David Hicks
International Journal o f Management 2023; 4(1):1-3

T

Int Med 2023;4(1): 1-3

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
OF MANAGEMENT
ISSN: 0813-0183

International Journal of Management

Original Research

Managing Conflict in Cross-Functional Teams

'David Hicks,?Vanessa Long
Adjunct Faculty, Department of Business Analytics, Zenith Institute of Technology, India
’Dean of Commerce, Department of Banking and Insurance, Cape Innovation Institute, South Africa

Received:Nov. 2, 2023 Revised: Nov. 3, 2023 Accepted: Nov. 6, 2023 Published;Nov. 20, 2023

Abstract

This article explores the dynamics of conflict within cross-functional teams (CFTs), which, while fostering innovation and
broad expertise, are particularly prone to clashes due to goal misalignment, diverse communication styles, and departmental
loyalties. The paper categorizes core conflict types—task, relationship, and process conflict—and examines their distinct
impacts on team performance and morale. Drawing from theoretical models and practical case studies, it highlights that
moderate task conflict can enhance decision quality, but unmanaged relationship or process conflict undermines productivity,
innovation, and employee satisfaction. The article presents actionable conflict management strategies, including clarifying
goals and roles through tools like RACI matrices, fostering open communication, investing in conflict resolution training,
appointing neutral facilitators, and establishing clear escalation protocols. Analytical frameworks such as the Thomas-Kilmann
Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) and the Interest-Based Relational Approach (IBR) are reviewed for their practical application
in conflict situations. Case evidence demonstrates that structured intervention reduces conflict incidents and improves project
outcomes. The paper also discusses emerging trends, such as digital conflict-tracking tools and the special needs of remote and
cross-cultural teams. It concludes that proactive, sustained conflict management transforms friction into a source of team
strength, driving collaboration, innovation, and organizational success.
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INTRODUCTION Benefits:

In today's complex and dynamic business environment, e Enhanced problem-solving
cross-functional teams (CFTs) have become integral to e Broader knowledge base

innovation, project implementation, and strategic e  Accelerated innovation

planning. These teams bring together members from e Improved coordination across functions

different departments—such as marketing, finance,

operations, and IT—to pool diverse perspectives and Challenges:

expertise. However, the very diversity that fosters e Varying KPIs and objectives
creativity also makes CFTs vulnerable to conflicts e Departmental loyalties
stemming from misaligned goals, varied communication e Communication barriers
styles, and turf wars. Effectively managing conflict e Power imbalances

within cross-functional teams is thus vital to ensuring

collaboration,  maintaining  morale, and  achieving Types and Sources of Conflict in Cross-Functional
organizational goals. Teams

This research article explores the sources, types, and Conflict in CFTs can be broadly classified into three

impact of conflict in cross-functional teams while
proposing practical strategies for its prevention and
management. It is grounded in both theoretical models
and real-world application, supported by qualitative data
and graphical representations.

Understanding Cross-Functional Teams

Definition and Importance

A cross-functional team is composed of individuals from
different functional areas working toward a common
objective. These teams are prevalent in matrix
organizations and project-based environments.

types:
1. Task Conflict
o Disagreements related to the content of the work:
goals, processes, and allocation of resources.
e Moderate levels are beneficial, leading to better
decision-making.
2. Relationship Conflict
e Personality clashes, emotional tensions, or
miscommunication.
e Typically destructive, reduces trust and
satisfaction.
3. Process Conflict
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e Disputes about roles, responsibilities, and
logistics.
e Can hamper efficiency if left unresolved.

Table 1: Conflict Types and Effects in CFTs

Conflict Type Cause Impact on Team

Task Conflict Positive at

moderate levels

Divergent problem-
solving approaches

Relationship Personality differences, Negative,
Conflict miscommunication reduces cohesion
Process Role ambiguity, unclear Initially negative,
Conflict deadlines but manageable

Root Causes of Conflict in Cross-Functional Teams

1. Goal Misalignment

Different departments measure success differently. For
example, finance may prioritize cost savings, while
marketing may aim for brand growth—creating tension
when collaborating on budget-sensitive campaigns.

2. Communication Barriers

Different terminologies, jargon, and communication
frequency exacerbate misunderstandings.

3. Organizational Culture Clash

Each function may operate under its own norms and
subcultures, creating friction during collaboration.

4. Leadership Gaps

Absence of a clear leader or competing leadership styles
among department heads can lead to power struggles.

5. Resource Conflicts

Departments may feel protective over team members,
budget, or intellectual property lent to cross-functional
projects.

Impacts of Unmanaged Conflict in CFTs

Unresolved conflict can have both direct and indirect
effects:

Reduced Productivity

Employee Turnover

Project Delays

Lower Morale and Psychological Safety
Diminished Innovation

Graph 1: Impact of Conflict on Team Performance
(Note: Non-linear relationship shown; performance
peaks at moderate task conflict levels but drops under
high relationship conflict.)

Conflict Management Strategies
1. Clarify Goals and Roles
e At the team formation stage, explicitly align team
and organizational objectives.
o Use RACI (Responsible, Accountable, Consulted,
Informed) matrices to clarify roles.
2. Foster Open Communication
e Implement regular updates, shared platforms (e.g.,
Slack, MS Teams), and conflict resolution forums.
e Promote active listening and ensure psychological
safety.
3. Invest in Team Training
e Provide training in conflict resolution, emotional
intelligence, and collaboration.
e Simulate role-playing scenarios to prepare teams
for tension points.
4. Appoint a Neutral Facilitator or Project Manager
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o A skilled facilitator or PM can mediate conflicts,
maintain neutrality, and guide consensus building.
5. Encourage Participative Leadership
e Leaders must nurture cooperation rather than
dominance.
e Include team members in decision-making to
build ownership.
6. Establish Conflict Resolution Pathways
e Develop a protocol for escalating unresolved
issues.
e Address problems early through check-ins and
conflict audits.

CASE EXAMPLE: TECHNOVA
CORPORATION
Scenario:

TechNova launched a cross-functional team to create an
Al-based customer service tool. Friction arose between
data scientists (focused on feasibility), marketing
(concerned with UX), and IT (worried about
cybersecurity).

Problem: Process ambiguity, differing objectives, and
communication breakdowns stalled progress.

Solution:

e Leadership brought in a neutral project manager.

e Held cross-functional workshops to align goals.

o Weekly meetings included structured feedback.
Result: Reduced conflict incidents by 60%, team
cohesion improved, and project launched two months
ahead of schedule.

Tools and Models for Managing Conflict

1. Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI)
Assesses preferred conflict resolution styles (Competing,
Collaborating, Compromising, Avoiding,
Accommodating). Matching style to situation improves
results.

2. Interest-Based Relational Approach (IBR)
Emphasizes respect and understanding. Parties explore
underlying interests rather than stated positions.

Table 2: Conflict Resolution Approaches and
Suitability

Approach Best Used When... Benefits

Collaborating Multiple interests Builds trust,
must be satisfied lasting

solutions

Competing Quick decision Decisive
needed action

Compromising Time constraints Faster
limit deeper resolution
negotiation

Avoiding Low-stake issue that Reduces
may resolve on its tension
own briefly

Accommodating Maintaining Lowers
harmony is more emotional
important than issue conflict

Future Outlook and Emerging Trends
e Al and Digital Tools: Conflict-tracking
dashboards using sentiment analysis from chat
logs and emails.
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e Remote Work Settings: Virtual CFTs risk more
miscommunication—raising the need for digital
etiquette policies.

e Diversity Management: Global, cross-cultural
teams require intercultural conflict sensitivity
training.

CONCLUSION

While conflict in cross-functional teams is inevitable, it
does not have to be destructive. When well-managed,
conflict can catalyze innovation and improve decisions.
Organizations must view conflict management not as a
series of isolated incidents but as an ongoing, strategic
process. Through role clarity, structured communication,
supportive leadership, and conflict resolution training,
CFTs can turn friction into function—and difference into
strength.

Additional Visuals
e Conflict Curve: Shows relationship between
conflict intensity and performance.
e RACI Matrix Template: Visual showing team
structure and responsibilities.
e TKI Grid: Diagram mapping conflict styles
against assertiveness and cooperativeness.
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