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1. Introduction. – This chapter addresses the issue of intra-group conflict
management within organizations. The analysis focuses on conflicts arising
within groups and among peers, viewed not as pathological deviations, but
as structural and recurrent phenomena inherent in organizational life.

The chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part develops a 
theoretical framework grounded in organizational conflict management 
theories. It aims to provide the conceptual tools necessary for empirical 
analysis that follow and is structured around four key theoretical 
dimensions. First, it examines the core theoretical elements of conflict 
within organizations, drawing on the analytical perspective of 
organizational conflict analysis. Second, it identifies the main typologies of 
organizational conflict, with a view to distinguishing their different sources 
and dynamics. Third, it explores the relationship between conflict and 
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organizational structure, with particular emphasis on interpersonal 
conflicts. Finally, the first part outlines the objectives that should guide the 
design of a conflict resolution system tailored to the context described in the 
preceding sections. 

Building on this theoretical framework and applying the general 
principles thus identified, the second part of the chapter is devoted to the 
analysis of empirical data collected within a specific case study: the PRIN 
research project “University Dispute Resolution (U.d.r.)” conducted at the 
University of Bologna.  
The U.d.r. project was designed to investigate the regulation and 
management of conflicts within groups operating in complex organizations 
such as universities, through a study focused on peer conflicts within the 
student community. The empirical analysis presented in this chapter draws 
on data gathered in the context of that project and aims to assess how the 
theoretical insights discussed in the first part can inform the construction of 
effective systems for intra-group conflict resolution in higher education 
institutions. 
 
2. Part I. Conflict management within organizations. Theoretical 
framework and competing approaches. –  Over time, organizational 
literature has developed different approaches to conflict, reflecting 
evolving conceptions of organizational efficiency, human behavior, and 
collective action. In this regard, several authors have traditionally 
distinguished between a classical, a neoclassical, and a modern or 
constructive approach to conflict management1. 

According to the classical approach, conflict is assigned a fundamentally 
negative connotation and is regarded as a pathological phenomenon that 
should be minimized or eliminated in order to prevent dysfunctional 
consequences for the organization. The underlying assumption is that 
organizational efficiency can be achieved only within a cooperative and 
conflict-free environment; consequently, conflict is seen as an obstacle to 
productivity and stability, to be prevented through the establishment of 
formal rules, hierarchical authority, and standardized procedures aimed at 
containing conflictual relationships. Within this framework, organizational 
conflict is typically interpreted as the result of inefficiencies, 

 
1 P Briganti, I conflitti organizzativi (Aracne 2023) 13-36. 
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communication failures, or structural shortcomings of the organization 
itself2.  

A partial shift in perspective emerges with the neoclassical approach, 
which acknowledges that conflict within organizations is inevitable, given 
the plurality of interests, values, and perceptions that characterize 
organizational life. Nevertheless, despite this recognition, conflict continues 
to be viewed primarily as a symptom of organizational “malaise”, signaling 
a deviation from a condition of equilibrium and “good health” of the 
organization. As a result, conflict still calls for corrective interventions, often 
in the form of bureaucratic mechanisms and managerial controls designed 
to restore balance and reduce its disruptive effects.  

It is within this theoretical landscape that the modern or constructive 
approach to organizational conflict gradually takes shape, re-evaluating 
conflict in a fundamentally different manner. This approach emphasizes the 
potentially positive dimension of conflict, conceiving it as a process through 
which both individuals and organizations may evolve and adapt. Rather 
than being suppressed, conflict is understood as a functional phenomenon 
that, if properly managed, can contribute to organizational learning, 
innovation, and effectiveness. Indeed, some authors have argued that 
excessively low levels of conflict may lead to organizational stagnation, 
whereas a moderate level of conflict may help maintain or even improve 
performance3. 
In line with this constructive understanding, organizational literature over 
the last decades has increasingly focused on the skills required for effective 
conflict management, often adopting a problem-solving orientation4. This 
perspective promotes the development of so-called “healthy” conflict 
management skills, such as the ability to understand the other party’s 

2 L R Pondy, ‘Varieties of Organizational Conflict’ (1969) Administrative Science Quaterly, 
vol. 14, n. 4. 
3 M A Rahim, T V Bonoma, ‘Managing organizational conflict: A model for diagnosis and 
intervention (1979) Psychological Reports, 44. 
4 P Briganti (n 1) 29, who acknowledges how the multidisciplinary approach, and in 
particular the contribution of social psychology, has made it possible to develop specific 
training and conflict management programs based on negotiation and mediation, 
applicable across a wide range of organizational contexts, including businesses, schools, 
governmental institutions, trade unions, and similar settings. M Deutsh, ‘A theory of 
cooperation and competition’ (1949) Human Relations, 2 examined conflict within 
organizations starting from game theory, focusing on the functioning of social groups and 
on the possible outcomes of interactions between the parties, distinguishing between zero-
sum games (competitive in nature) and non-zero-sum games (cooperative in nature). See 
also, J Von Neumann & O Morgenstern, Theory of games and economic behaviour (John Wiley 
1944). 
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perspective, to identify underlying interests rather than fixed positions, to 
ask questions and actively listen, to recognize areas of agreement within the 
conflict, and to manage emotions constructively5.  

The different approaches outlined above are reflected in corresponding 
definitions of organizational conflict: while the traditional approach 
conceives conflict as a negative outcome of ineffective organizational 
processes or structural limits6, the neoclassical and modern approaches 
regard conflict as a natural and unavoidable feature of organizational life, 
to be managed rather than eradicated. Within the framework of the present 
study, this latter perspective is adopted. Accordingly, the research is 
grounded in a constructive approach to conflict, according to which it – if 
adequately managed – constitutes a functional element of organizational 
dynamics, providing the conceptual foundation for the analysis of 
interpersonal and intra-group conflicts developed in the empirical part of 
this chapter. 

2.1. Defining the main types of organizational conflicts. – Starting from a 
neoclassical understanding of conflict, organizational literature has 
progressively developed a number of distinctions and classifications 
concerning the different types of organizational conflict. Scholars 
commonly distinguish between intra-organizational conflicts, which arise 
within the boundaries of a single organization, and inter-organizational 
conflicts, which occur between two or more organizations or firms7. 

Within the category of intra-organizational conflict, a further distinction 
is typically drawn between intrapersonal conflicts8  and interpersonal 
conflicts. The former generally include what are referred to as “role 
conflicts”, which are characterized by tensions between the organization – 
particularly the way work is structured and regulated – and the individual 
characteristics, expectations, or professional identity of the worker. 

Interpersonal conflicts, by contrast, arise between two or more 
individuals and are further differentiated into intra-group conflicts and 
inter-group conflicts, the latter being understood as conflicts between 

5 P Briganti (n 1) 22 
6 L R Pondy (n 2) n. 4. 
7 M A Rahim, ROCI – Rahim Organizational Conflict Inventories (Organizzazioni Speciali – 
Firenze, 1995) 3. 
8 They generally concern a tension between the organization and the individual’s personal 
characteristics; these are the so-called “role conflicts”, see P Briganti, (n 1) 51.  
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different groups or categories existing within the organization9, often in 
connection with differences in status or organizational position10.  

As already indicated in the introductory part of this chapter, the present 
study focuses specifically on intra-organizational conflicts, and, within this 
category, on intra-group conflicts. In this regard, then, it is necessary to 
clarify what is meant by “group” in the organizational context, that may be 
defined as “a collection of people who happen to share the same 
characteristic, for example employees, but who do not necessarily cooperate 
with each other”.  

In this context, intra-group conflicts may arise for a variety of reasons, 
including low levels of group cohesion, inadequate leadership styles or 
unequal distribution of power within the group11. Conversely, a strong 
sense of belonging to a specific community and the presence of shared 
values tend to reduce the intensity and frequency of intra-group conflict. In 
this sense, organizational literature distinguishes between the functional 
and dysfunctional role of conflict also in relation to the presence of certain 
contextual factors, such as – as previously said –  common principles and 
values, internal group cohesion, sense of community membership, internal 
and external pressures, reciprocity, and mutual trust12.  

It is also on the basis of the degree of value-sharing and cohesion that 
distinct interest groups may be identified within organizations, which, in 
general terms, include13: (i) conflicts among peers; (ii) conflicts between 
superiors and subordinates; and (iii) so-called systemic conflicts14.  

As will be shown in the following sections, the case study examined in 
this chapter specifically concerns peer conflicts, that is, conflicts arising 
among individuals who occupy the same organizational position within a 
complex organization such as the university (i.e. the student community). 

 

 
9 These are conflicts arising between groups within the organization and are primarily 
driven by competitive dynamics between in-group and out-group members; see, P Briganti 
(n 1) 51. 
10 M A Rahim (n 7) 3.  
11 S E Asch, ‘Effects of group pressure on the modification and distortion on judgements’ 
in H G Guetzkow (ed.) (Carnegie Press, 1951) 177-190; M A Rahim, T V Bonoma (n 3) 44. 
12 According to P. Briganti (n 1) 35, a sense of community is crucial in allowing group 
members, notwithstanding individual differences, to identify a shared ground of interests 
based on common underlying values, frequently assimilated unconsciously through 
simple group membership. 
13 P Briganti (n 1) 19 
14 L R Pondy, ‘Organizational conflict: Concepts and models’ (1967) Administrative Science 
Quaterly, vol. 12, n. 2.  
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2.2. Intra-group conflicts and their impact on the organization. – In the 
context of organizational conflicts, interpersonal conflict must be situated 
within a broader analytical framework, as it is necessary to assess whether 
the conflict concerns divergences between individual actors, involves 
multiple subjects, or instead constitutes a symptom of more structural 
problems affecting the organization as a whole.  

This assessment requires a clear understanding of the organizational 
structure of reference and, even more fundamentally, of the elements that 
compose an organization, in order to evaluate the impact that conflicts may 
have on its structure and functioning. In this respect, it is useful to recall 
one of the metaphors proposed by Gareth Morgan, who describes 
organizations not only as systems of rational coordination, but also as living 
organisms that are born, grow, mature, and evolve, and as cultures 
characterized by shared histories, values, beliefs, and rituals15.  
The concept of organization is therefore inherently broad and may 
encompass highly diverse structures, both in terms of size and 
organizational complexity, ranging from small family-run enterprises to 
large multinational corporations. Against this background, it becomes 
necessary to identify a set of essential elements that, mutatis mutandis, may 
be adapted to different organizational types. In this regard, the systemic 
conception of organizations developed by Glasl and Lievegoed16 is 
particularly relevant.  

According to this approach, organizations may be understood as 
composed of interacting subsystems, namely: (i) a technical-instrumental 
subsystem, (ii) a social subsystem, and (iii) a cultural subsystem. The 
technical-instrumental subsystem includes tools, materials, and operational 
processes through which the organization delivers a service or carries out a 
specific activity; the social subsystem encompasses the organizational 
structure (functions, bodies, and offices) as well as the relationships among 
individuals, groups, and subgroups17; finally, the cultural subsystem 
consists of the cultural and philosophical values that inspire the 

15 G Morgan, Images. Le metafore dell’organizzazione (Franco Angeli, 2015) 33; R Ballreich, F 
Glasl (ed. italiana a cura di A C Bauukloh, P. Lucarelli), La gestione sistemica dei conflitti nelle 
organizzazioni (UTET, 2021) 108.  
16 F Glasl, B Lievegoed, Dynamische Unternehmensentwicklung: Grundlagen für nachhaltiges 
Change Management (Haupt, 2021) 1 ff. 
17 Moreover, as noted by R Ballreich and F Glasl (n 15) 139, the type of organization also 
determines the prevalence of one of the three subsystems: in production organizations the 
technical-instrumental subsystem tends to prevail; in service organizations, the social 
subsystem; and in professional organizations, the cultural subsystem. 
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organization and that, in operational terms, translate into policies, projects, 
and intervention programs. 

As emphasized by Glasl, when addressing organizational conflict, the 
primary point of intervention lies within the social subsystem, and in 
particular in the relationships among individuals, including dynamics 
occurring within groups, since it is precisely at this level that conflict 
manifests itself in a concrete and tangible manner. The impact of 
interpersonal and intra-group conflicts on the organization is therefore 
significant, as such conflicts may affect the organizational structure to 
varying degrees. In this respect, a classical distinction is drawn between 
frictional conflicts and strategic ones18.  

Frictional conflicts are characterized by a limited impact on the 
organization, as they do not alter its structural arrangements, such as power 
positions, formal roles, or responsibilities. They typically arise from 
informal interactions among peers within the organization and are often 
generated by divergent viewpoints, opinions, and perspectives. Given their 
essentially temporary and low-intensity nature, the preferable approach to 
managing such conflicts does not lie in the use of coercive measures, but 
rather in allowing group members to express and address their frictions, 
while at the same time promoting the acquisition of skills for conscious 
conflict management. With regard to frictional conflicts, the organization 
may therefore maintain a stance of external oversight or minimal control19. 
Strategic conflicts, by contrast, are those that certain members of the 
organization deliberately use as a lever or source of power in order to obtain 
structural changes within the organization, thereby directly affecting its 
internal balance and decision-making processes. 

This analytical distinction highlights the need for differentiated and 
context-sensitive approaches to conflict management and provides the 
conceptual premise for identifying the objectives that should guide the 
design of an intra-group conflict resolution system, which will be examined 
in the following section. 

18 L R Pondy (n 2) n. 2. 
19 L R Pondy (n 2) n. 2. 
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2.3. Identifying the objectives guiding the design of an intra-group 
conflict resolution system. – As shown in the previous sections, conflicts 
within organizations may take multiple forms, and different conflict models 
necessarily require different resolution strategies to be identified in light of 
the objectives that the organization intends to pursue.  

Organizational literature traditionally identifies three main objectives 
that should guide the management of conflicts: efficiency, equity, and 
“voice”20. 

Among these, efficiency is often emphasized as a primary goal, insofar 
as ineffective conflict management may compromise the proper functioning 
of the organizational structure, whether it operates in the production of 
goods or in the delivery of services. Conversely, efficient conflict 
management allows organizations to save resources in terms of time and 
costs and is therefore commonly regarded as an indicator of sound 
organizational performance.  
A second objective frequently invoked is that of equity, which generally 
requires that similar disputes be treated in a similar manner and that 
internal conflict management mechanisms be grounded in a set of 
fundamental values, including, in particular, respect, confidentiality, and 
impartiality.  
The third objective is commonly referred to as “voice” and concerns the 
degree of participation and involvement of the relevant community – or of 
the organization as a whole – in the design of the conflict resolution system. 
In organizational settings, for instance, a dispute resolution system that is 
shaped and developed with the participation of employees, alongside 
employers and managers, is more likely to respond effectively to the needs 
and expectations of its users; similarly, the active involvement of the parties 
in the management of individual disputes, particularly in identifying 
mutually acceptable solutions, tends to produce outcomes that are more 
stable and durable over time, in line with an interest-based approach21 to 
conflict resolution.  

These elements provide the conceptual basis for reflecting on the design 
of a conflict resolution system capable of operating within a complex 
organization, by considering the interaction among efficiency, equity, and 

20 J W Budd, A J S Colvin, ‘The Goals and Assumptions of Conflict Management in 
Organizations’, in W K Roche, P Teague, A J S Colvin (eds. ) The Oxford Handbook of Conflict 
Management in Organizations (Oford University Press, 2014) 12-29. 
21 C Mancuso, A M Felicetti, ‘Innovative Approaches to Dispute Resolution in Academia: 
Insights from the University of Bologna’ (2024) Utrecht Law Review, 37-39. 
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voice in relation to the specific context at issue. This analytical framework 
thus represents a useful conceptual tool for reflecting, at a preliminary 
stage, on the objectives to be pursued in the construction of an 
organizational dispute resolution system, which will be further developed 
in the chapter by Felicetti.  

Ultimately, this framework highlights that the pursuit of such objectives 
cannot be addressed in abstract terms, but rather depends on the types of 
conflict involved, the actors or groups concerned, and their respective roles 
within the organizational structure. The interaction among these objectives 
has therefore been expressly taken into account in both the design and the 
analytical phases of the case study presented below, which examines the 
implementation of an intra-group conflict resolution system within a 
complex organizational context.   

3. Part II. The university as a complex organization: managing peer-to-
peer conflicts within the student community. A case study. – Building on
the theoretical premises outlined in the previous sections, this part of the
chapter presents a case study devoted to the analysis of intra-group
organizational conflicts within a complex institution, namely the University
of Bologna.

The organizational structure of the University clearly reflects the features 
of an organization in the sense described above (§ 2.3), composed of 
functions, bodies, and collegial organs interacting within a highly 
articulated system22.  

From a systemic perspective, the technical-instrumental subsystem 
includes the University’s physical and organizational infrastructures, such 
as departments, research centers, laboratories, classrooms, and campuses; 
the cultural subsystem is defined by the institutional objectives set out in 
the University Statute, which, pursuant to article 3, include research and 
teaching, as well as their public and social impact through so-called “third 
mission” activities, understood as inseparable functions aimed at fostering 
critical knowledge open to dialogue and interaction among cultures, in full 
respect of academic freedom and freedom of teaching23. The social 
subsystem, in turn, encompasses both the organizational structure and the 
human component of the institution. From an organizational standpoint, 

22 See: <https://www.unibo.it/it/ateneo/organizzazione-e-sedi> (accessed 15 January 
2026). 
23 See <https://normateneo.unibo.it/> (accessed 15 January 2026).  

https://www.unibo.it/it/ateneo/organizzazione-e-sedi
https://normateneo.unibo.it/


C. MANCUSO

23 

this includes the governing bodies of the University, among which figures 
specifically concerned with conflict management may be identified, such as 
the Student Ombudsperson (Garante degli Studenti) and the Confidential 
Advisor (Consigliera di Fiducia). With regard to personnel, a distinction is 
traditionally drawn between: academic staff (including professors, 
researchers, language assistants, lecturers, and language instructors), 
technical and administrative staff and the student community, defined as 
being “at the center of the educational and cultural mission of the 
institution” and composed of students from across Italy and the world.  

It is precisely this group that has been selected as the target population 
for the case study examined in this chapter. 

The rationale for this choice lies in a specific research gap. In other 
countries24, such, for example the United States, since the 1980s, the 
management of conflicts on university campuses has been the subject of a 
well-established body of research, supported by extensive scholarly 
literature and a wide range of institutional models. Significant 
developments can also be observed in other European contexts. In 
particular, a major step forward has been taken by the Spanish legislator, 
which, through Law No. 3 of 2022, in force since 26 February 2022, has 
required both public and private universities to incorporate ADR 
mechanisms into their institutional frameworks in order “to establish the 
foundations for coexistence in the university environment, encouraging the 
preferential use of alternative methods for the resolution of conflicts” (Art. 
1(1), Law No. 3/2022). As explained in the chapter by Sánchez López, 
Spanish universities, such as the Complutense University of Madrid, have 
already established systems approved by the Council, which provide a 
detailed regulation of conflicts through collegial bodies and procedures 
inspired by mediation principles.  

By contrast, in the Italian context, comparable experiences remain largely 
absent. Despite the fact that over the past two decades the legal system has 
actively promoted consensual justice and ADR mechanisms in the civil and 
commercial fields, this approach has struggled to take root within 
institutions as a model for managing intra-group conflicts. With specific 
regard to the academic context, there is currently no systematic reflection 
on the possibility of structuring internal consensual conflict management 
systems for student disputes, nor is there a solid empirical basis upon which 

24 C Mancuso, AM Felicetti (n 21), 45. 
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such a reflection could be grounded. Against this background, the present 
research, building upon the activities initiated within the PRIN project 
“University Dispute Resolution” (U.d.r.), represents the first initiative in 
Italy aimed at experimentally applying and empirically analyzing ADR 
techniques within the student community, thereby filling a significant 
theoretical and empirical gap at the national level while at the same time 
offering an original contribution to the international scholarly debate on the 
endogenous regulation of intra-group conflicts.  

In this perspective, the student community, conceived as a complex 
social group constitutes a privileged laboratory for observing conflict 
dynamics and testing conflict management models that are both 
theoretically grounded and practically effective, and that may be 
transferred, mutatis mutandis, to other collective and organizational 
contexts.  

4. Conflict diagnosis as a methodological starting point. – A preliminary
issue in the analysis of intra-group conflict concerns the identification of
appropriate tools for mapping and measuring conflict within a specific
organizational context.

Drawing on organizational conflict literature, several authors have 
emphasized the importance of conflict diagnosis as a methodological step 
preceding the design of any conflict management system25. 
In line with this approach, the study of conflicts within a given group or 
reference community requires, first and foremost, a systematic mapping of 
existing conflicts and an understanding of how such conflicts are currently 
perceived and addressed by the members of the community itself. 
Although the literature on conflict management – and, more specifically, on 
mediation – offers a variety of approaches, some of which tend to limit or 
even exclude the diagnostic phase altogether, the present study adopts a 
primarily investigative and subsequently diagnostic perspective, aimed at 
understanding the conflict dynamics characterizing the student 
community, with a view to designing targeted and context-sensitive 
intervention models26. In this framework, conflict diagnosis is not 

25 M A Rahim, T V Bonoma, ‘Managing organizational conflict: A model for diagnosis and 
intervention (1979) Psychological Reports, 44. 
26 For further discussion, see R Ballreich, F.Glasl (n 15) 14-20. However, their analysis 
focuses primarily on the diagnosis of individual conflicts, rather than on mapping the main 
types of conflict existing within a specific group situated in a complex organizational 
context. That said, the authors advance a contingency-based model, assessing on a case-
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conceived as an inquiry into the triggering causes of individual conflict 
situations, but rather as a methodological tool for examining and 
understanding the context in which the project intends to intervene. Only 
on the basis of such premises is it possible to design a tailored system for 
managing student conflict. In the present case, this objective is combined 
with the broader aim of fostering within the student community a culture 
of functional and self-managed peer conflict resolution, capable of limiting, 
as far as possible, recourse to other and more formal bodies.  

Given the complexity of organizational conflict, the multiplicity of 
variables involved, and the number of actors potentially affected, and 
consistently with a “modern” conception of conflict as a physiological 
rather than pathological phenomenon, the research team adopted a 
methodological tool widely used in organizational conflict studies, namely 
a questionnaire27.  

The questionnaire was administered under conditions ensuring full 
anonymity, and students were explicitly informed that it was not intended 
to test their knowledge or skills, that the results would be disseminated 
exclusively in aggregated and anonymous form, and that the questionnaire 
was to be completed individually, without collaboration with other 
respondents.  

As will be discussed in greater detail below, the questionnaire was 
designed on the basis of the diagnostic model developed by Ballreich and 
Glasl28, albeit with the necessary adaptations dictated by the specific 
features of the case study. In the present context, indeed, the diagnostic 
effort was not aimed at managing a single conflict, but rather at capturing, 
in a comprehensive manner, the patterns of conflict characterizing a specific 
reference community. In particular, the analysis focused on four main 
dimensions:  

by-case basis both the conflict situation under examination and the relevant organizational 
context (such as churches, firms, hospitals, advertising agencies, political parties, banks, 
and similar organizations). 
27 M A Rahim, T V Bonoma (n 3), 44; M A Rahim, ROCI – Rahim Organizational Conflict 
Inventories (Organizzazioni Speciali – Firenze, 1995) 3, who developed the ROCI I and 
ROCI II instruments, designed to measure intra-organizational conflict (interpersonal, 
intra-group, and inter-group), to identify its main causes and management styles, and to 
assess effective conflict resolution strategies.  
28 R Ballreich and F Glasl (n 15) 21, who identify the following elements: (1) divergences; 
(2) escalation dynamics and behavioral patterns; (3) stakeholders and parties to the conflict;
(4) relationships and impact on the organization; and (5) the underlying conception of the
conflict.
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a) the identification of behavioral patterns, including the perceived
level of conflict, approaches to conflict, and its potential impact on
the organization;

b) the identification of the parties involved in conflict, corresponding
to the subjective dimension of conflict;

c) the identification of the main issues at stake, corresponding to the
objective dimension of conflict;

d) the tools and strategies adopted for conflict management.
On the basis of these considerations, the study initially adopted an 
“observational” or descriptive and impartial approach, aimed at perceiving 
and recording the phenomena under investigation without imposing 
interpretative frameworks at this preliminary stage29.  

4.1. Questionnaire design. – The questionnaire consisted of 18 questions 
and was administered to students enrolled in three pilot departments of the 
University of Bologna, namely the Departments of Legal Studies, Political 
and Social Sciences, and the Department of the Arts30. 

The first question was designed to identify different categories within the 
student population, distinguishing between undergraduate students, 
working students formally recognized as such by the University, and 
postgraduate students (including PhD candidates and students enrolled in 
postgraduate specialization programs), while question 18 aimed to identify 
the respondents’ department of affiliation among the three pilot ones.  

On the basis of the theoretical background described in § 4, the 
questionnaire was structured around four main analytical dimensions.  

First, a set of questions was devoted to the identification of behavioral 
patterns, including the perceived level of conflict, individual approaches to 
conflict, and its potential impact on the organization. In particular, 
questions 5 and 6 were aimed at exploring students’ attitudes toward 
conflict and, more specifically, at assessing the perceived impact of peer 

29 R Ballreich, F Glasl (n 15) 24, who adopt Goethe’s observational approach as a method 
for the consultant-mediator in the analysis of interpersonal conflicts, without seeking to 
identify a culprit or assign responsibility, and thus avoiding the formulation of subjective 
impressions 
30 The questionnaire was administered, in all academic years, within the following degree 
programmes: (i) Department of Legal Studies: Master’s Degree in Law; (ii) Department of 
the Arts: Master’s Degree in Music and Theatre Studies, Master’s Degree in Visual Arts, 
Master’s Degree in Information, Media Cultures and Organisation, Bachelor’s Degree in 
Arts, Music and Performing Arts; (iii) Department of Political and Social Sciences, 
Bachelor’s Degree in Political, Social and International Sciences. 
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conflicts on their university experience and, indirectly, on the organization 
itself.  

Second, the questionnaire addressed the identification of the parties 
involved in conflict, corresponding to the subjective dimension: questions 
2 to 4 were primarily designed to determine who is involved in conflicts 
within the student community and whether such conflicts are interpersonal 
(between two individuals), multi-party, or inter-group.  

Third, the objective dimension of conflict was investigated through 
question 7, which focused on conflict mapping and on identifying the main 
issues most frequently underlying conflicts within the university 
community.  

Fourth, a substantial section of the questionnaire was devoted to conflict 
management tools. Questions 8 to 11 aimed to assess students’ attitudes 
toward existing conflict resolution mechanisms, also considering the 
institutional bodies already in place within the University for dispute 
resolution. Questions 12 to 17 were designed to measure students’ level of 
awareness of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) tools, such as mediation, 
and to explore their attitudes toward more innovative forms of conflict 
management. Questions 15 to 17 focused on the degree of acceptance, 
whether positive or negative, of the involvement of specially trained peers 
acting as mediators in the resolution of conflicts within the student 
community, thus addressing instruments such as peer mediation31 and 
conflict coaching32, two techniques that have proven particularly effective 
at the international level in managing conflicts within university settings, 
that will be discussed in the chapter by Felicetti. These instruments, widely 
used in the United States and increasingly adopted in European contexts, 
are grounded in the principles of voluntariness, confidentiality, 
impartiality, and empowerment, and are often integrated into universities’ 
internal policies with the support of institutional figures such as university 
ombudspersons. 

31 N Palmadesso, ‘Student mediators solving campus conflict: the efficient shift from 
discipline to dispute resolution’ (2017) 72 Dispute Resolution Journal, 55-86. 
32  R Brinkert, ‘State of Knowledge: Conflict Coaching Theory, Application, and Research’ 
(2016) 33 Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 383. 
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5. Questionnaire findings: conflicts levels and approaches. – The 
questionnaire administered in the three pilot departments described above 
collected a total of 1.347 valid responses. Almost all respondents were 
undergraduate students (1.346), among whom 27 were also working 
students formally recognized as such by the University, while only one 
respondent belonged to the category of postgraduate students (PhD 
candidate, specialization student, or tutor).  

With regard to the overall level of conflict within the University 
(question no. 2), the majority of respondents (63%) stated that they had 
never experienced a conflict with a colleague occupying the same position 
within the university. By contrast, 10% of respondents reported having been 
directly involved in a conflict, while 7% declared that they had experienced 
a conflict, but not openly. Only a very small proportion of respondents (1%) 
reported having frequently experienced conflicts with other peers.  
Particularly noteworthy, however, is the fact that 16% of respondents 
indicated that they may have been involved in a conflict without realizing 
it or without attributing importance to it; a finding that suggests the 
presence of avoidant attitudes and/or a limited awareness of conflict 
dynamics among peers.  

Further confirmation of the relatively low visibility of conflict emerges 
from question no. 3, which asked respondents to assess, on a scale from 0 to 
10, the extent to which conflicts are present within their university 
community33. In 57% of cases students reported a low perception of conflict, 
while 34% indicated an intermediate level of perceived conflict; only 9% of 
respondents perceived the level of conflict as high.  

These data require careful interpretation. On the one hand, they may 
indicate a genuinely low level of conflict among students; on the other hand, 
they may point to the presence of latent, normalized, or under-recognized 
conflicts, which remain largely invisible to the community. This latter 
interpretation is further supported by the fact that approximately one third 
of respondents nonetheless acknowledged the presence of conflicts, albeit 
not of an overt or highly disruptive nature, suggesting a degree of openness 
to preventive interventions. At the same time, the finding that nearly one 
out of ten respondents perceived a high level of conflict cannot be 

 
33 Applying the following interpretative scale: (i) 0–3 = detractors (i.e. respondents with a 
low perception of conflict); (ii) 4–6 = passives (i.e. respondents with an intermediate 
perception of conflict); and (iii) 7–10 = promoters (i.e. respondents with a high perception 
of conflict).  
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overlooked in an institutional context such as the university, as it signals 
the existence of specific areas or situations characterized by heightened 
tension.  

5.1. The subjective dimension of conflict. – With regard to the subjective 
dimension of conflict, namely the actors involved and their perceptions, the 
combined analysis of questions no. 4, 5, and 6 offers significant insights into 
how conflict is experienced, recognized, and managed within the student 
community.  

The data emerging from question no. 4, which focuses on the number of 
subjects involved in conflict situations, primarily reflects the visibility and 
subjective perception of conflict, rather than its objective incidence. Once 
again, the largest share of respondents (47%) reported an absence of 
perceived conflict within the University. As already noted, this figure 
cannot be interpreted as evidence of a genuine lack of conflict; rather, it 
points to the often latent and low-visibility nature of conflict in academic 
peer-to-peer settings, where tensions tend to remain confined within 
restricted relational spaces and where discomfort may be normalized or not 
explicitly labeled as “conflict”. From a subjective perspective, this result 
suggests that conflict is often recognized only when it reaches a certain 
threshold of visibility or emotional intensity, while low-intensity or latent 
conflicts frequently remain unnoticed.  

At the same time, 33% of respondents reported conflicts involving two 
individuals, confirming that the most commonly perceived form of conflict 
is interpersonal. This finding is consistent with the idea that peer conflict 
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within the student community is primarily experienced as an individual 
and relational phenomenon (frictional conflicts, see § 2.2), rather than as a 
collective or institutional issue (strategic conflicts), and that emotional 
factors – such as frustration, perceived unfairness, or lack of recognition – 
play a decisive role in qualifying an interaction as conflictual. A smaller yet 
significant proportion of respondents (17%) referred to conflicts involving 
two or more groups of students, indicating the presence of inter-group 
conflict that, while less immediately visible, may nonetheless affect the 
relational climate and sense of belonging within the university community. 
Only a residual percentage (3%) identified conflicts involving the entire 
university community or external actors, confirming that, from the 
students’ perspective, conflict is rarely experienced as a systemic 
phenomenon and is instead predominantly perceived as proximate and 
relational. 

These findings are coherently complemented by the results of question 
no. 5, which explored how students would respond if directly involved in 
a conflict. Here, the centrality of the relational and subjective dimension of 
conflict management emerges clearly.  
A substantial majority of respondents expressed a preference for informal 
strategies: 34% stated that they would turn to friends or colleagues or family 
members (5%), while 31% indicated that they would address the issue 
directly with the other party. Taken together, more than 65% of respondents 
locate conflict management within a non-institutional sphere based on peer 
dialogue and personal interaction, confirming that conflict is 
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predominantly perceived as a personal and emotional experience rather 
than as a matter requiring formal regulation.  
At the same time, 16% of respondents reported that they had never 
considered how they would deal with such a situation, a figure that points 
once again to a zone of potentially unrecognized or unarticulated conflict, 
suggesting limited preventive awareness and the risk of delayed or 
ineffective responses when conflict arises. 
Furthermore, particularly noteworthy is the marginal recourse to 
institutional channels (8%), a finding that reflects not only students’ 
preference for informal solutions but also the limited availability of 
university bodies specifically designed to address peer-to-peer conflicts34. 
Finally, a small yet significant group of respondents (4%) indicated that 
they would not turn to anyone, revealing avoidance or internalization 
strategies that, although quantitatively limited, raise concerns in terms of 
individual well-being and relational sustainability. 

The subjective impact of conflict is further illuminated by question no. 6, 
which assessed, on a scale from 0 to 10, the extent to which conflict affects 
students’ university experience and psycho-physical well-being35. In this 
regard, a substantial proportion of respondents (46%) attribute a high 
negative impact to conflict. This indicates that conflict is not perceived as a 
marginal or episodic event, but as a factor capable of significantly affecting 
students’ daily lives and educational trajectories. An additional 33% of 
respondents acknowledge an intermediate impact of conflict, while 21% 
minimize or deny its effects. Taken together, these data show that more than 
78% of respondents recognize conflict as having a non-negligible impact on 
their university experience. This finding confirms that conflict, even when 
not overt or formalized, constitutes a structural component of students’ 
subjective experience, with implications that extend beyond individual 
disputes. 

Overall, the convergence of results from questions no. 4, 5, and 6 
highlights that conflict within the student community is primarily 

34 In this respect, existing figures such as the Student Ombudsperson (Garante degli Studenti) 
and the Confidential Advisor (Consigliera di Fiducia) perform important but distinct 
functions, primarily oriented toward vertical conflicts or psychological support rather than 
horizontal peer disputes. 
35 Applying the following assessment scale: (i) 0-3 = detractors (i.e. respondents for whom 
conflict has a low impact on the university experience); (ii) 4-6 = passives (i.e. respondents 
for whom conflict has a moderate impact on the overall university experience); and (iii) 7-
10 = promoters (i.e. respondents for whom conflict has a high impact on the overall 
university experience). 
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perceived, experienced, and managed as a relational and subjective 
phenomenon, reinforcing the need for early, flexible, and relationship-
oriented conflict management mechanisms capable of addressing students’ 
needs before conflicts escalate or produce more enduring negative effects. 

5.2. The objective dimension of conflict. – The analysis of responses to 
question no. 7, concerning the factors most likely to generate conflict within 
the university environment, confirms that even when conflict appears to 
stem from ostensibly “objective” situations, it is largely experienced within 
relational contexts among students, rather than as a consequence of 
institutional dysfunctions36.  

The most frequently reported source of conflict is group work, identified 
by 16% of respondents. This result highlights collaborative academic 
activities as a particularly sensitive setting for the emergence of peer 
conflict. While group work is formally designed as an educational tool, it 
also functions as a space of intense interaction, where tensions related to 
unequal workloads, differing levels of commitment, unmet expectations, 
and recognition of individual contributions tend to accumulate. As a result, 
conflict develops within small teams and is primarily shaped by 
interpersonal dynamics. A comparable pattern emerges with regard to 
conflicts connected to the sharing and management of notes, lecture 
recordings, and summaries, reported by 14% of respondents. Although the 
issues at stake are concrete and narrowly defined, the resulting conflicts 
often reflect breakdowns in cooperation, perceptions of exclusion, or 
breaches of trust among peers, affecting relational quality rather than giving 
rise to formal disputes. 

A further significant source of conflict concerns the lack of mutual 
attention, trust, confidentiality, and solidarity, indicated by 11% of 
students. This finding suggests that respondents perceive these elements as 
foundational to everyday interactions within the community: when they are 
absent, conflict tends to arise not from isolated events, but from the gradual 
weakening of relational ties and shared norms. Conflicts linked to shared 
living arrangements (9%) similarly point to the relevance of everyday 
contexts characterized by close and continuous interaction, where 

36 As question 7 allowed multiple answers, the percentages refer to the relative frequency 
of each selected factor over the total number of selections, rather than to the proportion of 
respondents. 
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differences in habits, lifestyles, or expectations may easily escalate into 
tension.  

In contrast, factors directly related to the formal organization of academic 
activities – with some exceptions37 – seem to play a comparatively marginal 
role in the overall distribution of responses. 

Taken together, the data indicates that, from the students’ perspective, 
conflict within the university is not primarily understood as a structural 
malfunction of the institution, but rather as a relational phenomenon that 
takes shape within groups and routine interactions. The objective 
dimension of conflict, therefore, closely mirrors the subjective one, 
confirming that the most significant and recurrent forms of conflict are 
interpersonal ones. This convergence reinforces the view that consensual, 
flexible, and relationship-oriented conflict management tools are 
particularly well suited to addressing the types of tensions most commonly 
experienced within the student community. 

37 In this respect, greater relevance was attributed to issues related to the administration of 
examinations, grading, and exam sessions (10%), as well as to bureaucracy and service-
related inefficiencies (7%) and to classroom capacity and layout (7%). 
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5.3. Dispute resolution mechanisms. – The combined analysis of questions 
no. 8 and no. 9 sheds light on a crucial aspect for the design of university 
dispute resolution systems, namely the relationship between students’ 
actual use of existing institutional mechanisms and their broader attitudes 
toward third-party and peer involvement in conflict resolution.  

Responses to question no. 9 reveal a nuanced and largely conditional 
openness among students involving third parties in conflict resolution 
mechanisms: 61% of respondents, in fact, indicated that they would rely on 
a third party provided that the latter possesses adequate qualifications and 
skills, while 22% expressed uncertainty38. Only a small minority adopted 
polarized positions, with 9% rejecting third-party intervention altogether 
and 7% expressing unconditional trust in an external decision-maker. Read 
together, these data suggest that the low activation of institutional tools 
reflects not a cultural resistance to third-party intervention, but rather a 
demand for competence, trust, and contextual legitimacy. Students appear 
willing to accept external support, provided that it is perceived as qualified, 
impartial, and capable of understanding the specific dynamics of peer 
conflict. This finding is consistent with the results discussed above, which 
showed a strong preference for informal and relational approaches to 
conflict management, and points to the existence of a significant space for 
intermediate models situated between private self-management and formal 
institutional intervention. 

A similar pattern emerges from the combined analysis of questions no. 
10 and no. 11, which explore students’ openness toward peer-based forms 
of conflict discussion and support. With regard to question no. 10, more 
than half of respondents (55%) stated that they would feel comfortable 

38 By answering ‘I do not know’. 
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discussing their conflicts with a fellow student occupying the same 
position, while an additional 22% conditioned such openness on the other 
person’s competence. When combined, these responses indicate that over 
75% of students are positively or potentially inclined toward peer dialogue, 
provided that minimal conditions of trust and reliability are met. 

Question 11 strengthens this interpretation by shifting the focus from 
disclosure to active support39: 57% of respondents declared a high level of 
interest in helping other students manage their conflicts under conditions 
of confidentiality, while 32% reported a medium level of interest and only 
11% expressed low interest. Taken together, these findings show that nearly 
90% of students are at least not hostile to the idea of offering support to 
peers, revealing a strong potential for participatory and community-based 
conflict management practices.  

Further insights into students’ readiness to engage with consensual 
conflict resolution mechanisms emerge from the integrated analysis of 
questions no. 12 to no. 15, which address awareness of mediation, attitudes 
toward its use, and openness to training.  

While 62% of respondents reported some familiarity with mediation as a 
conflict management tool, the remaining 38% declared no knowledge of it, 
indicating that awareness is significant but uneven. Question no. 13 
confirms that such knowledge is often fragmented and acquired through 
disparate channels, rather than through structured institutional pathways. 
Nevertheless, this limited familiarity does not hinder openness. Responses 
to question no. 14 show40 that 43% of students expressed a high level of 
interest in using consensual peer-to-peer conflict management techniques, 
such as mediation, while 40% reported a medium level of interest and only 
17% expressed low interest. Overall, more than 83% of respondents can 
therefore be considered at least potentially favorable to the use of such 
mechanisms. A comparable pattern emerges from responses to question no. 

39 Applying the following assessment scale: (i) 0-3 = detractors (i.e. respondents with a 
minimal level of interest in offering support to fellow students); (ii) 4-6 = passives (i.e. 
respondents with a moderate level of interest in offering support to fellow students); and 
(iii) 7-10 = promoters (i.e. respondents with a high level of interest in offering support to
fellow students).
40 Applying the following assessment scale: (i) 0-3 = detractors (i.e. respondents with a
minimal level of interest in using mediation as a consensual tool for resolving peer-to-peer
conflicts); (ii) 4-6 = passives (i.e. respondents with a moderate level of interest in using
mediation as a consensual tool for resolving peer-to-peer conflicts); and (iii) 7-10 =
promoters (i.e. respondents with a high level of interest in using mediation as a consensual
tool for resolving peer-to-peer conflicts).



CONFLICT MANAGEMENT WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS 

36 

1541, which concerns willingness to receive training on conflict, negotiation, 
and mediation. Here again, a substantial proportion of students expressed 
a high level of interest (45%), followed by those reporting a medium level 
of interest (33%), while only 22% expressed low interest.  

The combined reading of these questions reveals a significant gap 
between knowledge and readiness: students appear more willing to adopt 
mediation and to engage in training than they are currently informed about 
these tools. This gap represents a strategic area for institutional 
intervention, where targeted educational initiatives could translate an 
existing cultural openness into concrete competencies. 

Finally, questions no. 16 and no. 17 address the operational conditions 
under which a “university peer-to-peer mediation space” would be 
considered acceptable and accessible.  

With respect to question no. 16, a majority of respondents expressed a 
favorable or potentially favorable attitude toward using a mediation space 
involving fellow students (44% explicitly positive; 27% conditional on who 
the peers are), while only 7% rejected this option outright. This confirms 
that resistance to peer mediation models is limited and that acceptance is 
largely contingent upon trust, competence, and role clarity. Question no. 17 
further refines this picture by highlighting preferred access modalities to a 
peer mediation space within the university: 44% of students favor in-person 
meetings by appointment, underscoring the continued relevance of direct 
relational encounters in conflict situations, while 34% prefer online forms, 
pointing to the importance of low-threshold and discreet access channels. 
More traditional modes, such as email or phone contact (13%) and indirect 
access through the Student Ombudsperson (9%), play a secondary role. 

41 Applying the following assessment scale: (i) 0-3 = detractors (i.e. respondents with a 
minimal level of interest in receiving basic university-level training on conflict, negotiation, 
and mediation); (ii) 4-6 = passives (i.e. respondents with a moderate level of interest in 
receiving such training); and (iii) 7-10 = promoters (i.e. respondents with a high level of 
interest in receiving basic training on conflict, negotiation, and mediation within the 
university). 
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Taken together, the findings from questions no. 8 to no. 17 converge on 
a coherent picture: students show a broad and conditional openness toward 
third-party intervention, peer support, and mediation-based approaches, 
provided that these are embedded in flexible, trustworthy, and well-
designed structures. 

5. Conclusions. – This chapter has shown that intra-group conflict within
universities, when observed through the lens of organizational conflict
theory, cannot be adequately addressed through purely formal or
institutional responses.
Consistently with the neoclassical and constructive approaches developed
in literature, conflict emerges as a normal and pervasive feature of
organizational life, particularly within horizontal and peer-based
relationships, where it is often informal, latent, and relational in nature42.
The empirical findings confirm that, within the student community, conflict
is rarely perceived as a systemic failure of the institution, but rather as a
personal and group-level experience, frequently managed through
informal strategies and peer networks.

These data highlight a structural tension between the predominantly 
relational character of student conflict and the limited suitability of 
traditional institutional mechanisms designed to address vertical or formal 
disputes. While existing bodies may play an important role in specific 
contexts, they appear only partially equipped to intercept the everyday 

42 L R Pondy (n 2) n. 4; M A Rahim, T V Bonoma, (n 3) 44; M A Rahim, (n 7) 3. 
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conflicts that arise among peers and that nonetheless have a significant 
impact on students’ well-being and academic experience. In this respect, the 
limited use of institutional channels should not be interpreted as a lack of 
trust, but rather as an indicator of a mismatch between students’ needs and 
the available conflict management tools. 

Against this background, and in line with comparative experiences in 
other countries, peer mediation and conflict coaching emerge as 
particularly appropriate responses to intra-group conflicts in university 
settings. These instruments offer a form of conflict management that is 
informal yet structured, relational yet professionally supported, and 
capable of enhancing students’ autonomy without leaving conflict entirely 
to private self-management. The strong openness expressed by students 
toward these practices, despite uneven levels of prior knowledge, suggests 
the existence of a latent demand for conscious and competent conflict 
management mechanisms that align with the horizontal nature of peer 
relationships. 

On this basis, the chapter by Felicetti moves from analysis to design, 
illustrating how the insights derived from organizational theory and 
empirical evidence have been translated into the application of dispute 
system design techniques for the creation of an internal university conflict 
resolution mechanism. 

ABSTRACT: This chapter explores intra-group conflict within complex 
organizations through a theoretical and empirical analysis focused on peer-to-peer 
conflicts at the University of Bologna. Grounded in organizational conflict theory, 
it adopts a constructive approach that views conflict as a structural feature of 
collective life rather than a pathological deviation. Drawing on data collected within 
the framework of the “University Dispute Resolution (U.d.r.)” project, funded by 
the Italian Ministry of University and Research, the study maps conflict dynamics, 
identifies their relational and intra-group nature, and assesses attitudes toward 
institutional and consensual dispute resolution mechanisms. 
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