy, and Allied Heath within the main campus of the HSC.  Initial 

contact was made through the University’s email system, with follow-up office phone 

calls made as needed.  The initial email contact provided the recipient with a brief 

synopsis of the research topic, assurances of confidentiality and a request for an 

interview meeting.  The location of these interviews was scheduled on the campus of 

the Health Sciences Center in spaces that ensured data security and were free from 

interruption.  

The guided interview process began after the study participant gives informed 

consent.  Once the conversation began, the audio recording was started and continued 
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throughout the meeting.  These recordings began with a statement by the researcher 

announcing the recording; at which time the study participant was asked to 

acknowledge the audio recording and to agree audibly to participate in the study.  

Careful notes, taken during the interviews that included annotations of non-verbal cues 

to communication were kept.  These significant observations made during the 

interview added to the data analysis provided by MaxQDA. 

The interview process was not rushed, as it was incumbent upon the researcher 

or interviewer to establish and maintain the poise of a naïve learner.  In this role, the 

interviewer needed to set aside all assumptions, pretenses while actively seeking to 

gain the fullest understanding of the respondents meaning.  The avoidance of second 

guessing responses, and their meanings, better positioned the researcher in fulfilling 

the role of seeking knowledge: rather than appearing to be subject matter expert in the 

field under investigation (Glesne, 2011). 

After the completion of each interview the audio recording, an MP3 file, was 

encrypted and emailed to the transcription service.  Once transcribed, the text file 

containing the interview was encrypted and returned to the researcher by email.  This 

text file was then studied for patterns, themes, and meaningful categories that provide 

insights into the issues surrounding conflict management experience of the research 

subject.  This examination, augmented by the analysis processes supplied by 

MaxQDA in examining the interview transcripts, and the field notes taken during the 

interview by the investigator improved confirmatability of the study.  At the 

conclusion of this process, a follow-up meeting was agreed to and scheduled in the 

interest of clarifying any points, perceptions or salient facts.     
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Data Analysis Procedure 

The data analysis process of this study lead to the to discovery of “patterns, 

coherent themes, meaningful categories, and new ideas and, in general, uncover a 

better understanding of a phenomenon or process” (Suter, 2006, p. 327).  The 

interviewer was then able to find out particular experiences and observations of the 

participants, as Patton (2002) described; “We interview people to find out from them 

those things we cannot directly observe” (p. 278).  After transcription of the data was 

completed, the narrative was reviewed by each participant to ensure the accuracy of 

the participant’s meanings and wording.  Requested edits were made to the transcript 

as indicated by the participant during the debriefing in the interest of attaining sound 

and confirmed meaning from the participant.  This data was then reviewed after each 

interview, scrutinized, and construed into themes and meanings to establish a 

foundation for codification.  Data analysis was then conducted as Creswell (2014) 

suggests through content classification, synthesis and interpretation of the qualitative 

text data by describing that data.  

Neuman (2003) described the process of data analysis as a means for looking 

for patterns to explain the goal of the studied phenomena. The analysis of data used 

responses from the focus group discussion. From these sources, the emerging themes 

were categorized and coded. Once the categorization is completed, the data was coded 

according to the indicators from the literature. This study used an open coding system 

to analyze participants’ narrative responses line-by-line, phrase-by-phrase and word-

by-word (Creswell, 2014; Suter, 2012).  
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Through this analysis, patterns were identified, as were ideas, or concepts that 

were relevant to the participants’ experiences and perspectives on the effectiveness of 

the current practice as it relates to work-related conflict. The final analysis lead to the 

development of a report presenting the interpretation of results, limitations, individual 

and independent insights, and generalizations of the study.  

Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of research is the result of rigor on the part of the examiner 

in the process of gathering reliable findings, and the confirmation of findings through 

the use of triangulation throughout the collection phase (Trochim & Donnelly, 2006).  

These elements best ensured validity through the collection of supported and 

convincing data.  Trochim and Donnelly (2006) describe validity as the best 

approximation of truth, inference or conclusion generated through the rigorous 

investigation. The use of validity strategies for gaining triangulation, credibility, 

participant debriefing, and HSC transferability were the points of reference during this 

study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Triangulation in this investigation, ws conducted by examining evidence 

gathered that form a justified foundation for the emergence of themes, concepts or 

commonalities discovered within the collected data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  To 

further ensure the accuracy of findings, member checking was conducted to gain the 

concurrence from participants on the accuracy of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Finally, acknowledging any bias brought into the study from the researcher’s 

experiences through reflective comments that disclose these influences to the reader 

were incorporated in the study (Creswell, 2014). 
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Credibility or confidence in the findings being truthful was pursued through 

engaging each participant through a calm and unhurried interview, free from 

distractions and ambient noise.  During these interviews, persistent observation and 

recording were made by the investigator of non-verbal communication expressed by 

the participants.  These notations of non-verbal communication provided a means for 

persistent observations.  

Adding to the study’s design rigor was a faithful reporting and description of 

any discrepant or negative information, found as countering a theme in the study.  This 

full disclosure was intended to add to the research findings by expanding on the 

factors surrounding conflict resolution in the leading of an academic department in the 

HSC.  Finally, this research design feature also helped to prevent drift in the definition 

of codes, or shifting in the process of data comparison.   

In the interest of increasing the likelihood of shared experiences, this study 

only involved mid-level academic leaders working at the main campus of a university-

based HSC in the United States, that agreed to participate in the study.  Further 

selection screening required selected participants to have worked in their mid-level 

academic job for two years, or more.  The use of a work experience selection criteria 

of an additional level of dependability to the data (Lincoln & Gruba, 1985).  Through 

improved dependability in the data came a greater thickness of descriptive perceptions 

of the influence of experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level 

HSC leaders and how they address conflict was in their leadership work (Denzin, 

1989).     
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Summary 

Chapter 3 discussed the research methodology relevant to this qualitative 

study, which is grounded theory research. Also included in Chapter 3 is information 

on the data collection process as well as data analysis, which include identifying 

themes from the responses of the participating members of the study. This chapter 

discusses the research design, the population, assumptions and limitations, 

confidentiality, and ethical assurances. The study’s design was intended to produce 

both reliability and validity of the data. Credibility, triangulation, participant 

debriefing, and HSC specific transferability underpinned this reliability. Ensuring that 

these elements were held firmly during the study was supported by the defined 

questionnaire or instrument, audio recording, transcription of interviews, deberiefing, 

and automated transcript analysis.   
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Chapter IV 

 DATA  ANALYSIS 

Brief Overview 

This study explored the experiences associated with conflict between mid-

level academic leaders in a Health Sciences Center (HSC) in the Southwest region of 

the United States: its faculty and their supervisors were the focus of this study.   

Navigating the conflict maze requires components of personal art and persistence, 

notwithstanding the leader’s gender, race, or heritage.  Success in managing conflicts 

that arise from the interactions of mid-level academic leaders can quickly become 

emotionally charged, depending upon perceptions and the emotional valence attached.  

The expression of disagreement by one party toward another is influenced by many 

factors including academic rank and perceived status within the institution. Thus, 

understanding the experiences associated with conflict between mid-level academic 

leaders in an HSC from interview data may help these leaders in successfully 

navigating conflict in their work.   

A semi-structured interview protocol provided the foundation of this study 

leading to the exploration of the perceptions and experiences of the participants.  

These interviews formed the basis for the exploration of the perceptions, sources, 

resolution strategies, and obstacles used in conflict management experienced by mid-

level academic leaders in addressing conflict at the HSC department level of a school 

in the Southwest region of the United States. Participants for the interviews were 

selected through a convenience sample of mid-level academic leaders from four HSC 

Schools (Nursing, Medicine, Health Professions, and Pharmacy). The researcher 
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selected only participants who have served as a mid-level academic leader for two or 

more years.   

Each participant received an overview of the research project and processes, 

and had the opportunity to ask questions about the research.  After this time, informed 

consent was obtained from each volunteer followed by semi-structured, interviews.  

The interviews were transcribed, verified and uploaded to a qualitative data 

management software (MaxQDA 12).  Through MaxQDA, inductive codes were 

developed through the examination cycles of the data.  This interim analysis process 

continued following each interview as they occurred throughout the data collection 

process. Data segmenting and inductive coding conducted with MaxQDA lead to the 

development of a list of all codes identified through an interpretive process of the 

interview data.     

Through this interview and data process, an exploration was conducted of 

mid-level academic leaders experiences in an HSC setting, and their dealings with 

conflict while serving in their appointed leadership role.  These leaders reported 

dealing with conflict on a near daily basis, in at least one area or another of the HSC.  

Through workplace experience, all of the participants stated that they learned 

strategies to deal with conflict in the HSC, most often by trial and error.  Respondents 

reported that through direct observation or through colleague mentoring they found 

better strategies for dealing with conflict in their work at the HSC.   

Today’s academic leaders must employ a full and evolving array of tactics 

and styles in the interest of successfully leading a faculty and staff team. Despite being 

the most efficient style, in higher education the practice of an autocratic leadership 
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style toward subordinates and students is not tolerated.  The expectations of our 

current workforce, particularly in higher education, demand that the leader choose 

between being a charismatic or a dictatorial leader.  Developing and refining conflict 

resolution strategies is a lifetime learning process, bolstered through processes that 

include mentoring, coaching, and work experience in the HSC.  This study explored 

the experiences of mid-level academic leaders in an HSC setting, and their dealings 

with conflict as they are serving in their appointed leadership role.  The long-term 

success of educational programs, HSC departments, and the HSC, at large, is 

dependent on the productive management of conflict. 

Description of Participant Population 

This study involves the perceptions of mid-level, academic leaders selected 

from four HSC schools within an HSC employee population of over 75 mid-level 

educational leaders for the HSC subject areas of Nursing, Medicine, Health 

Professions, and Pharmacy.  The interview questions concentrate on the participants’ 

past experiences in managing conflict in their department.   

The researcher chose these participants based on the daily observations of the 

investigator in witnessing and experiencing the conflicts between leaders and 

followers in the conduct of their work in an HSC.  These observations formed the 

impetus for studying the challenges of conflict management, which are particularly 

burdensome to mid-level academic leaders who are often observed dealing with the 

implementation of or leading change in the HSC.  Conflict is very apparent when the 

mid-level academic leaders are charged with implementing or leading change that has 

been directed by their supervisors.  The challenges faced in these cases may lead to 
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frustration, burnout and personnel turnover in the HSC resulting in an academic and 

financial cost to the organization.   

Four mid-level academic leaders from within each of these four schools were 

selected on a voluntary basis and without compensation for the study.  Participants 

from these programs were screened out of the study sample if they had not served in 

their current leadership post for more than two full years, which better ensures the 

participant is fully integrated into the organization.  Other than the participant’s 

current highest degree earned, all other demographic data of the participants was not 

identified nor recorded in the interest of participant anonymity.  Twenty-two potential 

participants were invited by email to participate in the study.  Eighteen mid-level 

academic leaders responded that they were willing to participate.  Of the eighteen mid-

level academic leaders from the HSC, sixteen were interviewed, four from each HSC 

school.   

This pool of eighteen participants was considered to be sufficient for the start 

of data collection and was projected to provide adequate data for saturation to be 

attained.  Data saturation was achieved; therefore no additional participants were 

solicited.  In this study, the point of diminishing returns and the point data saturation 

was achieved with the thirteenth interview.  In the interest of better ensuring the 

validity of data saturation, the remaining scheduled interviews were completed.  The 

HSC population provided an impressive level of uniformity in participant perception 

of the influence of their experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice in 

addressing conflict at the HSC.  However, the professional training in the schools of 
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Nursing, Medicine, Health Professions, and Pharmacy offered a diversity in 

experiences and perceptions reported between respective Schools. 

The researcher deemed it necessary for participants to express their definitions 

of conflict and institutional conflict before delving into the themes and findings of the 

study.  Not only did this better ensure the accuracy of the data but also this process 

facilitated a foundation from which the participants reflected upon their experiences in 

addressing conflict at the HSC while serving in their mid-level academic leader role.       

Each participant in the study was provided with an electronic transcript of the 

interview and asked to review and edit the text in the interest of ensuring the accuracy 

of meaning and context, member checking.  Whereas each of the sixteen participants 

responded to this request, the only edits that made were by any of the participants 

addressed grammar and punctuation.  No participants made any substantive edits to 

their interview transcript. 

Revisiting Research Questions 

The five research questions guided this semi-structured interview protocol 

utilizing a structured debriefing process that lead to the investigation of the 

perceptions and experiences of the participants. The study investigated these topics 

through the following research questions: 

RQ1.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

departmental conflict? 

RQ2.  How does academic degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-

level academic leaders choose in addressing departmental conflict? 
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RQ3.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

institutional conflict? 

RQ4.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing institutional conflict? 

RQ5.  What is the most common source of conflict reported by mid-level 

academic leaders? 

Participant Profiles 

In the interest of offering the reader, some perspective on the makeup of each 

participant involved in this study the following profiles are provided.  For the benefit 

of anonymity, pseudonyms are used for each participant name.  

Dave is an over-forty, white, a male that has worked at the HSC for over five 

years in the School of Health Professions, and has worked as an HSC mid-level 

academic leader during the past five years.  Dave completed his terminal degree 

requirements three months before being interviewed for this study. 

Ann is an over 40-year-old, white, female that has severed as a mid-level 

academic leader in the HSC for over ten years.  She works in the School of Pharmacy 

and holds a terminal degree in her area. 

Marie began her work in the HSC within the last five years and was hired at 

the HSC to work immediately at the mid-level academic leader in the School of Health 

Professions.  Marie came from another HSC where she worked as a faculty member.  

Maire, is over 50-years old holds a Masters degree in her professional area. 
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Jim is over 50 years old, white, a male who was hired by the HSC over 10 

years ago to a mid-level academic leader job, at which time he was Masters prepared.  

Jim holds a doctoral degree where he works in the School of Health Professions. 

Pat came to the HSC over 10 years ago as a Masters qualified faculty member, 

hired to fill a mid-level leadership post in the School of Health Professions over ten 

years ago.  Pat, a white, male, who is over 40-years-of-age, earned a doctoral degree 

approximately five years ago.   

Liz is an over 40-year-old, white, female who was hired by the School of 

Nursing less than ten years ago to fill a faculty post and became a mid-level academic 

leader in her School less than years ago:  Masters prepared, Liz is nearing the 

completion of her coursework toward a Ph.D.  

Sue, is an over 40-year-old, white, female who was complete with a Ph.D. in 

her area upon being hired by the School of Health Professions.  Sue’s mid-level 

academic leader duties covered a period of more than two years at the time of her 

interview.  

Elise is a less than 45-year-old, white female that entered the HSC ten years 

ago as a faculty member in the School of Pharmacy with a Masters degree. Since 

beginning her work at the HSC, she has nearly completed a doctoral degree, all but 

dissertated, in her area.  Elise has worked as a mid-level academic leader for the past 

four years in the HSC. 

Shawn began working at the HSC almost ten years ago with a terminal degree 

in his area. He has served as a mid-level academic leader in the School of Health 
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Professions for the past four years.  Shawn is a white male, of approximately 55 years 

of age. 

Pete is approximately 45 years of age, a white male that came to the School of 

Medicine to work as a mid-level academic leader five years ago.  Pete holds a Masters 

degree and is working on his Ph.D. course work on a part-time basis.   

Kate came to work in the School of Nursing seven years ago and is Masters 

prepared and nearing completion of her Ph.D. course work.  Kate, a white, 45-year-old 

female, has worked as a mid-level academic leader in her School for the past five 

years. 

Loren, is an over 50-year-old Hispanic female, came to the School of Nursing 

over 10-years ago as a Masters prepared faculty member, and 5-years-ago earned a 

Ph.D. in her field.  Loren was appointed to a mid-level academic leadership post 

approximately 5-years-ago. 

Frank, an over 50-year-old, white, male, came to the School of Pharmacy as a 

faculty member, and he held a doctoral degree over 15-years-ago.  For more than 5-

years, Frank has worked primarily as a mid-level academic leader in his School.  

Over 5-years ago, Mary was recruited to the School of Pharmacy to fill a mid-

level academic leader and part-time faculty member.  She is an over 40-year-old, 

white, female who entered the HSC as a Masters qualified faculty member and is 

working on a doctorate in her.  

Victor is a Masters prepared mid-level academic leader, a white, ovr 50-year-

old, white, male that has worked for over 10-years in the School of Medicine. Victor 
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came to the School as a staff member and was promoted to a mid-level academic 

leadership post more than five years ago.  

Angie came to the School of Medicine over ten years ago as a doctoral degreed 

member of the faculty.  An anglo women who is over 30-years of age, she has since 

been appointed to a mid-level academic leadership role that she has fulfilled for the 

past six years. 

Findings From The Responses Of The Participants 

Among the participants in this study, a universal definition of conflict, 

departmental conflict, and institutional conflict was found in the data.  Respondents 

described conflict as failing to agree, or a difference of opinion between two or more 

individuals in the HSC.  Conflict was characterized in the data as a disagreement that 

is not quickly or easily resolved between two or more persons by all sixteen of the 

participants.  The individuals involved in a conflict in the HSC were reported to 

include faculty, staff, students, and more increasingly students’ parents.  One 

respondent added that conflict might also arise from an inner or internal conflict, such 

as when the mid-level academic leader finds herself at odds with decisions being made 

or required by the institution. 

The matter of interpersonal conflict giving rise to a physical encounter initiated 

by a member of the HSC is a concern of two respondents.  This form of conflict 

engagement was not considered in the formulation of this study due to the 

inappropriateness and illegality of this behavior.  However, mid-level academic 

leaders must remain calm, while being aware of the temperament of those around 
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them at all times to avoid an escalation of emotion.  Personal safety can no longer be 

assumed in and outside of U.S. academic institutions. Dave stated,  

Conflict in the HSC results from a number of causes – personalities, turf, 

individual agendas that are sometimes not known by all involved, and perceptions.  I 

think that is probably the biggest arena where conflict exists in an HSC.  I have seen it 

as department against department; it's really about turf, which sometimes is 

overlapped by elements of the prestige level of the department.  It can really get 

personal too.  But it can also be about the allocation of funds, I want this office, I 

access to this lab, I want these resources.  I feel like it is probably less personal, when 

it's institutional versus personal.  I think when it is coworker with coworker, it's a lot 

more personal, a lot more emotional (personal communication, March 15, 2016). 

Further expounding on the complexities of conflict in the HSC later Dave 

offered, “Not knowing the full story and that creates insecurities, it creates a sense of 

inequity, and the conflict ensues” (personal communication, March 15, 2016).  During 

the interview provided by Liz she offered a very succinct definition of general conflict 

that captured the tone of all 16 research participants. 

In providing a general definition of conflict Liz stated,  

I would use the term disagreement, at odds, not seeing eye-to-eye on a 

particular issue in terms of dealing with other people.  The other way I would 

define conflict could also be an inner conflict within oneself, at odds with 

making decisions about certain things and then physical conflict, which is 

another element of you know, not just the emotional and psychological issues 

but then physical conflict as well. You only have to read the news to see where 
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incidents of physical conflict between members of the university occur 

regularly around the country.  These are tragic events that involve both leaders 

and students; occasionally it is between leaders (personal communication, May 

6, 2016). The statements made by Liz are further amplified by data provided 

by Ann.  

Ann explained institutional conflict in the following statement, 

Honestly, I think that is probably biggest in the territory bucket.  

I think that the better you know someone, the more intimately involved 

with someone, the more likely you're going to have the emotional, 

interpersonal conflicts.  When it's department against department, it's 

really about turf.  It's less personal.  This is about I want this allocation 

of funds, I want this space for offices, I want this chunk of the schedule 

for my initiatives, I want these resources.  I feel like it probably is less 

personal, I'm not saying it's impersonal; I just think it's less personal 

when it's institutional versus I think when you're within a department, 

that's coworker with coworker, it's a lot more personal, a lot more 

emotional, and a couple of time I feared the conflict would become 

physical (personal communication, March 25, 2016).  

Herein we see the agreement among the study participants on the nature of conflict in 

the HSC. 

Conflict at the HSC department level is perceived by Ann and the other 

participants in this study to have its source solely among the members of the 

department.  Here again, participants in this study expressed a common definition of 
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department level conflict as a ‘disagreement of opinion or a clash of emotions’ 

between two persons in the department.  Respondents reported that departmental 

conflict commonly arises between two or more groups or factions within their HSC 

department.      

Pat later offered the following observations on the origins of departmental 

conflict,  

I think you can put conflict in several different buckets.  One, I think is 

territory.  People are either passionate about their area of focus or protective of 

their area of focus and so they, I guess, would fear anything that would 

encroach on their territory, usurp their territory, undermine it, and under 

territory, I not only include things like your intellectual domain but money; 

you know your grants and your time.  People are worried about how one 

person's initiative will effect someone else's time, will effect someone else's 

workload, up or down, so I think that's one area is that you're protective of 

your turf.  I think that's one area.  Then, I think there is sort of this Socratic 

bucket.  You know, people are philosophical and when somebody's philosophy 

conflicts with yours then it's a clash of values, clash of ideals, I think that's 

where some of it comes from.  Some of it, I also think, comes from gender and 

ethnicity and culture as well (personal communication, April 7, 2016).  These  

experiences of Pat are well supported by the perceptions that Elise shared during her 

interview. 

Elise described having observed sources of HSC departmental conflict as;  
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In my department, a lot of times it's the expectations of others.  In other 

words, we meet, we think we understand each other and then we actually do it 

and they don't meet up.  We don't effectively communicate, and that probably 

leads to most conflict within my department.  Sometimes I think the lack of 

communication is intentional. We keep some of our desires and ambitions to 

ourselves (April 18, 2016). 

The honest and full disclosure of information was further described by Loren 

in the following statement,  

Finding solutions through getting everyone involved in an honest 

conversation regarding defining the problem is lacking in the HSC.  I think 

because I do a lot of things in the school, I serve on a lot of committees and I 

think as a leader finding the better solutions, doing things smarter rather than 

the way that we may be doing things now such as teaching online.  How can 

we teach online and do it easier and better, but finding better ways to do things 

in an honest and direct approach.  Leaders and faculty in the HSC do not 

always do this, which complicates things (personal communication, May 4, 

2016).   

Complicating the lines of communication between academic leaders in the HSC is the 

increased use of digital forms of communication.  

Angie related the following observations on communication in the HSC and 

sources of conflict, 

I would say it probably would have to be communication, or the lack 

thereof is a frequent source of conflict.  Not knowing the full story and that 
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creates insecurities, it creates a sense of inequity, and the conflict ensues. 

These gaps in understanding are often the result of digital communications, 

and lagging or absent face-to-face communications.  We have lost, or at least 

we are losing the time, and in some cases the ability to form and maintain 

positive and frank interpersonal working relationships (personal 

communication, May 6, 2016). 

Angie and the other 15 study participants reported experiencing conflict 

between departments, between a department and senior leaders, involving the 

organization’s mission and strategic plan throughout their work as a mid-level 

academic leader.  This consistency in the definition of conflict and the reported 

sources of conflict provided a firm foundation for the exploration of the influence of 

experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level leaders in 

addressing conflict at an HSC and exploring the five research questions. 

Liz captured the collective observations of the study participants regarding 

conflict between HSC departments in the following statement,   

Competition is the most common source of conflict between HSC 

departments; place, you know their place or ranking within the hierarchy 

[departmental ranking] of the institution.  Who holds the higher rank, different 

conflicts that fall within that category.  I don't know that's a very difficult one 

for me, but I see it regularly in my work (personal communication, May 6, 

2016). 

Departmental ranking within the HSC hierarchy was further described by 

Angie with the following data, 
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Well there definitely is a perceived spirit of difference for certain 

degrees.  In this school the M.D. holds the reins in clinical leadership over all 

others, Pharm.D. DPT, ScD and even Ph.D.  I often see my colleagues looking 

down on other disciplines, even when the counterpart holds a terminal degree 

in their area.  After all, this school has always been led by a physician, and I 

don’t see a day when this will change.  Certainly, a nurse will not be selected 

to serve as President, even if she or he holds a Ph.D. from an Ivy League 

school (personal communication, May 6, 2016). 

Rank, title and school affiliation are described in the data by nine of the study 

participants as having significant and often persuasive influence during times conflict 

in the HSC.  The School of Medicine is viewed by nine of the study participants as 

having the most persistant clout toward attaining their objectives over the other 

Schools in the HSC.  This power based of the School of Medicine was not an 

unforeseen theme.    

Overarching Themes  

Two overarching themes garnered from the 16 sets of data that formed this 

study are very apparent to the researcher.  First the need for engagement of the parties 

involved in the conflict. Second the necessity for honesty in the progression of seeking 

a resolution to the conflict.   

Engagement 

Engagement requires interactions between persons to be mutually beneficial, in 

a trusting environment, and problem-oriented versus people or blame focused 

conversation. Additionally, all participants expressed that they felt valued for their 
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contribution to the dialogue; in this case, working to resolve the current conflict, 

avoiding doubt and cynicism. Through open and direct conversations between mid-

level and upper-level academic leaders regarding the elements and solutions to conflict 

in the HSC, a win-win scenario for both goal achievement and organizational 

outcomes may develop.  The engagement theme appears 22 times in the data set 

within 10 of the participant interviews.   

In responding to how a participant perceives their role as an academic leader in 

dealing with department conflict, Victor offered the following insights; 

I usually serve as a mediator.  You know, I have a lot of people within 

my division 17 to 18 people and there always seems to be conflict going on 

somewhere.  My job is usually to put out the brush fires.  Either get people to 

communicate candidly and, just pick up the phone or email each other more 

frequently, but again, serve as a mediator in order to keep all parties involved 

and engaged (personal communication, April 29, 2016).   

Mary further supported the engagement theme, as described by Victor with the 

following response to the question on the value of leadership experience, 

I would say on that I guess the effects have been a lot of trial and error 

of just learning what's worked in the past and what hasn't.  I guess my 

leadership experience is just learning what methods are effective and how to 

engage with different people.  I have many leaders above me and each of them 

I have found needs to be approached in a little bit different way and I guess the 

biggest thing I've learned in dealing with upper leadership is not everything fits 

in a nice little box.  You've got to go out and figure out what works for this one 
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person versus what may be totally different in dealing with another individual, 

so it's learning to I guess be more open to how you're going to approach stuff 

and come up with some different strategies to get them engaged with you in 

dealing with the problem at hand (personal communication, May 5, 2016). 

Jim’s interview added to Mary’s experiences with a concise description of 

engagement as a successful strategy when dealing with conflict in the HSC, and 

support for the need for engagement as a strategy for addressing conflict in the HSC: 

So I think one of the roles in conflict is determining is this a personal or 

is it an academic issue and then if it's personal then helping the two individuals 

work that out or truthfully engage toward some type of agreement might not be 

the right word, but compromise and I would say if it's in academics then the 

role is to look at what are the needs and objectives of the program.  Do they 

involve accreditation and then determine what steps need to be taken to correct 

that (personal communication, April 5, 2016).  

Jim later offered in his interview,  

I'm dealing with institutional conflict right now actually, and find 

myself having to be a 'leader-shrink,' lots of questions through face-to-face 

engagement.  In these cases I only use email to set up the meetings, never to 

work on the issues.  During these times I have seen peers acting like I never 

saw before. We are looking at changes to our curriculum, and that threatens 

some of our faculty, especially if it may effect courses that they've taught and 

they don't want to see those courses change (personal communication, April 5, 

2016). 
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Whereas, when the leader in the HSC thought that all parties to the 

conversation were actively engaged in the process for finding a solution, but 

later learned this was not the case frustration resulted.  

Liz continued with offering: 

There is nothing more frustrating to me then to have a problem, and we 

go through all this conflict, we get into it, we think we got everybody engaged 

that needs to be engaged, but we never have any resolution, and that to me is 

more frustrating than maybe the conflict itself (personal communication, May 

6, 2016). 

A key component of engagement is for all parties to be forthcoming with 

honest and pertinent information presented which serves as a foundation for the equal 

participation of all sides. 

Honesty 

The second theme that emerged from the data was honesty; which calls for all 

sides to adhere to being forthcoming with pertinent facts and opinions and not 

withholding any needed information.  The withholding of needed information was 

reported to be a component of hiding one’s agenda from colleagues, described by four 

study participants as ‘hidden-agendas.'  This failure to disclose one’s intentions or 

agenda solely for the self-interest of the person and is the most shunned leadership 

trait reported in this study.  Only through a truthful disclosure by participants can a 

sense of honesty emerge where the sharing of all of the information available occurs in 

an environment of trust and mutual respect.     
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One respondent, Kate reported conflict arising in her work in the HSC to stem 

often from miscommunication or lack of communication, but also finds dishonesty 

from HSC leaders is a source of conflict, “…some times I deal with ingenuine 

statements or assertions.  Those are troubling, and not what would you would expect 

in a professional program" (personal communication, May 3, 2016). A second 

respondent, Ann reported that, “…some people are not entirely honest in their 

conversations here, or they omit facts in order to get their way around here” (the 

HSC), (personal communication, March 25, 2016).  

By comparing the reports of nine other respondents that provided observations 

in the affirmative, supporting their experience with truthful, or honest communication 

in the HSC which they report are a requirement for success in addressing conflict.  

Pete’s statement is clear in this regard, “Yes, I definitely see a key role of a midlevel 

academic leader in dealing with institutional conflict is to serve as an educator and 

mentor leading the group through honest engagement toward resolving the matter” 

(personal communication, May 2, 1016).  Other responses, such as that from Marie 

offer the following:  

Finding solutions through getting everyone involved in an honest conversation 

regarding defining the problem.  I think because I do a lot of things in the school, I 

serve on a lot of committees, and I think as a leader finding the better solutions, doing 

things smarter rather than the way that we may be doing things now such as teaching 

online.  How can we teach online and do it easier and better, but finding better ways to 

do things in an honest and direct approach (personal communication, April 4, 2016). 

This is further described in Victor’s interview. 
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Victor reported, 

I have tried, in my administrative roles in a number of institutions and a 

number of organizations, to develop that listening attitude, responsive attitude, 

open attitude where people feel, I think they feel, they can come to me and 

express their opinions without me being judgmental, and I try not to be 

judgmental, but I try to be open and honest and offer my opinions and try to, 

where possible, mediate if there is a conflict between them and somebody else 

in the department, try to extend my role as a mediator.  Sometimes I think it's 

successful, and I hope it's appreciated (personal communication, April 29, 

2016).  

This academic leader function is further amplified by Pat. 

Pat expressed similar observations succinctly in the following statement, 

I definitely see a key role of a midlevel academic leader in dealing with 

institutional conflict is to serve as an educator and mentor leading the group 

through honest engagement toward resolving the matter. I have to say that I do 

not always see this fully transparent engagement between members of the HSC 

(personal communication, April 7, 2016). 

This lack of transparency and trust is reported to be a problem that Elise has observed 

to be on the rise,  

But as I just mentioned, dealing with upper academic leaders has 

become a dynamic situation, characterized by the climate becoming far more 

autocratic, lessening honesty, and resistant to engaging with others.  This has 

resulted in increased levels of conflict, and greatly decreased morale among 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 78 

the faculty and staff, an unfortunate change in the workplace, and one that 

seems headed in the wrong direction (personal communication, April 18, 

2016).   

Honesty among HSC leaders arises from both the omission needed information 

and the purposeful deception by one party or another. 

The theme of honesty, and its role in dealing with conflict in the HSC, is found 

in each of the 16 respondent data sets through words that include, dishonesty, true, 

truthful, and honest that were expressed by the participants.  During each of the 

interviews, respondents expressed having experienced their HSC leaders and peers 

being dishonest in their interactions resulting in either the continuation or escalation of 

conflict in the workplace.  Frank provided the following data,  

In my department, we don't effectively communicate, and that probably 

leads to most conflict within my department and the HSC.  Sometimes I think 

the lack of communication is intentional. We keep some of our desires and 

ambitions to ourselves, and this keeps the conflict going, at times seemingly 

forever (personal communication, April 29, 2016). 

Proactively addressing honesty in the course of leading in the HSC requires the 

mid-level academic leader to find or form successful strategies for addressing conflict 

through open and honest communications, preferably face-to-face leading to the 

faithful engagement of all persons involved.  
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Addressing the Study’s Research Questions 

Strategies found to be successful in addressing conflict 

This study found that mid-level HSC faculty use six strategies for successfully 

dealing with conflict in the workplace (Figure 4.1).  Successful strategies of mid-level 

academic leaders for dealing with conflict in their department were the same as those 

reported successful with their upper leaders.  These strategies include facilitating face-

to-face encounters when needing to address matters involving conflict, or with the 

potential for conflict.  This strategy supported the following finding: leaders need to 

remain accessible and engaged with members of HSC to bolster trust and the flow of 

information.  When dealing with controversial matters, academic leaders need to stay 

problem-centered rather than person-centered was found effective in minimizing 

personalization.  This problem-centered discussion process is best supported through 

active listening, characterized by Ann as similar to that the role of a marriage 

counselor.  This strategy was also reported to require the mid-level academic leader to 

remain aware of her or his assumptions surrounding the elements of the discussion and 

remaining ready to adjust or update these perceptions. 

Strategies that were reported to cause increased levels of conflict in the HSC 

include the over reliance on electronic forms of communication and the unintended 

consequences. The depersonalization effect of electronic communication forms keeps 

some members of the HSC from using courtesy or tact in communicating with their 

HSC colleagues. This results in communication barriers arising between members of 

the HSC which block open and productive problem-solving processes.  It was also 

observed that personal or politically based agenda and institutional isolationism, often 
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referred to as ‘silos’ by members of the HSC, were reported as a common component 

contributing to conflict in the HSC. 

 

Figure 4.1 

Summary of Themes in resolving conflict in the HSC 

 

The most prevalent theme reported for successfully dealing with conflict at the 

department level in the HSC setting is through engaging the involved parties in face-

to-face communication.  Through this direct communication, respondents emphasized 

the importance of effective communication versus just talking.  According to those 

interviewed, to be effective, this communication style includes therapeutic 

communication techniques (deliberate, planned, purposeful, and open), and the over-

communicating involving active or reflective listening skills.  Communication at this 

level and intensity produces an improved understanding, thus leading to an agreement, 

or at least consensus on how to proceed to resolve the conflict. 
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Four participants responded to the question of how to effectively deal with 

departmental clashes in the HSC by describing what they perceive as the core catalysts 

for clashes in their workplace.  These four respondents suggest that electronic 

communications commonly leads to a misunderstanding of the sender’s intent through 

the absence of tone and inability of email to express non-verbal forms of 

communication.  Email, while reported to be efficient in communicating, is seen as the 

least effective means for engaging in constructive conversation, leading to 

misinterpretation though the lack of tone; and the potential for a perception by the 

recipient that the sender holds a hidden agenda or critical knowledge.  One respondent 

finds success with using email in setting up meeting dates and times, and describing 

the purpose of the meeting in preparation for a face-to-face meeting.   This strategy of 

revealing the agenda, rather than hiding the objective of the meeting.  Sending the 

agenda in advance reportedly serves the respondent well and better assures 

participants have the opportunity to prepare for a productive meeting.   

Hidden or undisclosed agenda, or a perceived ulterior motive by a member of 

the department, is reported as a common source of conflict in the HSC, and one that is 

most reported to be very challenging to work through.  This observation was reported 

by representatives from each of the four HSC schools involved in this study and found 

to be a significant source of conflict by members of the schools of Nursing and Health 

Professions.  The theme of institutional silos (organizational self-interest) or the 

unilateral actions based in the self-isolation of academic leaders emerged in this study 

as an impediment to addressing conflict at the HSC in this study.   
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The Influence of Academic Degree Attainment in Addressing Conflict 

The perceptions of the participants about the effect of degree attainment in 

dealing with conflict in an HSC can be sub-coded into two groups.  The two sub-

coded groups formed by those who entered their mid-level academic leadership job 

with a terminal degree and those who did not hold a terminal degree when they began 

working as a mid-level academic leader emerge from the data.  Though this appeared 

obvious to the researcher, what emerged universally from these two participant sub-

groups were their unified perceptions.  Those participants who hold a terminal degree 

do not perceive their advanced degree to benefit them in their mid-level academic 

leader's role nor in dealing with conflict in the HSC.  These terminally degreed 

participants reported that job title, institutional role, and work experience had had a 

greater influence on their leadership and conflict strategy choices. 

Within the HSC, this investigation found from the participants that a perceived 

ethos difference exists for certain degrees.  Ann reported that, “M.D.s look down on 

the Phram.D’s, and some Ph.D.’s feel superior to those who have earned an Ed.D” 

(personal communication, March 25, 2016).  Ann later added, “ I have had that finger 

shaken in my face, who the hell do you think you are?  Where did you get your M.D.? 

(personal communication, March 25, 2016).  Liz remarked: “…a Ph.D. nurse will not 

be selected to serve as President (at the HSC), even if she or he holds a Ph.D. from an 

Ivy League school” (personal communication, May 6, 2016).  Marie responded in 

support of these perceptions, “ …there definitely is a perceived spirit of difference for 

certain degrees in the HSC” (personal communication, April 4, 2016).  Those with 

terminal degrees perceive and have reported experiences of degree bias in the HSC 
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and how these attitudes influence their strategy-choice in addressing conflict in their 

work.  

Themes were found in the data contrasting participants who did not hold a 

terminal academic degree during their early years of work in mid-level academic 

leadership but recently completed their advanced academic degree, in contrast with 

those who began their academic leadership role with a terminal degree.  Because they 

were not involved in management while getting their terminal degree, possibly they 

utilized the information attained through courses to inform their leadership style and 

decision making.  These respondents comprise four of the sixteen participants 

included in this examination of experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice in 

addressing conflict at an HSC. 

Participants who entered academic leadership without an earned terminal 

degree reported consistently on perceived differences in how their HSC leaders and 

managers interact with them.  These include both negative and positively perceived 

experiences in the workplace.   One participant reported being told by a senior Ph.D.-

prepared HSC leader, “I’m not sure what their rationale was in hiring just a Master’s 

level faculty to lead a program.”  Another participant, Kate reported being questioned 

by a Ph.D.-prepared HSC leader about being qualified to conduct program assessment, 

program evaluation, and curriculum development although not having a terminal 

degree.   

Negative perceptions reported from these participants also emanated from non-

verbal facial and body language expressions.  Two participants reported experiencing 

dismissive shrugs, eye rolling, and body posture expressed by terminally degree 
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leaders and supervisors forming a clear perception of an academic degree bias from 

their colleagues.  A third participant, Victor, who does not hold a terminal degree 

offered another non-verbal perception, “…you can typically tell in the way in which 

you are addressed by those with a terminal degree.”  Participants from the schools of 

nursing and pharmacy offered more negative experiences as mid-level academic 

leaders than participants who do not hold a terminal degree.  Loren, from the School 

of Nursing, who holds a Masters degree reported, 

I remember feeling very segregated you know and that was really my 

first time to feel kind of segregated from my colleagues because in nursing we 

were kind of always a team, you know in different healthcare settings, but were 

really set apart and I thought that was interesting, not a big deal, but just 

interesting (personal communication, May 4, 2016). 

 Another  participant from the school of nursing, Kate stated:  “when I got the 

doctorate, I immediately had more credibility than I ever had before among the same 

people that I worked with for years.” Ann’s statement goes on further supporting this 

point,  

I do see where those in higher education that hold a terminal degree 

area often deferred to over those not having a Ph.D. or M.D., despite their level 

of knowledge or expertise in the area in question.” “I've had that finger shaken 

in my face, and told, who the hell do you think you are?  Where did you get 

your M.D.?  Believe me I've dealt with a lot of that (personal communication, 

March 25, 2016). 
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Strategies of mid-level academic leaders in addressing institutional conflict 

Several factors are reported to influence mid-level academic leaders in their 

strategy choice when dealing with institutional level conflict (Figure 4.2).  All 16 of 

this study’s participants reported having had direct experience with this type and level 

of conflict and offered a variety of observations.  Six themes emerge from the 

interview data about how mid-level academic leaders address conflict that arises 

between their area of responsibility and their institutional leader.  It is noteworthy that 

these six strategy themes appear in the data from participants in each of the four HSC 

schools of Nursing, Medicine, Health Professions, and Pharmacy.  

Mid-level academic leaders in the HSC find that conflict resolution occurs best 

through proactive, regular face-to-face communication with their leaders as well as 

their faculty.  One respondent reports feeling like a marriage counselor while fulfilling 

the academic leader role.  Success during these conversations is also found to be 

bolstered by clearly defining the problem in terms that describe the issue at hand.  

Developing a shared contextual understanding that surrounds the issue is another 

required element of effective problem resolution.  A technique described by one 

participant, Shawn for developing a shared contextual understanding of the problem 

requires, “….an educational listening process, while remaining wary of groupthink 

arising” (personal communication, April 25, 2016).  The term groupthink used by this 

respondent occurs when a dissenting opinion goes unsaid leading to a poor decision, 

and less than optimal results arise.       

Tenure status arises as a critical consideration in the experiences of mid-level 

academic leaders when they deal with conflict in the HSC.  This matter of tenure 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 86 

applies in particular when the mid-level leader is coming up for tenure review.  

Fearing the loss of support in the tenure process causes some mid-level academic 

leaders in the HSC to rein in their comments when conflict arises in the hopes that will 

succeed in being granted tenure.  Tenured faculty in this area give similar 

consideration as they approach the HSC's tenure review process.  Frank reported,   

I do think that some of our junior faculty, especially those who are 

staring down midpoint probation year or (tenure) promotion year that probably 

do tend to keep their mouths shut more in a conflict situation because they 

worry about the ramifications on promotion (personal communication, April 

29, 2016). 

 The benefits of HSC workplace experience to mid-level academic 

leaders in developing strategies on how to engage their senior leaders were reported to 

be very favorable for all participants in this inquiry.  Even negative experiences with 

upper leaders were reported, as were participants having a long-term benefit.  Marie 

reported, “I learned my leadership styles from what I don’t like seeing in other people.  

For instance, we had another leader that was so focused on her career that it was the 

rest of our jobs just to make her look good.”  Marie went on to report,   

…dealing with upper academic leaders has become a dynamic 

situation, characterized by the climate becoming far more autocratic.  This has 

resulted in increased levels of conflict, and greatly decreased morale among 

the faculty and staff, an adverse change in the workplace, and one that seems 

headed in the wrong direction.  A third item identified in the area of HSC 

workplace experience is well described by the following; I worked with a very 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 87 

difficult dean who was controlling and a micromanager.  She was difficult to 

communicate with, and she tended to like to yell.  I did not trust her. I was in 

tears multiple times, so I'm trying to do as much as I can to make sure that I'm 

being sensitive to hear what people are saying and asking them to understand 

where I'm coming from as much as possible (personal communication, April 4, 

2016). 

 A second thematic area that mid-level academic leaders reported about 

conflict strategy choice was in the frame of institutional traditions. These standard 

practices and procedures can be a cause for conflict as reported by Pat,   

The HSC is very steeped in tradition more than any other organization 

I've ever worked for, and I think having outside experience is sometimes not 

valued by people within the organization as much as internal experience.  I 

don't perceive that if you've done it somewhere else that there is a lot a [sic] 

weight like I would think it would at another university where you come in and 

say look I've seen this before in my experience, and this is what we did.  In 

some organizations, I see that as being a positive, in my organization I don't 

see that as being as much of a positive because the tradition component is very 

high (personal communication, April 7, 2016). 

The route to the discovery of these traditions presents a unique challenge to 

those who are new to the organization.  The preference for holding with traditional 

ways of managing and leading in HSC expressed as synonymously through the term 

silo.  Pete observed silos in the HSC as,  
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…competing interests of each program wanting or each part of the 

institution wanting what's best for them and almost wanting not to share 

resources and to share things that may be beneficial to all but kind of almost 

siloed into their own interest and not being able to collaborate and work 

together (personal communication, May 2, 2016). 

The effect of siloing in the HSC in one department described by Kate as, 

“When I first took this position there was no communication that happened 

whatsoever and the departments were very siloed, there was very little 

communication and what communication there was very ineffective, and 

leadership like it that way” (personal communication, May 3, 2016).   

This isolation and resistance caused by HSC silos remains a challenge for mid-level 

academic leaders and generate conflict both inside and outside their area of 

responsibility. 

Self-development and refining one’s leadership and conflict strategy-choices 

reported as having been enhanced were through volunteer leadership work in national 

professional organizations.  A well experienced  mid-level leader, Marie who does not 

hold a terminal degree explained,  

I've been a part of national organizations and been a leader at the 

national level and they have leadership retreats so I've gained a lot of 

knowledge and experience which I almost feel like it's even better I've done it 

backwards that I have the experience, and then I've been thrown to the wolves 

and I sort of figured out which forced me to find mentors and then by finding 
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the mentors I got some good ideas, and I survived (personal communication, 

April 4, 2016). 

Two other study participants, Sue and Loren, echoed this benefit from serving 

in volunteer leadership positions.  One added a caveat to the volunteer leadership 

experience reported by Marie is that, “… professional organizations were far more 

forgiving of errors, thus allowing volunteers to learn from their mistakes” (personal 

communication, April 4, 2016). Furthermore, these organizations typically offer high-

quality leadership training opportunities in the experience of Sue. 

 

 

Figure 4.2    

Beneficial experiences of the mid-level leader in dealing with conflict in the HSC 
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Effect of degree attainment in dealing with conflict with top leaders 

The perceived effect of whether a mid-level academic leader holds a terminal 

degree or not divides equally in this study between those with a terminal degree and 

those who do not have a terminal degree.  Those who hold a terminal degree report 

that their academic degree holds no beneficial influence in addressing conflict in the 

HSC.  The responses to the question of the value of holding a terminal degree are 

summarized in the following response make by Fank, “My Doctoral degree is of little 

to no value, or influence with addressing conflict or leading” (personal 

communication, April 29, 2016). 

 The value of having an earned terminal degree was reported as being 

positively perceived by those not holding a terminal degree among participants from 

four of the HSC schools.  Furthermore, Dave who received a Ph.D. in the last six 

months reported, “Post-doc I have found that my degree has made a huge influence in 

how I am treated within the School and the Institution” (personal communication, 

March 15, 2016). Another respondent, Loren stated, “I've gotten many issues with not 

having my doctorate yet and being placed in a leadership position requires me to get 

things done” (personal communication, May 4, 2016). 

The differences in perception of the influence of degree attainment in 

addressing conflict in the HSC, though split between those holding a doctorate and 

those without a doctorate, does not translate to the area of experience.  All respondents 

perceive workplace experience, both in academic and non-academic settings, as being 

influential on strategy-choice in addressing conflict. Victor described his  perception 

of the value of work experience in the HSC:   
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Experience is incredibly valuable because it taught me so much but at the same 

time, I don't know that I could have just sat down at a course and learned all this and 

then stepped into the role ready to go, and I know that no matter what role that I have 

in the future, I can take leadership training courses, I can read books, I can do all of 

those things, I'm still going to have to figure things out as I go that there is no 

substitute for on the job learning (personal communication, April 29, 2016). 

Victor’s work experience is further supported the observations provided by 

Angie during her interview. 

The value of work experience in dealing with conflict in the HSC is perceived 

as enhanced through workplace mentoring, and is described by Angie as follows: 

I have had a number of really good mentors in some of the positions 

I've been in, and I've had some really great negative role models in other 

positions that I've been in and that, I think, is helpful when you’re subordinate 

to somebody who say is authoritative and doesn't listen and is just demanding 

(personal communication, May 6, 2016).   

Angie’s experience with workplace mentoring in the HSC is further described 

by Kate in her interview.  Kate, a School of Nursing study participant, offered:  

When I sit back and think if I ever get into a role like that this is not the 

way I am going to be.  Education, mentoring, and experience are the three 

hallmarks of what made me what I am, and as far as mentoring is concerned, 

the most influential mentor in my life was my dad.  I've made some mistakes.  

I was commander of a company, (I was in a military high school) and God, I 

learned there that you can't just give an order and expect it to be obeyed by 100 
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teenagers.  These experiences pay dividends to me daily in my academic work 

(personal communication, May 3, 2016). 

Kate is currently enrolled in doctoral program and to date has not found this 

course work to provided her with new theories or strategies for dealing with conflict in 

her work at the HSC.  This lack of content has not been the case with other study 

participants.    

Two study participants that have earned a terminal degree within the past six 

months of their interview report that in addition to a perceived increase in prestige 

upon completion of a Ph.D., their doctoral course work provided material and training 

in dealing with conflict in their professional work.  In contrast, four other participants 

who earned their terminal degrees over ten years ago reported that their advanced 

degree did not provide training in workplace conflict resolution strategies.  However, 

these four participants report that their academic programs required training and 

mentoring students in dealing with workplace conflict.  This training is offered in the 

classroom setting and during clinical training rotations through an interprofessional 

education process.  Interprofessional education was first emphasized in healthcare 

professional programs of the HSC five years ago.  

The most common sources of conflict in the HSC 

In their daily scholastic efforts, toward achieving departmental and 

organizational goals, all of the mid-level academic leaders who participated in this 

study reported facing conflict in the HSC (Figure 4.3).  The origins of the conflict 

faced by these mid-level academic leaders stem from both external and internal 

sources.  From the interview data, the conflict sources can be classified into two sets 
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of themes found to be the common perceptions of mid-level academic leaders with and 

without terminal degrees.   

The sources of conflict reported to originate in within the HSC are perceived to 

arise from competition for money, space, time (resource access and release time). 

Also, processes and procedures of the organization required by the admissions office, 

registrar, bursar, are commonly reported to lead to conflict in the HSC.  These and 

other sources are all magnified by elements of poor communication (email), hidden 

agendas, and lack of accessibility according to the study participants. Directives from 

top administrative offices, often sent out without the benefit of context and students 

with entitlement expectations (helicopter parents) top the list of internal conflict 

themes.   

The theme surrounding turf was reported to be a conflict source in the HSC.  

Turf, in the form curriculum changes, is unwelcomed by the faculty who do not want 

to see their courses change. The manner in which some faculty members have reacted 

to these changes is a particular and unexpected challenge in the experience of Ann:   

We are looking at curricular change and that's scary for a lot of our 

faculty, especially if they've got courses that they've taught and they don't want 

to see those courses change, and I am seeing behaviors in my peers that I never 

saw before that I am just now really learning how to deal with.  I don't expect 

scientists to make decisions based on bias and emotion, yet that's what's 

happening because people want to protect turf, and I am used to dealing more 

in the realm of logos (personal communication, March 25, 2016). 

Ann went further to offer, 
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Some of the rhetorical figures and techniques that people use when they 

are defending a position are not always data driven; it's not always fact driven.  

Sometimes you're in the realm of ethos (character) or pathos (experience) and 

not necessarily just logos (words).  I'm starting to spot strawman arguments, 

I'm starting to spot you know false choices, red herrings, you know where 

people are using words in faculty meeting situations to further their point of 

view, and sometimes being very effective.  If that individual happens to be a 

senior member of the faculty, it's also fascinating to watch how more junior 

members of the faculty will just take that at face value without questioning it 

and so it puts me in kind of an interesting position because I feel like I'm in a 

triangular position (personal communication, March 25, 2016). 

Ann and all other HSC participants in this study reported conflict sources originating 

from outside the HSC (personal communication, March 25, 2016). 

 External origins of conflict were reported to arise from the many regulators 

involved in academic programs of the HSC.  The principal regulators of the HSC are 

the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS), Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (THECB), the State of Texas and the formula funding of the HSC.  

At the federal and state levels, regulations and laws give rise to confusion and conflict 

in the HSC and particularly the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA),  

Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), and new emphasis 

from Title IX of The Education Amendments of 1972, 20 U.S.C. A§ 1681 Et. Seq.   

A Shawn, a member of the School of Medicine, reported: 
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So the regulations come down from the feds and the state and the 

chancellor and the president, and the dean that some faculty may not agree 

with, and not every faculty member is going to agree with everything.  That 

creates discussion at the Faculty Senate level, and we try to resolve it.  I think 

one of the problems may be that when a directive comes down, it's been 

discussed and analyzed at the higher level, but then the directive comes down 

as “this is it,” just a statement, this is what we have to do.  Sometimes, and it 

depends on which office it comes from, it may or may not have context.  When 

it has context, you read the context and go, Okay, I don’t agree with it, but I 

can understand it, there's nothing much I can do about it, fine, I'll go ahead and 

continue.  If it doesn't come with context, then there can be a very negative 

reaction (personal communication, April 25, 2016).  

 

 Figure 4.3     

Commonly perceived sources of conflict in the HSC (conflict vortex). 
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Summary 

Chapter 4 presented the research data and findings of this qualitative study, 

which is that of a grounded theory research project that explored the perception of the 

influence of experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level 

academic leaders in addressing conflict at an HSC.  These data offer a first, 

preliminary glimpse into the nuances and complex nature of conflict and perceptions 

of the influence of degree attainment and experience in how the participants observed 

and dealt with clashes in their work at an HSC.  The data generated through this study 

and its analysis revealed two over-arching themes of engagement and honesty are 

necessary for successfully addressing conflict in the HSC.  These essentials of 

honestly engaging with members of the HSC when dealing with conflict is not always 

held to by academic leaders in the HSC, as reported during their structured interviews 

of 16 participants.      

The researcher examined the perceptions of the influence of experience and 

degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level academic leaders in address conflict 

in the HSC, from which clear and consistent themes emerged.  Experience and 

observation (mentoring) were reported to be highly beneficial to those with terminal 

degrees, as well as with mid-level academic leaders who have not earned a terminal 

degree.  Those with a terminal academic degree report that their doctorate provides no 

benefit when dealing with departmental or institutional conflict.  In contrast, those 

without a terminal degree perceive value in holding a terminal degree, especially when 

dealing with HSC colleagues who hold a terminal degree.  These differences, though, 
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do present a significant contrast to how these two groups perceive and engage in 

addressing conflict in the HSC. 

All eight participants who do not hold a terminal degree reported being 

disparaged verbally and non-verbally by upper HSC leaders who hold a terminal 

degree at some time in their leadership work at the HSC.  Whereas all eight 

participants who hold a terminal degree reported that their degree status had not been a 

factor in how they approach resolving a conflict, a state of discord caused by the 

actual or perceived opposition of needs, values, and interests between members of the 

HSC.  Finally, all participants acknowledged the existence of a hierarchy within the 

HSC schools whereas the HSC has been, and is always expected to be, led by a 

physician.    

Both the terminal degree and non-terminal degree participants perceive their 

work in dealing with conflict at the HSC to be critical to their success and the success 

of their departments or programs.  Finding new successful strategies for increasing 

engagement and the honest sharing of information in this process is a desire expressed 

by each of the study respondents.  These challenges persist because of the institutional 

dynamics that include barriers or silos and hidden agendas, as program and department 

leaders compete for funding, space and other institutional resources.  These and other 

areas of competition and conflict within the HSC will only increase as the HSC 

environment and sources of financing evolve.    

The next chapter will provide an overview of the findings of this study of the 

perceptions of the influence of experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of 

mid-level academic leaders in address conflict in the HSC.  The data from this study 
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offers HSC academic leaders with suggested strategies for successfully dealing with 

conflict in their department and at the upper levels of the institution.  As was reported 

a strategy that succeeds in in the development of a shared contextual understanding 

among the involved members of the HSC is challenged by hidden agendas and the 

failing of academic leaders to fully engage in the processes of resolving conflict.  

These strategies stand in contrast to how study participants perceive the conflict 

resolution strategies used by some HSC members in addressing conflict. 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

In their daily work, mid-level, academic leaders regularly deal with conflict in 

leading their academic department.  Through this examination, clashes in the HSC 

were found to arise among the academic leaders interviewed from both inside and 

outside of their academic unit.  Whereas study participants view conflict resolution as 

an important factor for their leadership success, and thus the success of their academic 

program, many of the study participants reported regularly experiencing difficulty in 

the successful resolution of conflict.  Sources of conflict in the HSC reported through 

this investigation at times form a morass composed of hidden agendas, limited 

resources, regulatory requirements, depersonalized electronic communications (email 

and text messaging), student entitlement attitudes, institutional tradition and structure, 

and what respondents believe to be the personal or hidden agendas of members of the 

HSC.     

The themes or patterns that emerged through the emic approach of this study 

offered a basis for further discussion on how HSC academics deal with conflict in 

their work by these leaders in higher education.  Conversations of this form, although 

sensitive in nature, offer improved understandings among members of the HSC, which 

may lead to improved collegiality, goal attainment and student outcomes.      

Several possible criteria used to examine success in dealing with conflict in the 

HSC include faculty turnover rates, student graduation rates, accreditation status.  

Each of these factors was reported by study participants to be common sources of 

conflict in the HSC.  Furthermore, respondent experiences with disagreements in the 
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HSC were reported to escalate to the point of becoming charged with emotion. In 

these instances, some non-terminal degree respondents perceived the lack of a 

terminal degree reduced the weight given to their input by their terminally degreed 

colleagues. 

Faculty turnover is the combined effect of resignations, transfers, and 

terminations.  Rarely do faculty leave because they find the workplace to be a 

welcoming and inclusive community.  Most faculty members choose to leave a school 

due to the organization’s work climate or a lack of collegiality.  In these instances, 

faculty turnover results in the organization facing new costs for recruiting, relocation, 

and orientation.  

Secondary effects of faculty turnover may also negatively influence the 

school’s students through course cancellations and interrupted access to a faculty 

advisor.  Faculty turnover can then lead to cascading events that may then follow, 

resulting in delayed student graduation, or loss of students through leaving the 

program by dropping out or transferring to another school. This faculty turnover and 

loss of student enrollment are just two of the many metrics used by academic 

accreditation programs in assessing the school’s accreditation.     

Another distinct limitation to the study includes the unique work and life 

experiences of each of the participants.  This limitation of the respondents and their 

workplace perceptions may affect their strategy choices and the inferences found in 

the data.  Additionally, the training received by each member of the study in dealing 

with conflict in the workplace is unique and unquestionably influences how, or if, the 

mid-level academic leader addresses matters giving rise to conflict.  Further factored 
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into this balance are personalities which may outweigh training and experience in 

dealing with conflict at the HSC. 

Overview of the Findings 

 Mid-level academic leaders in the HSC reported that conflict resolution 

occurs best through proactive, regular face-to-face communication with their leaders 

as well as with their faculty.  One respondent reported feeling like a clinical counselor 

as they are fulfilling the academic leader role.  This study participant indicated that 

success during contentious conversations was bolstered by clearly defining the 

problem in terms that describe the issue at hand, and are mutually agreed upon by all 

involved parties.  This best forms a well developed and shared contextual 

understanding surrounding the issue, which is another required element of effective 

problem resolution reported by respondents.  A technique described by one participant 

for developing a shared contextual understanding of the problem needs, “….an 

informative listening process, while remaining wary of groupthink arising.”  The term 

groupthink used by this respondent occurs when a “dissenting opinion goes unsaid 

leading to a poor decision, from which less-than-optimal results occur.” 

 This educational listening process can lead to the concerned persons 

becoming engaged in the conversation resulting in a mutually beneficial environment 

of trust and full disclosure resulting in a problem-oriented versus people or blame 

focused conversation. Eight of the respondents reported this level and type of 

discussions as being valued for their contribution to a productive dialogue that often 

leads to resolving the current conflict while avoiding doubt and cynicism. Through 

open and direct conversations among HSC academic leaders, the elements and 
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solutions to conflict more often result in a rational decision-making scenario that ends 

with both goal achievement and the support of the organizational objective.  The 

engagement theme in addressing conflict in the HSC appeared 22-times in the data set 

amongst 10 of the participant interviews. 

Remaining engaged in a conversation through active listening includes, 

responding to another person in the interest of developing the mutual understanding of 

the problem through the use of summarizing, restating through the paraphrasing of 

what has been heard, offering thoughtful feedback, and even being silent or pausing 

for a few moments.  Additional reported strategies require the mid-level academic 

leader to remain aware of her or his assumptions surrounding the elements of the 

discussion and remaining ready to adjust or update these perceptions.  Most of all, 

staying calm and aware of non-verbal cues and expressions are helpful in keeping the 

conversation problem focused, rather focusing the problem or blame on an individual.  

Finding successful strategies for engagement among HSC leaders through the 

honest sharing of information and developing problem solutions is a desire expressed 

by each of the 18 study respondents.  These challenges faced by these study 

participants include institutional dynamics that lead to or create barriers or silos and 

hidden agendas, honesty.   The lack of candor and the willful withholding of facts and 

pertinent information was a characteristic associated with a conflict going without 

resolution, and a degradation of the organizational climate. These and other areas of 

competition and conflict within the HSC are feared by six respondents to increase as 

the HSC evolves organizationally and the sources of financing decrease. 
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For honesty to prevail, particularly in the process of resolving conflict,  

members of the HSC must adhere to being forthcoming with pertinent facts and 

opinions and not withhold or cherry-picking information.  The withholding of 

information, facts, and perception described as a component of hiding one’s agenda 

from colleagues, described by four study participants as ‘hidden-agendas.'  This failure 

to disclose one’s intentions or agenda solely for the self-interest of the person and is 

the most shunned leadership trait among HSC leaders.  Only through a truthful 

disclosure by participants can a sense of honesty emerge where the sharing of all of 

the information available occurs in an environment of trust and mutual respect.  The 

withholding of information is enabled today by the HSC’s overreliance on electronic 

communication.  It is easier to withhold information when parties are not in a face to 

face conversation. It is also simpler to be perceived as snide, not be forthcoming or 

abrupt when the communication is email, or other electronic media.  Interestingly the 

HSC added a text messaging system to the university’s computer system increasing 

the use of digital means of communicating.  

Tenure status arose as a critical consideration in the experiences of mid-level 

academic leaders when they deal with conflict in the HSC.  This matter of tenure 

applies in particular when the mid-level leader is coming up for tenure review.  

Fearing the loss of support in the tenure process causes some mid-level academic 

leaders in the HSC to rein in their comments and not be forthcoming with contrary 

facts or views in the hopes that avoiding conflict will aid their success in being granted 

tenure.  Tenured faculty in this area give similar consideration for not engaging in 

conflict as they approach the HSC's tenure review process. 
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Respondents in this study perceive their work requirements in dealing with 

conflict at the HSC to be critical to their success and the success of their departments 

or programs.  Finding new successful strategies in dealing with the interpersonal 

elements of dealing with conflict in the HSC is a desire expressed by each participant 

in the study.  The strategies persist because of the challenges of institutional dynamics 

that include barriers or silos and hidden agendas, as program and department leaders 

compete for funding, space and other institutional resources.  Developing successful 

strategies for addressing conflict in the HSC requires time, which offers the 

opportunity to gain experience and a better understanding of personalities, preferences 

and organizational culture of the HSC - a culture that is slow to change, and often 

chooses departmental isolation or siloing in avoiding the resolution of conflicts within 

the HSC.   

Relationship Of Results To Existing Studies 

The themes identified through the analysis of the data include – face-to-face 

communication, active listening, collaboration, paying attention to assumptions, 

problem-centered conversations, and remaining engaged and accessible.  Each of these 

themes will now be explored and related back to the literature used in developing this 

study.  

To maximize communication efforts between two or more persons Cohen et al. 

(2006) found some the characteristics common to conflict and satisfactory resolution; 

communication being paramount, followed by staying focused on goals, trust and a 

sense of emotional stasis, are all imperative to successfully resolving the conflict.  In 

the course of resolving conflict, Cohen found that subordinates deal with five themes: 
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making sense of change, the effect of a change in the organization’s culture, 

uncertainty, respect, and the potential of pressure, or coercion from management 

(Cohen et.al., 2006).  When leaders use pressure or coercion, the Cohen study reported 

little trust was propagated (Cohen et.al., 2006). Cohen et al. (2006) found that in the 

absence of trust, communications become distorted, even disingenuous resulting in the 

loss of confidence between the members involved. 

Conflict in the HSC, as with any organization does have the potential to benefit 

the organization.  Shedd (2005) supports the concept of maintaining a healthy discord 

academic departments while calling on the department chair to be accountable for the 

fundamental principles of the agency and organizational objectives.  This study found 

that conflict arises between mid-academic leaders in the HSC from no less than three 

sources; faculty and staff that report to the HSC mid-level academic leader, upper-

level academic leaders in the HSC, and HSC students.   

Dealing with conflict productively in the HSC requires faculty members to do 

their part in engaging in conflict resolution.  At the same time, department chairs in 

their leadership role must remain open to the potential for changing their assumptions 

or even decisions as new facts emerge.  There are times to stand firm, times to be 

understood, times to talk – but keeping the best interests of the department central to 

the conversation should is subject to being lost in the process, if not managed properly 

(Shedd, 2005). Forming a strategy or plan intended to bring about a resolution to a 

conflict requires the use of a conceptual skill of problem-solving through a cognitive 

plan of action based on facts and assumptions.   
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Strategic planning uses assumptions to fill in gaps in knowledge or fact to 

facilitate the planning process.  These assumptions, as such are subject to change 

requiring the planner to remain vigilant to when an assumption or hypothesis changes 

or becomes a fact.  At these times it is imperative that the planner re-evaluate and 

potentially revises the plan to accommodate the new hypothesis.  These assumption 

changes present a point of vulnerability to the planner and must be monitored during 

the process of managing conflict through the application of three areas of skill; 

organizational skill, conceptual skill, and interpersonal skill (Carusco, 2004, Cerni et 

al., 2010, Gasman, 2010).     

According to Stanley (2007), conflict in academic settings is a persistent 

inevitability consuming over 40% of university leaders work time and skill set; 

demonstrating that competency in addressing conflict is a core requirement for the 

success of HSC leaders.  This investigator found that academic leaders employ a 

variety of styles in framing and confronting conflict. These same university leaders 

identified themselves as needing formal training in the process of framing and leading 

through the conflict in their academic work (Stanley, 2007).  Based on the data of 

collected in this study of mid-level leaders in the HSC two requirements underpin 

successful conflict resolution, the parties involved must remain engaged with 

resolution, and these members of the HSC must be open and honest with their 

perception and knowledge surround the issue at hand. 

Active listening, particularly on the part of the leading member of the HSC 

involved in conflict resolution, was found to be an effective strategy for keeping the 

conflict resolution process moving forward.  Through active listening, an improved 
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mutual understanding is developed and maintained while as the HSC leader 

concentrates on what is being said, and not just hearing (Gerson, 2006, Hoppe, 2003, 

Killman et al., 2007).   

The ideal organizational environment for dealing with the conflicts that arise 

within the HSC is one where collaboration reigns (Runde & Flanagan, 2013).  

Academic leaders in the HSC faced with leading her/his organization toward 

departmental and institutional goals require the support and collaboration of junior 

faculty and staff (Baran & Scott, 2010).  Common denominators in conflict include a 

precipitated emotion, often based on previous experiences, that is expressed and thus 

impedes the resolution process (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999).  Finding and maintaining 

a level of healthy discord coupled with a sense of safe collaboration requires dynamic 

leadership with an elastic focus on strategic objectives. 

This work environment, according to Alimo-Metcalfe & Alban-Metcalfe 

(2005), requires the leaders to be inclusive of their leadership and conflict resolution, 

which was found to lead to high levels of achievement through a “servant leadership” 

(p.55) style.  This method was described by Alimo-Metcalfe et al. to be characterized 

by having concern for others, extending professional networks, empowering 

subordinates, integrity, remaining available and resourceful when dealing with 

interpersonal conflict management. These traits coupled with the finding that top 

university leaders should carefully consider a higher level of commitment to 

increasing the ethnic, and gender, and cultural diversity of the university’s faculty, and 

leadership support the benefits of the servant leadership style in the HSC (Rupert, 

Jehn, Engen & Reuver, 2010). 
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Through the effective use of a transformational leadership style as described by 

Burns (1978) the process of leading followers’  results in the net output being more 

than the expected output.  This improved group output exceeds the expected sum of 

the outputs from each member individually, a form of synergy.  Furthermore, the 

problem centered guidance of the leader is the sine qua non or catalyst of the group 

and avoids the use or perception of coercion in the process of conflict resolution. 

Coercion, or the use of undue pressure, threats, and punishment runs counter to 

the inclusive, or collaborative forms of leadership wherein dissenting views are 

allowed and considered, but coercion may not be the best course of action for the 

responsible party or leader.  Leaders who employ pressure hold little, if any regard for 

the desires of their subordinates, and remain focused solely on their self-interests.  

Coercion, it should be noted, is a recognized component of toxic, or illegitimate 

leadership and despite this, both industry and academia continue to have coercive 

leaders within our organizations (Burns, 1978, Brewer & Hayes, 2011).  

Leadership in Academia requires one to have a keen ability to successfully, 

and productively engage their colleagues in the resolution of conflict through fair and 

open processes leading to resolution.  The mid-level academic leader should focus her 

colleagues on the problem as they explore the goals and constraints of the school’s top 

leaders, and develop a consensus plan for goal achievement.  The stress associated 

with leading this organizational change commonly falls on the mid-level manager to 

lead and accomplish.  The measures of effectiveness used in leading through conflict 

in the HSC differ between parties (Rost, 1991; Runde & Flanagan; 2012, Sheed; 2005; 

Stanley, 2007).    
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To many HSC leaders successfully resolving conflict is the attainment of the 

objective, within the expected time span, within or below budget, and the maintaining 

the stated aim or goal.  Mid-level HSC leaders, faculty and staff of the school are often 

the water-bearers of change in academia, change often being the cause of conflict.  

Typically breaching the gap between top academic leaders and departmental faculty 

stands the Department Chair. Thus, by default the Chair finds herself faced with 

conflict and the challenge of conflict management and the expectation for resolution 

and goal attainment.   

Whereas interdepartmental conflict may also arise from both internal and 

external issues, the mid-level academic leader often finds herself/himself as the 

arbitrator.  To remain engaged in managing conflict, the leader often assumes a 

precarious leadership role requiring people to bring you their problems, or a matter of 

conflict.  “The day the (people) soldiers stop bringing you their problems is the day 

you stopped leading them. They have either lost confidence that their leader can help 

them or concluded that the leader does not care. Either case is a failure of leadership”  

This according to General Colin Powell (Harrair, 2002, p. 256).  The same goes for the 

mid-level academic leader in the HSC. 

Limitations 

The impetus for this study originated from the daily observations of the 

researcher witnessing the conflicts between leaders and followers in the conduct of 

their work in an HSC. The challenges of conflict management were found to be 

particularly burdensome to mid-level academics as they deal with the implementation 

of or leading change that they are required to implement.  The HSC top leaders and 
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their vision for the future of the organization generate challenges that lead to increased 

costs to the organization.  These perceptions or experiences reported by members of 

each from four HSC schools involved in this research: Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy, 

and Allied Health.   

Two sources of conflict found in data include the entitlement attitude of some 

students, and leaders holding hidden agendas are sources of conflict beyond the 

control or span of influence of the mid-level HAC leader.  When colleagues operate 

covertly by not disclosing goals and objectives in the workplace, collaboration is 

difficult or impossible for others to attain.  This non-disclosure may, in fact, be the 

motive for hiding one’s intentions.  This lack of transparency only adds to levels of 

frustration and degrades trust between colleagues in the HSC. 

The second source of conflict in the HSC that is beyond the control of the mid-

level academic leader are the entitled attitudes of some HSC students.  The recent 

emergence of this generational trait runs counter to what many long-tenured HSC 

faculty and staff expect from their students.  Failing to handle conflict with HSC 

students exhibiting these behaviors may lead to the filing of formal complaints, threats 

of lawsuits, and other administrative maneuvering resulting in any manner of due 

process requirements for the HSC to engage in which cost the HSC both time and 

money.  This area of strategy-choice for the mid-level academic leader in addressing 

the issues arising from entitled students offers future researchers a rich opportunity for 

exploration.     

Because this study focused on mid-level academic leaders from four schools in 

an HSC located in the southern region of the United States, the findings may not be 
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generalized to all HSCs in the United States.  Furthermore, the transferability of the 

study results is limited by convenience sampling and not the random selection of 

participants.  The limitations of this study broadened by the characteristics and 

organizational culture of the HSC, and how this academic institution was formed and 

historically operated, which are unique in higher education.  A portion of the HSC 

culture may include the respondents feeling a need to protect their organizational unit, 

and what contexts justify or do not warrant the level of sharing by the respondents. 

The researcher examined the perceptions of the influence of experience and 

degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level academic leaders in addressing 

conflict in the HSC, from which clear and consistent themes emerged.  Experience and 

observation (mentoring) were reported to be highly beneficial to those with terminal 

degrees, as well as with mid-level academic leaders who have not earned a terminal 

degree.  Those with a terminal degree report that their academic degree provides no 

benefit when dealing with departmental or institutional conflict.  In contrast, those 

without a terminal degree perceive value in holding a terminal degree, especially when 

dealing with HSC colleagues that hold a terminal degree.  These differences, though, 

do present a significant contrast to how these two groups perceive and engage in 

addressing conflict in the HSC. 

Both terminally degreed and non-terminally degree leaders reported the 

importance of successfully dealing with conflict at the HSC to be critical to their 

success and the success of their departments or programs.  Finding new successful 

strategies toward this work requirement is a desire expressed by each study 

respondent.  The strategies continue to be required because of the challenges of 
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institutional dynamics that include barriers or silos and hidden agendas, as program 

and department leaders compete for funding, space and other institutional resources.  

These and other areas of competition (conflict) within the HSC will only increase as 

the HSC environment and sources of financing evolve.    

Implications for Practice 

  Based on the data gathered from this study, a review of the literature, 

and the analysis of the data, there are several recommendations for future practice.  

These are recommendations directed toward the upper and mid-level leaders in the 

HSC. 

HSC Upper Leaders 

 Keeping the organizational climate within the HSC supportive of 

conflict resolution between members of the HSC leadership team requires the mutual 

trust among HSC leaders for the effective resolution of conflict within the 

organization.  Honesty, as reported in the data in this study, trust is the foundational 

element among members of the HSC, which must come from the uppermost levels of 

HSC leadership.  Even with an emphasis on trust from senior leadership honesty and 

confidence may be lost easily among HSC members that are further down the 

organization who occupy the vast spaces of the HSC. 

 This perceived loss of honesty or trust among mid-level academic 

leaders leads to a decreased ability for mid-level scholars in resolving conflict in their 

departments and programs.  Whereas clashes in the HSC arises over numerous of 

types of issues, this study found six common sources of HSC conflict from which each 

has the potential for degrading the capabilities and effectiveness of the institution.  
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Without an organizational climate that values integrity and the honest engagement in 

resolving matters affecting leaders and their work in the HSC, the likelihood of a toxic 

working environment becomes greater.   

 HSC academic leaders need to develop and maintain an organization-

wide climate that supports dealing with conflict that arises through thoughtful and 

productive conversations that lead to rational decisions.  An environment that supports 

and encourages members of the HSC to engage in honest discussions concerning 

factors surrounding contentious matters, or conflict is in the best interest of the 

institution, and the activities surrounding teaching, scholarship, and service to the 

HSC community.                

HSC Mid-Level Leaders 

 Mid-level leaders in the HSC need to remain keenly aware of the 

organizational climate within the HSC and stay sensitive to changes in this component 

of the workplace. Doing so will better prepare the mid-level leader in conflict 

resolution between members of the HSC upper leadership team.  Mid-level academic 

leaders have the added requirement to gain and keep mutual trust among their upper 

HSC leaders to be effective in the resolution of conflict within the organization.  This 

work environment also necessitates honesty and confidence, a foundational element 

found in the data, to be present among members of the HSC.  Whereas, trust and 

honesty must originate from the uppermost levels of the HSC, leaving mid-level HSC 

leaders limited in their ability to promote trust and honesty outside of their area of 

responsibility in the HSC.  In the absence of honesty or trust, mid-level academic have 

a diminished ability in resolving conflict outside of their departments and programs.   
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Mid-level HSC leaders want an organization-wide climate in the HSC that 

supports dealing with conflict through thoughtful and productive conversations that 

lead to rational decisions.  An environment that supports and encourages members of 

the mid-level leaders in the HSC to engage in honest discussions concerning factors 

surrounding contentious matters is a proactive means of avoiding a toxicity in the HSC 

workplace. 

 

Items to Consider for Future Research 

Further studies on the influence of experience and degree attainment on 

strategy-choice of mid-level academic leaders in addressing conflict at an HSC could 

be expanded to include an examination of ethnic members of the HSC.  This further 

research could build on the survey tool used in this study to add perceptions of ethnic 

members that are mid-level academic leaders in the HSC, and their perceptions of 

experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice in addressing conflict in their 

workplace.     

An unintended outcome in the convenience sample of this study was the equal 

gender representation in the 16 mid-level academic leaders, eight women, and eight 

men.  Future researchers could replicate this study with a focus on examining gender 

differences and the perceptions of degree attainment and strategy choice in an HSC.  

Based on the data collected through this examination and the participants from the 

School of Nursing, a vast research opportunity in the area of addressing conflict exists 

in a Nursing School of the HSC. 
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During this study in the HSC, the School of Health Professions underwent a 

change in leadership with a new Dean and several mid-level leader changes.  Many of 

the changes implemented by the incoming Dean occurred at times that resulted in 

levels of turmoil not seen in the School in the previous decade.  This leadership 

change resulted in increased levels of distrust and suspicion among faculty and staff in 

the School.  During these times data collection had just begun for this project resulting 

in three prospective study participants from the School of Health Professions 

expressing concerns to the researcher about their anonymity due to concerns over 

reprisals, should their responses be known.  Thankfully each of these participants 

completed the data collection process and appeared fully forthcoming with their 

responses to the survey questions.  

The leadership change that took place in HSC’s School of Health Professions 

is an event that should be considered when selecting an area of the HSC for research, 

particularly when examining elements of how members of the HSC collectively work.  

While this study employed screening criteria for determining the eligibility of mid-

level academic leaders, no criteria were used for considering the status of senior 

leaders in the HSC.  Although leadership changes in academia can be common, 

changing top leadership can often be followed by other intentional and unintentional 

changes in responsibility, authority, and organizational instability.   The other three 

Schools in the HSC used for this study have not had any change in senior leadership 

for over more than eight years. 

A second consideration that this study may have benefited from was the 

potential for differences in the work experiences of the undergraduate and the graduate 
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faculty participants.  In looking back at the whether participants for this study deal 

with graduate or undergraduate students, seven participants serve undergraduate 

students and programs, and nine focus their teaching and leadership in graduate 

programs.  If one accepts that differences exist between the teaching and mentoring of 

a traditional undergraduate student versus the graduate student then perhaps these 

differences result in variances in the area of conflict.  For example, working with a 

third-year medical student could potentially be different from dealing with a third-year 

clinical laboratory science undergraduate student.  By extension, these differences 

offer the mid-level academic leaders with potentially different experiences in their 

daily work and by extension sources of conflict to emerge.         

In retrospect, a point from where there are is almost always better clarity, the 

changes in leadership that were ongoing during the time of the interviews and the 

undergraduate versus graduate program alignment of the mid-level academic leader's 

may have affected the data.  Perhaps it is best to posit that change in, the HSC is 

constant, and thus, research of the type conducted here is helpful.    

The findings of this study may prove to be beneficial for those entering into 

academic leadership roles in an HSC.  Developing an awareness of conflict sources 

and the different strategies in which one may engage in addressing these conflicts may 

lead to early success by the mid-level academic leader.  This knowledge of HSC 

conflict sources improved through an increase in awareness of the seven commonly 

perceived sources of conflict that emerged during this study formed what the 

researcher described as the conflict vortex.  Dealing with sources of conflict in the 

HSC should be approached by the mid-level academic leader in face-to-face 
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encounters, or telephone when a meeting is not possible.  Furthermore, electronic 

forms of communications, text, and email, in particular, should be avoided whenever 

possible when faced with conflict in the HSC. 

It is leaders that can profoundly influence the work climate of their 

organization, and the manner in which upper leaders handle conflict and change can 

have influence over how their subordinates deal with conflict and change.  

Organizations that fail to deal appropriately with conflict and organizational change 

experience personnel turnover reduced productivity and degraded of their quality of 

work.  In the HSC each of these elements causes increased expenses, decreased 

enrollment, and even the potential for the loss of accreditation.  Through the open and 

honest engagement in resolving conflict in the HSC the organization becomes better 

positioned to make improvements to operations, outputs and cost.  This open, honest 

and engaging organizational climate must be established and cultivated throughout the 

HSC by the most senior academic leaders.   

Researcher Thoughts and Observations 

The HSC used for this study readily provided a participant sample where all of 

the participants were eager to be interviewed about their perception of the influence of 

experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice in addressing conflict in their 

work in the HSC.  These participants were careful to be precise in responding to each 

of question posed by the researcher.  This respondent accuracy found with all 16 of the 

interview texts being returned to the researcher without any substantive corrections to 

their responses demonstrates the accuracy of the initial interview responses.  As one 

may surmise about academics, the participants were careful to point out their 



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 118 

suggested punctuation and spelling edits, but these did not change the substance or 

meaning of the responses. 

The literature on the topic of the conduct of interviews in qualitative research 

consistently points the researcher or interviewer to the need for first establishing trust 

between the participant and the investigator.  In the course of collecting date for this 

study trust between the participant and the researcher was created within the first few 

minutes.  Each interview session in this study resulted in the study participant 

immediately answering questions without hesitation or any appearances of the 

participant forming a response to avoid the disclosing sensitive information.  

Within the respondent pool of 16 participants, eight were unknown to the 

investigator prior the interview session.  In each of these eight interviews the 

previously reported observations on establishing trust and the ease of collecting data 

through a conversation where full disclosure by the participant appeared quickly in the 

interview session.  The attainment of respondent confidence and honest disclosure 

may be the result of academic professionals knowing and supporting the processes 

involved in developing new knowledge through research, or perhaps the assurance of 

anonymity was sufficient.          

Mid-Level, academic leaders, reported to regularly deal with conflict in 

leading their department and clashes in the HSC that arise from both inside and 

outside of their academic unit.  Whereas study participants view conflict resolution as 

an important skill, their success in resolving conflict is often impeded by conditions 

within the HSC.  These impediments to settling conflicts have titled in this study as 

the conflict vortex.  This vortex develops from hidden agendas, limited resources, 
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regulatory requirements, depersonalized electronic communications (email and text 

messaging), student entitlement attitudes, institutional tradition and structure, and the 

personal or hidden agendas of members of the HSC. 

The component of hidden agendas and their effect on the working relationships 

of members of the HSC may arise from more than one cause.  This study did not delve 

into the motives of those in the HSC that had formed this perception found in the data.  

There may be a justifiable reason that leads to a misperception.  One such possibility 

exists that the strategic plans of the institution or department are such that one party 

can not divulge resulting in the perception of a colleague of the HSC was holding a 

hidden agenda.  Countering this plausible justification is the frequency with which this 

phenomenon, hidden agenda appears in the data suggests that a disingenuous, or 

passive-aggressive intent is present in most cases. 

Another consideration that arose early during the data collection and analysis 

processes was, how would a strategy of trying to avoid conflict work for the mid-level 

academic leader.  As the study progressed the option for the mid-level academic leader 

to ignore or avoid conflict in their daily work in the HSC was determined not to be an 

option.  The inability to avoid or ignore contentious matters in the HSC is due to the 

demands put upon academia by legislators, regulators, upper academic leaders, 

students and their parents.  It is just not possible to avoid dealing with an HSC leader, 

faculty member, student or parent standing in the doorway of your office.  Conflict in 

the HSC often has or develops legs, and mid-level academic leaders were found to be 

needing and desiring to find productive strategies for dealing with conflict.     
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The academic literature offers little data on causes and productive strategies for 

dealing with conflict in institutions of higher education, and especially the HSC.  The 

HSC with its unique makeup of academic programs and the faculty that runs these 

programs provides a diversity of academic disciplines that may be a contributor to 

some conflict.  Therein lies a knowledge gap that this study identified and described as 

found in one HSC; however, much more research needs to be done and published in 

the area of strategies for dealing with conflict. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the findings of this qualitative study conducted through 

a grounded theory approach that explored the perceptions of the influence of 

experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of sixteen mid-level leaders in 

addressing conflict at an HSC.  The first and third research questions examined the 

strategy choices of mid-level academic leaders in addressing departmental and 

institutional levels of conflict in the HSC.  The predominant theme that emerged from 

the data reflects that mid-level academic leaders seek to engage their colleagues and 

upper leaders in face-to-face conversations that provide an open and honest 

acknowledgment of the conflict and then strive to find a consensus on viable solutions.  

In contrast, the most common form of communications in the HSC, email, and text 

messaging was perceived by study participants to be a frequent cause of conflict 

arising in the HSC.  The second research question explored the perceptions of degree 

attainment and its influence on strategy choices of mid-level academic leaders.  An 

encouraging finding in this area is the reporting of conflict resolution curriculum was a 

part of some doctoral course work completed by HSC faculty.   
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The fourth research question in this study explored the participant perceptions 

of how degree attainment influences the strategy that mid-level leaders choose when 

addressing conflict. The eight participants that lacked a terminal at the time of their 

interview all reported that the perception of having a terminal degree is influential in 

the HSC when dealing with contentious issues by affording an equal footing or peer-

to-peer perspective when dealing with conflict.  Respondents who hold a terminal 

degree perceive an increase in prestige and thus greater influence with members of the 

HSC when conducting their daily work, which often involves addressing contentious 

issues.   

Exploring the most common sources of conflict experienced by the 

respondents offered universal experiences among all sixteen respondents that formed 

from seven sources – entitled students, hidden agendas, money/space/time, 

regulations, accreditors, email, and institutional silos.  These form what the researcher 

has termed the conflict vortex that mid-level academic leaders deal with daily in the 

HSC.     

These data offer a preliminary glimpse into the nuances and complex nature of 

conflict and perceptions of the influence of degree attainment and experience in 

dealing with conflict in the HSC.  Data analysis revealed themes from the perceptions 

of experience and degree achievement of the sixteen participating members of the 

study previously described in detail.     

The researcher examined the perceptions of the influence of experience and 

degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level academic leaders in address conflict 

in the HSC, from which clear and consistent themes emerged.  Experience and 
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observation (mentoring) were reported to be highly beneficial to those with terminal 

degrees, as well as with mid-level academic leaders who have not earned a terminal 

degree.  Those with a terminal degree perceive that their degree provides no benefit 

when dealing with departmental or institutional conflict.  In contrast, those without a 

terminal degree see value in holding a terminal degree, especially when dealing with 

HSC colleagues that hold a terminal degree.  These differences, though, do present a 

significant contrast to how these two groups perceive and engage in addressing 

conflict in the HSC. 

All of the study’s participants see their work requirements in dealing 

effectively with conflict at the HSC to be critical to their success and the success of 

their departments or programs.  Furthermore, finding new successful strategies toward 

this work requirement is a desire expressed by each study respondent.  The search for 

successful strategies persists because of the challenges of institutional dynamics that 

include barriers or silos and hidden agendas, as program and department leaders 

compete for funding, space and other institutional resources.  These and other areas of 

competition (conflict) within the HSC will only increase as the organization and 

sources of financing continue to evolve.     

The academic environment of the HSC requires interactions between persons 

to be mutually beneficial, in a trusting environment, and problem-oriented versus 

people or blame focused conversation. Only trough open and direct conversations 

between mid-level and upper-level academic leaders regarding the elements and 

solutions to conflict in the HSC can effective outcomes develop.  The conditions for 
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this form of engagement must come from the top leaders in the HSC and these leaders 

must be the stalwarts in keeping this organizational climate throughout the HSC.   

The crucial component of engagement in the HSC is honesty in 

communications and the forthcoming of relevant information.  Withholding of needed 

information or the hiding of one’s agenda from colleagues, described in the study as 

the hidden-agenda represents the failure to disclose one’s intentions or agenda solely 

for the self-interest.  Only through the truthful disclosure of facts and intent can an 

environment of trust and mutual respect be developed among leaders and faculty in the 

HSC. 

These elements of engagement and honesty in the HSC are not the drawn up 

by the attainment of a terminal degree.  Rather, these are interpersonal, choices made 

in the day-to-day interactions of leaders in all facets of work.  In the absence of leaders 

engaging in honest, open working relationships in the HSC elements such as 

insecurity, inequity, and stress will dominate the organization’s work environment.  

While the HSC’s mission is to train healthcare professionals, in the healing arts, the 

School, and its leader corps needs to ensure faculty and mid-level academic leaders 

are being lead and managed in a manner that includes a healthy organizational climate 

for the resolution of conflict.        
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Appendix A 
Research Questions 

RQ1.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

departmental conflict? 

RQ2.  How does academic degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-

level academic leaders choose in addressing departmental conflict? 

RQ3.  What strategies do mid-level academic leaders choose in addressing 

institutional conflict? 

RQ4.  How does degree attainment influence the strategy that mid-level 

academic leaders choose in addressing institutional conflict? 

RQ5.  What is the most common source of conflict reported by mid-level 

academic leaders? 
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Instrument & Corresponding Research Questions 

Introductory Conflict questions 

1. How do you define conflict in general? (RQ1, RQ2) 

2. How do you define departmental conflict? (RQ1, RQ4) 

3. How do you define institutional conflict? (RQ1, RQ2) 

Departmental Leadership & Conflict Questions 

4. What are the most frequent sources of conflict in your department? 

(RQ4, RQ5) 

5. What do you perceive as your role as the mid-level academic leader in 

dealing with departmental conflict? (RQ3, RQ5) 

6. What strategies do you frequently choose in resolving departmental 

conflict? (RQ1, RQ2) 

7. How do you perceive the influence of leadership experience as a mid-

level academic leader, on your strategy in addressing conflict with your faculty?  

(RQ1, RQ2, RQ3) 

8. How do you perceive the influence of your degree attainment as a mid-

level academic leader, on your strategy in addressing conflict dealing with your 

faculty?  (RQ1, RQ2) 

Institutional Conflict Questions  

9. What are the most frequent causes or sources of conflict in your 

institution? (RQ4, RQ5) 

10. What do you perceive as the role of the mid-level academic leader in 

dealing with institutional conflict? (RQ4) 
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11. What strategies do you employ in resolving institutional conflict? 

(RQ3, RQ4, RQ5) 

12. What is the effect of leadership experience of the mid-level leader in 

dealing with her/his upper leaders?  (RQ1, RQ2, RQ4)  

13. What is the effect of degree attainment of the mid-level leader 

(MBA/MS, PhD) in dealing with her/his upper leaders?  (RQ1, RQ2, RQ4) 
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Appendix C 

Participant Informed Consent 

Email template 

Dear         , 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study titled - Perception 
of the influence of experience and degree attainment on strategy-choice of mid-level 
leaders in addressing conflict at a university health sciences center.   

 
Qualified participants will be program directors who report to a department 

chair or academic dean, and have two or more years of experience in the described 
role.  Program directors from four schools – Health Professions, Nursing, Medicine, 
and Pharmacy, will be included in the sample.  Subjects may withdraw from the study 
at any point. 

  
Based on your institution’s public webpages you meet the participant 

requirements, as outlined above.  It is my hope that you will be willing to participate 
in this confidential study.  The anticipated participant time commitment is no more 
than one-hour.  Interviews will be setup at a time and location convenient to the 
participant. After your interview has been transcribed by a certified transcriptionist, 
you will be asked to review it for accuracy, at which time corrections may be made. 

 
Please let me know of your availability for participation in this study. 
 
Regards, 
 
 
Michael J. Keller, Co-investigator 
806.743.3218 office 
Michael.Keller@ttuhsc.edu 
 

  



Texas Tech University, Michael J. Keller, February 2017 
 

 136 

Introduction to Potential Participants 

This study explores the perceptions of mid-level academic leaders in dealing 

with conflict in one health sciences center (HSC) in the southern region of the United 

States.  More specifically, the extent to which degree attainment influences the 

strategy-choices made by mid-level academic leaders will be examined.  Several 

criteria may measure success in academic leadership within this context.  For example, 

faculty turnover rates, student graduation rates, and accreditation status, could each be 

sources of conflict and areas in which academic leadership are measurable.   

You will be presented with a consent form your review and should you agree 

to be interviewed your signature will be needed.  You will be provided with a copy of 

your signed consent prior to the start of the interview. 

Your interview will be transcribed and you will be asked to verify the accuracy 

of your interview, and to make edits if indicated.  Your transcript will be emailed to 

you at an address of your choice as indicated at the bottom of the participant consent 

form. Transcripts may be edited through MS Word’s track changes functions, or the 

participant may print and mark-up the transcript, and then scan to a PDF.  The edited 

word (.docx) or PDF file will be emailed to the co-investigator, Michael Keller, at 

Michael.Keller@ttuhsc.edu   If no edits are needed to your transcribed interview then 

please email a short message the co-investigator, Michael Keller stating that no edits 

are needed.  
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Participant Consent 

Comparing Strategies of Mid-level Academic Leaders in Addressing Conflict at the 
University Health Sciences Departmental Level 

 
What is this project studying? 
 

You are invited to join a research study to look at strategies of mid-level academic 
leaders and how they address conflict at the university health sciences department 
level. Please take whatever time you need to discuss the study with your family and 
friends, or anyone else you wish to. The decision to join, or not to join, is up to you. 

 
What would I do if I participate? 
 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer a series of questions, and 
respond to follow-up questions. We think this will take you 60 minutes. 

 
The investigators may stop the study or take you out of the study at any time they 
judge it is in your best interest. They may also remove you from the study for various 
other reasons. They can do this without your consent. 

 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
 
Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Dr. Dave Louis 

and the Institutional Review Board have reviewed the questions and think you can 
answer them comfortably. You may skip any question you do not feel comfortable 
answering. You can also stop answering questions at any time. You are free to leave 
any time you wish. You can keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. 
Participating is your choice. However, we do appreciate any help you are able to 
provide. 

 
How will I benefit from participating? 

 
We can not guarantee that you will personally experience benefits from participating 
in this study. Others may benefit in the future from the information we find in this 
study. Participants will not receive any compensation for participating. 

 
How long will participation take? 
 
We are asking for 45-60 minutes of your time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy?  
 
Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this 

material in reports, publications or presentations will never be associated with 
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participants in this study without permission. No one other than the researchers 
associated with this project will have access to the raw data. All related documentation 
will be stored either in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office or on a password 
protected computer. 

 
If I have questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
 

• The study is being run by Dr. Dave Louis from the College of Education at Texas 
Tech University. If you have questions, you can call him at 806-834-3342. 

 
 • TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in 

research. You can ask them questions at 806-742-2064. You can also mail your 
questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for 
Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or email them to 
hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 
 
 
 
___________________________________    ______________ 

                      Signature of Subject                      Date 
 

 
 
___________________________________    
Printed Name 
 
 
 
___________________________________ 
Preferred email address 
 
 

 
 
 
 
This consent form is not valid after December 1, 2017. 
 

 

Adopted from, http://www.depts.ttu.edu/vpr/irb/downloads/consent-form-example.pdf 


