Network determinants of conflict in business organizations
It has been a commonly accepted in the area of Management studies that important variables of interest,
such as productiveness, employee turnover or team conflict were viewed as functions of attributes of
employees, management units (departments), or organization as a whole. However, in the past 15 years
researchers started recognizing that many of these outcome variables are largely shaped by informal structure
of an organization, or, its social network. As coined by Rob Cross, organizational network analysis (ONA) is
an X-ray into the actual processes evolving in the organization (Cross et al., 2001). ONA can serve as a tool
for HR management in many ways. It can be used to effectively plan, implement and evaluate changes (Arena
et al.,2017; Borgatti et al., 2002; Green at al 2017; Hollenback et al., 2015); facilitate knowledge sharing and
innovation (Cross et al., 2017; Hollenbeck et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2016); improve organizational structure
(Borgatti et al., 2002; Cross et al., 2002; Hollenback et al., 2015; Oh et al., 2004; Zheng et al., 2016); serve as
a tool for hiring and adaption of new employees (Hollenbeck et al., 2015); measure and improve employees’
performance (Arena et al., 2017; Hollenbeck et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2016); build a meaningful and
subjectively honest compensation policy (Hollenbeck et al., 2015); increase team viability through diagnosing
and managing conflicts (Balkundi et al., 2009), etc.
In this research we focus on investigation of network predictors of personal and group-level conflict
in an organization. A nice example of such predictor is employee centrality. In Balkundi et al., 2009 the
researchers show that unlike it is usually hypothesized, implications of high centrality of a leader are not
necessarily positive. On the one hand, high indegree centrality of a leader in advice network has shown to be
associated with lower conflict levels and higher team viability within the corresponding department. On the
other hand, high betweenness centrality of a leader in the same network was associated with higher conflict
and lower viability.
In this paper we use longitudinal data on one international industrial organization, operating in Belarus,
Poland and Russia. These data were collected on June, 2015, December, 2017 and December, 2018 via online
questionnaire, which was filled by employees of the group of companies. The survey contained questions
about employees’ working interactions, including among others, reporting relationships, asking for advice,
and favorable attitudes (“will recommend to work with this worker”). Of special interest for this study is the
network of conflict relationships. A relationship is defined as ‘conflict’ whenever one employee indicated that
he/she “has had to turn to a third party for help or mediation” to resolve difficulty with another employee.
Conflict relations may be mutual or one-sided. The resulting networks are middle size (825 employees in 2015
and 754 employees in 2017) multi-relational directed graphs, weighted by intensity (frequency) of working
contacts. The data available also include formal organizational structure, employee position, department
affiliation and company seniority, some demographics (sex, age) and position grade level (a measure of the
role played by a worker in an organization).

We use these data to test the following hypotheses about network factors of organizational conflict on
individual (H1 and H2) as well as on department level (H3 and H4):
H1. Asymmetric perception of organizational roles is indicative of potential conflict. We will test whether
non-mutual nominations in the subordination network are associated with the conflict between the
corresponding employee and his boss.
H2. Organizational structures allowing duplicate subordination are more prone to conflict. We will test
whether subordination of an employee to several bosses creates background for conflicts and to which extent
soft skills and managerial competences of involved leaders can prevent it.
H3. Managerial skills and competences of leaders are predictive of (1) intra- and (2) intergroup conflict of
involved departments.
H4. There are attributes of a broker between two organizational entities associated with conflict between them.
Brokerage position is defined as having high betweenness centrality in the network of interactions between
the two departments.,
To test the presented set of hypotheses we will use Exponential Random Graph Model (ERGM) on the
‘conflict’ relationships network. Using this model, we will see which of the hypothesized predictors are
associated with higher chance of conflict relations between the corresponding organizational actors (as
compared to random graph). We will also apply Structural Equations Model (SEM) on a set of available
variables for exploratory purposes, to deeper understand the relations between the constructs in place.
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