Dispute Handling Capability: Morphology and
Modalities - Development of a Model*

Himanshu Rai t

Dispute handling capability is a critical resource in society given that
disputes are an ever present reality in social, economic and political activity
spheres. Over the years, there has been a surfeit of scholarly endeavour in
the social sciences and in applied fields of research in understanding the
morphology and substance of disputes. The main contribution of the
current study to this genre of research would be to examine one important
aspect of this area of research - dispute handling capability.
The study has been carried out in the discovery mode and is an exploratory
study since repeated literature searches before, during and after this study
have yielded little information about this construct, although there is
considerable work on disputes and dispute resolution. The study to
conceptualize Dispute Handling Capability and propose its modalities, took
a 3-phase approach. In Phase 1, relevant studies were scanned to gain some
insights into the concept of dispute handling capability. Subsequently, in
Phase 2, the study analysed 30 incidents from the Mahabharata. Incidents of
disputes were outlined, described, analysed, and insights were drawn from
them to further sharpen the understanding of the phenomenon and to
generate items for its measurement. Armed with sharper understanding of
dispute handling capability, in Phase 3, an interview checklist, was created
and a connection was made with subjects through exploratory interviews.
The study has identified the Morphology of Dispute Handling Capability
(DHC) in terms of five dimensions - Artfulness, Diplomacy, Detachedness,
Fair Mindedness and Sagacity. Further the study also tried to capture the
modalities of DHC in terms of its correlates. The study suggests that
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socio-economic correlates in terms of age, work experience, gender, marital
status, number of children, caste, education, family income, and personality
type could be correlated with DHC. Among organizational correlates,
organizational culture, presence of union, product type, organizational
profile and organizational workforce profile could be correlated with
DHC. Dispute Handling Training is also expected to be correlated with
DHC. These correlates would help in understanding DHC modalities in the
social and organizational spheres.
The study is a pioneering endeavour to examine the concept of dispute
handling capability (DHC) and to identify the socio-economic and
organizational correlates of DHC. From the practitioner's point of view,
the study will help in diagnosing DHC of individuals, which can form the
basis of mentoring and coaching programmes designed to develop these
capabilities in executives.

Introduction
Disputes are an ever present reality in
social, economic and political activity
spheres. Over the years, therefore, there
has been considerable scholarly endeavour
in the social sciences and in applied fields
of research in understanding the
morphology and substance of disputes in
order to use the understanding for
dealing with the disputes phenomenon. It
is also almost a truism to state that
dispute handling capability is a critical
resource in society which is often faced
with the reality of disputes and the need
for handling such disputes of varying
degrees of intensity, complexity and
consequences. This study was undertaken
on the primary premise that behind and
beyond the actions to deal with disputes
is the individual and collective ability to
grapple with disputes in human
interactions. This study seeks to fulfil an
identified gap in disputes research - an
examination of dispute handling capability

at the microcosm of the individual
disputes handler.
This study gains significance in the light of
high costs, both tangible and intangible,
that inadequate or inefficient handling of
disputes may incur. Dispute handling
capability as a subject of research becomes
an imperative. Research can help
practising managers and scholars to gain
better understanding of dispute handling
capability.

Theoretical Framework
Dispute Handling Capability and its
Dimensions: Insights from Literature
Researchers looking at disputes from
different perspectives have variously
defined conflict. For the purpose of this
study, dispute has been defined as
"differences between and among
individuals" (Cross, Names and Beck,
1979 as quoted in Borisoff and Victor,
1989) where these differences among
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executives arise out of the nature of the
dispute such as goals, motives, values,
ideas and resource utilization in the
organizational-managerial context covering
both formal as well as informal situations.
The attempt in this study is not to
examine the nature or typologies of such
disputes occurring in the fulfilment of the
roles and responsibilities of executives in
organizational-managerial functioning
about which there are numerous studies,
but to get behind and beyond such
disputes in order to conceptualize the not
so researched phenomenon of Dispute
Handling Capability which can be defined
as "a set of sustainable strengths which
can be strategically utilized to handle
disputes in the best possible way".
Managers occupy a significant place in
arbi tra ting between differen t in teres t
groups (Diamond, 2001) and their
formal organizational authority, expertise
and interpersonal skills make them logical
dispute handlers in organizations
(Karambayya and Brett, 1989). Lee (1998)
suggests that executives need to manage
the communicative climate through
process skills and in a way that accepts
differences while inspiring and influencing
others. In fact even the application of
appropriate strategy to the conflict
situation requires the development of
confidence and skill besides self awareness
of how to deal with conflict and
appreciate others' perceptions (Kindler,
1983). Thus managers need to have the
ability to diagnose differences accurately
and the ability to select and use
appropriate behaviours to begin with
while identifying the exact sources of

conflict. Leadership qualities come into
play while handling conflicts since their
resolution requires empathy and equality
(Lippitt, 1982) besides the ability to see
things as they really are (Bottles, 2001).
These attitudes need to be supported by
actions like isolating each significant
conflict to a single specific task,
depersonalizing the conflict, honest fact
finding, exhaustive exploration and
meaningful problem solving. This was
also supported by Jain and Solomon's
(1999) empirical analysis which suggested
identification of issues, identification of
real interests based on case facts,
generation of options, and setting up of
objective criteria for evaluation of these
options as essential steps to handling
disputes. The capabilities required by
managers to handle disputes effectively
include ability to analyze, evaluate, apply,
enquire and persuade besides strong oral
and written communication skills
including advocacy, elocution, formal
report preparation, extemporaneous
speaking, oral response under pressure,
and group leading (Neslund, 1988). This
is also necessary because managers have
to accept responsibility for their actions
and thus need to cope intelligently with the
inevitable problems and stressful situations
(Hulbert, 1990). The author suggests
some techniques for better handling of
disputes like listening to understand the
real nature of a problem, stating
expectations clearly, keeping attention
focused on the real issue, explaining
situational givens, compromising and
negotiating where possible, being
persistent and patient, giving positive
recognition, and offering effective
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criticism. Moreover, the entire process
should be devoid of name calling,
blaming or interrupting (Henderson,
1990) while the executive maintains a
steady determination to solve problems,
listens reflectively and encourages parties
to think of additional solutions without
imposing or passing judgments.
Antonioni (1995) lays stress on managers
needing to hone their skills in assertive
communication, active listening, problem
solving and negotiation in order to handle
conflicts better and manage stressful
work situations effectively. This is similar
to White's (2004) contention, who lays
stress on building rapport and
understanding each disputant's perspective,
imagining a better relationship and
committing to work on it, listening and
understanding each other, identifying the
sources of conflict, negotiating
behavioural change, putting new
behaviours into action, maintaining and
reinforcing the new patterns, building
and maintaining trust, considering all
perspectives as valid, keeping the
challenges reasonable, telling the truth, and
setting an optimistic and constructive
atmosphere. White (2002) adds to these
rules of dispute handling by pointing out
the necessity for talking about issues and
not personalities, and considering
mediation. Since it is usually anger that lies
at the core of unresolved disputes, it is
imperative to address it. This could be
achieved by establishing a mutual
understanding (Bannon, 2003) since by
finding common ground, one can unlock
the conflict and build communication
progressively.
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Deriving from the international context,
effective dispute handlers should not be
coercive (Gambrell, 1977) nor should they
inhi bit
the
p articipa tion
and
communication of the disputing parties.
They
should
render
effective
communication such that problems of
perception are overcome and realistic
assessment of costs of objectives is made.
To achieve this, executives should have a
common exposure to the literature and
theory of non coercive behavioural
conflict regulation. Besides, they should
have the ability to present and maintain
images of personal integrity and aloofness
from any hint of favouring any particular
ideology or group within a conflict. The
manager must develop an image of
fairness and demonstrate a capability of
being resourceful in establishing specific
techniques and procedures that help
conflicting parties to alter their
relationships. This is in line with the
findings of Tyler (1991) whose study
supported the viability of a procedural
justice strategy for effectively resolving
conflicts in work settings.
From a global company's perspective
(Saner, Yiu and Sondergaard, 2000) the
competencies required for business
diplomacy
management
include
knowledge of key business related legal
standards, knowledge of the history and
logic of economic theories and practices,
knowledge of the interplay between
economics, politics, and culture by region
or country, capacity in conducting political
risk analysis regarding key stakeholders,
mastering public speaking and media
handling. These capabilities seem very
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relevant even from the dispute handling
perspective.
Lessons can also be drawn from military
strategies. Some of their elements
(Clemons and Santamaria, 2002) which
are relevant in the context of capabilities
associated with effective dispute handing
include targeting critical vulnerabilities,
which entails analyzing and probing
opponents with the aim of identifying
and quickly exploiting those weaknesses
that would do the greatest damage to
their position; boldness, which requires
taking calculated risks that have the
potential to achieve major results; surprise,
which includes the use of stealth,
ambiguity and deception to degrade the
quality of information available to
opponents and impair their ability to
deploy their resources efficiently; focus,
which requires concentration of resources
at critical points and times to capitalize on
opportunities; decentralized decision
making, which entails giving authority to
those who are closest to the point of
decision and who possess superior local
information; rapid tempo, which requires
identification of opportunities, making
decisions, and implementing plans quicker
than the opponent in order to seize the
initiative and force them into constant
state of reaction; and combined arms,
which includes looking for ways to
combine resources so that the returns
generated by the whole are greater than
those generated by individual parts.
The ASHE-ERIC higher education report
published in 2001 suggested ten ways of
handling disputes. These included
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authenticity, truthfulness, integrity,
persistence, compassion, innovativeness,
self-awareness, an understanding of the
context, the ability to take a stance, and
the knowledge of when and how to leave
the table. One of the important skills is
listening which entails searching for
nuances that tell of emotional distress,
tension, or hidden agendas, falsehoods
that build off half truths and could be
damaging, and outright lies and
deception. Nugent (2002) discusses the
competencies required for effective
managerial third party interventions. These
include an understanding of the dynamics
of interpersonal and intergroup conflict
for which the manager needs the
knowledge of arbitration, facilitating
bargaining, and collaborative problem
solving as well as skills in establishing and
managing appropriate procedures for
these approaches. Since managers play a
facilitator's role as well, they require
knowledge and skills in problem solving,
relationship building, and the facilitation
of interpersonal and intergroup
communications and processes. Effective
interpersonal communications skills include
active listening, giving and receiving
appropriate feedback, and asking good
questions. The author points out that the
attitudes necessary to effectively utilize
these skills include capacity to empathize,
to reserve judgment, to accept
complexity, ambiguity and contradictions,
to focus on bo.th content and process, to
accept the expression of emotions and
interpersonal tensions, to resist stress, and
to entertain a variety of frames of
reference.
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Other strengths that help managers handle
disputes better include compassion and
objectivity (Levinson, 1967); refraining
from making fault a moral issue (Borg,
2000); predisposition for confrontation
tempered with concern for people's
feelings, their sense of dignity, and the
importance of their sense of ownership
and control over their operations, focus
on substance and not personalities,
commitment to standards of honesty,
fairness- and trust, commitment to
meritocracy, organizational values and
norms, personal integrity, and sensitivity
to timing (Badaracco and Ellsworth,
1991).
Some of the important elements which
help managers function better are
reputation and trust (Eden and
Ackerman, 1998); positive outlook, ability
to see/hear/feel sensory data, ability to
control voice tone, tempo, breathing,
movement and body postures, activated
sensory acuity, and flexibility (Laborde,
1983); ability to listen better and not be
judgmental (Hall, 2002); ability to develop
quick fallback plans, ability to create
audiences, and the ability to protect the
self esteem of all disputing parties (Shell,
1999); creating a climate which is pleasant,
brisk and businesslike, high aspirations,
crea tivity, disciplined mind, and high
tolerance for frustration (Scott, 1981);
projecting neutrality in all that they do,
ability to absorb conflict, managing
expectations, and creating the atmosphere
for an agreement (Cleary, 2001). Further
the conflict handler should have the ability
to identify and separate personal values
from issues under consideration, ability to

ofa Model

understand power imbalances, ability to
earn trust and maintain acceptability, ability
to convert parties' position into needs and
interests, ability to screen out nonmediable issues, ability to help disputants
invent creative options, familiarity with
existing standards of practice covering the
dispute resolution proq:sses and
commonly encountered ethical dilemmas
(Moore, 1996); and the personality traits
of being trustworthy, ethical, fair,
courteous, personable, tactful, sincere, fair
minded, and self controlled (Hall, 1993).
A careful analysis of the literature related
to dispute handling as emerging from the
studies referred to, and as drawn from
studies referred to above, suggests that
there are decodable elements related to
handling of disputes. Each of these five
emerging dimensions have been decoded
from literature, labelled and profiled as
possible dispute handling capability
elements:

•

Artfulness: This dimension
represents the elements of
shrewdness and calcu1atedness in the
context of handling disputes. Some
of the elements of this capability are
a great sense of timing (Badaracco
and Ellsworth, 1991), ability to select
an appropriate place for conducting
negotiations, knowing when and
how to leave the bargaining table
(ASHE-ERIC, 2001), political
foresightedness (Saner et. aI., 2000),
ability to manage expectations,
relationship building capabilities
(White, 2004).
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•

•

•

Diplomacy: This dimension
represents the elements of tact,
sensitivity and the ability to look at
issues with acutely penetrating mental
discernment. Some of the elements
of this capability are never indulging
in harsh or cruel words (Henderson,
1990),
not
ignoring
the
accomplishments of the opposition,
enhanced capacity for drawing
inferences (Laborde, 1983), personal
magnetism, persistence, creativity
(Moore, 1996), high levels of
tolerance, reflective listening,
enhanced awareness of self and
others (Antonioni, 1995; Hulbert,
1990), etc.
Detachedness: This dimension
represents the elements of rational
thinking and dissociating judgment
from desires. Some of the
ingredients of this capability are
control over anger (Moore, 1996),
ability to distinguish between subject
and object (Bottles, 2001), devoid
of ego, ability to put things into
perspective (Kindler, 1983), being
mindful of own competence, acting
only after due deliberation (Moore,
1996), etc.
Fair-mindedness: This dimension
represents the elements of
selflessness and equality in the
context of handling disputes. Some
of the ingredients of this capability
are
impartiality,
ensuring
participation of all parties in
discussing disputes (Blancero, 1995;
Mesch & Dalton, 1989; 1992;

Naumann et al., 1995; Rudman et
al., 1995; Schwartz & Moayed,
2001), ability to develop consensus
around a common vision, helping
even the opposition to formulate
their feelings (Moore, 1996),
generating trust among all, not
bringing personal agendas into
discussions (Gambrell, 1977), etc.

•

Sagacity: This dimension represents
the elements of seeking the right
path, equanimity, and reliance on
own counsel apart from the rulebook. Some of the elements of this
capability are steadiness of virtues
(Hall, 1993), expertise (Moore, 1996),
knowledge of interplay between
economics, politics and culture,
knowledge of key economic theory
and practices (Saner et. al., 2000),
maintaining personal integrity
(Gambrell, 1977), having good oral
and written communication skills
(N eslund, 1988), capability for being
resourceful in establishing specific
techniques or procedures that help
conflicting parties to alter their
relationships (Lee, 1998), etc.

Dispute Handling Capability and its
Dimensions: Insights from the

Mahabharata
The five DHC dimensions which have
emerged need to be grounded and
contextualized by testing these insights in
the context of some case studies. The
identification of the five dimensions of
dispute handfing capability in a
preliminary manner was then, therefore,
further honed through an analysis of 30
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episodes drawn from the epic "The
Mahabharata" in which disputes were
experienced, confronted and handled by
various protagonis ts engaged in the
disputes.
In an exploratory-formulative framework,
an intense deconstruction of a dispute is
a useful method of conceptualising the
phenomenon better. For the purpose of
this study, any dispute incident or a case
could have been taken. However, this
study used the Mababbarata as a case of
dispute to get richer insights from this
timeless classic. More importantly the
several episodes of disputes gleaned from
the Mahabharata threw up varied and
content-rich insights into understanding
and conceptual validation of both the
morphology and elements of dispute
handling capability.
Mahabbarata is one the two epics (the
other being Ramqyana) on which the basic

tenets of Hinduism and the resultant
Indian culture are predominantly based.
Besides, it can be seen as an allegorical
representation of universal human
situation in all its manifestations,
ramifications and intricacies rendered in
the form of a story. The story has been
passed down in a classical canon of
Sanskrit verses some 100,000 stanzas
(shlokas) long. Sometimes called the fifth
Veda, the shlokas of Mahabharata are
organized In 18 Chapters. The
Mahabharata contains virtually all the lore
and legends of the Classical Hindu
Tradition. Besides it includes a depth and
breadth of contextual knowledge and the
codes of law - political, moral, ethical,
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and natural. The core

theme of

Mahabharata, however, is the great battle

that was

fought on the field of
Kuruesbetra between the five sons of
King Pandu and their allies on one side
and the hundred sons of King
Dbritarasbtra, with their allies, on the other
side. The battle was the culmination of a
long history of political struggle and
diplomatic manoeuvring, and it pitted
brothers against brothers, sons against
fathers and uncles, brave noble men
against brave noble men. The battle was
devastating and nearly all of the best men
of that time, in different fields, died. The
Pandauas, the sons of King Pandu, survived,
but their victory was rendered empty by
the destruction of everything they
cherished and held dear, both in terms of
people and values. Mababbarata has a
riveting plot and a compelling dramatic
structure. Its characters are complex and
real, with depth of personality that is
insightful. For the purpose of this study,
the original version of the Mahabharata as
written by Veda Vyasa, translated and
endorsed by Sahityacharya Pandit
Ramnarayandutt Shastri Pandey 'Ram'
(1988: Gita Press, Gorakhpur) was taken.

Methodology
The

incidents of dispute from
Mahabharata were outlined and analyzed
in order to get an in-depth understanding
of the following:
•

What were the overt and covert
agendas of the various disputants in
the particular dispute incident?
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•

How did the principal characters
handle disputes which directly or
indirectly involved them and those
which did not involve them?

•

What capabilities did they display
while' handling disputes?

•

What recurring patterns did their
dispute handling capability show?

•

What correlates of dispute handling
capability could be gleaned out of
the particular dispute incident?

The broad objective of this phase was to
get a grounded view of dispute handling
capability and its correlates from a
systematic study of complex .characters
and incidents of disputes in various
contexts that formed a part of this epic.
Thirty incidents of dispute in Mahabharata
were outlined, described and subsequently
analyzed to draw insights into dispute
handling and the capability required to
handle disputes better. Further, the
inciden ts were critically analyzed to
conceptualize the dimensions of Dispute
Handling Capability. Two independent
postgraduate readers with prior
experience in the area of dispute handling
coded the description of the incidents and
the behavioral patterns observed. They
commented on the presence of dispute
elements and the behavioral patterns
displayed by those involved in the
disputes as well. The co dings were
compared and finalized after a thorough
reexamination. The dispute handling
capabilities and their correlates gleaned
from the incidents and their references are
available with the author.

Insights
The dispute handling capability elements
derived from the analysis of Mahabharata
include not succumbing to grief or
misfortune, impartiality, the ability to
consider happiness and grief as transitory,
modesty, a good reputation, control over
anger, forgiveness, ability to not seek
benediction or bows, fearlessness, a
peaceful mind, an eye to what may
happen in the future, ability to concentrate
hard and long, humility, no reliance on
chance or destiny, action orientation, not
ignoring the accomplishments of the
opposition, steadiness of virtues, good
communication skills, ability to keep
intended acts and lines of action hidden
from others until they have been put into
execution, dissociation of judgment from
desire, regarding nothing as insignificant,
not getting agitated if slighted by others,
cognizance of the cause and effect of all
acts, ability to subjugate opposition by
creating dissension among them, never
consulting with flatterers, not disregarding
even a weak opposition, mindful of one's
own competence, distinguishing between
subject and object, enhanced capacity for
drawing inferences, and belief in action
without getting attached to it or its fruits.
A closer look at these issues further
strengthens the conceptualization of the
five dimensions of the dispute handling
capability. For instance, the ability to
subjugate opposition by creating
dissension among them reflects the
artfulness dimension while compassion
and humility denote the fair-minded
dimension. While an enhanced capacity
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for drawing inferences and not ignoring
the accomplishments of the opposition
represent the diplomatic dimension,
considering happiness and grief as
transitory is the essence of detached
dimension.
Similarly,
good
communication skills and an image of
personal integrity reflect the sagacity
dimension.

Dispute Handling Capability and its
Dimensions:
Insights
from
Exploratory Interviews
The emerging DHC insights from the
Literature Analysis and the 30 Incidents
Analysis were then converted into an
interview checklist and 30 individuals who
had engaged in personal and workplace
disputes were subjected to in-depth
probing interviews.

Methodology
Individual exploratory interviews were
conducted with people cutting across
organizations and job profiles in order to
get an in-depth understanding of the
following:
•

How did the interviewees handle
disputes between two parties which
could also include them?

•

What was their understanding of the
word 'capability' and the phrase
'dispute handling capability'?

•

What capabilities did they display
while handling disputes?

•

What capabilities did they wish they
had while handling disputes?

•
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What did they think were the
correlates of dispute handling
capability?

The broad objective of this phase was to
get a grounded view of dispute handling
capability from people who had actually
handled disputes in various contexts. The
interviews were done using a semi
structured questionnaire. The interviews
employed critical incident technique
wherein the participants were asked to
detail and describe one incident where
they were in dispute with someone or if
they handled disputes between two or
more other parties. Subsequent questions
sought information on the way the
dispute was handled, and the capability
required to handle it. The dispute
situations could be at the work place, or
social space. For instance, the description'
of the incident included when and where
it happened (time, location and social
context), what actually happened (who
said or did what), what was the
respondent thinking and feeling at the time
and just after the incident. Next the
respondent was asked to reflect on the
incident in terms of why the particular
incident stood out, what was going on,
what was he or she assuming or taking
for granted, and whether he or she could
have interpreted this event differently
from another point of view. Finally, the
interviewee was asked to reflect on what
he or she learnt from the incident in the
sense that if it went well, what helped that
to happen and what were his or her skills,
knowledge or understanding that was
useful in the incident. Alternatively, if it
went badly, what he or she could have
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done differently, what else was going on
at the time, and how would he or she
deal with it if it happened again. The indepth exploratory interviews were carried
out at various locations in Ahmedabad,
India, and lasted between 30 minutes and
one hour. During the interview
clarifications were given to the
respondents whenever they were unsure
of what exactly was being asked of them.
The interviews were tape recorded with
the permission of the respondents and
subsequently transcripts of the recordings
were made for each respondent. Two
independent postgraduate readers with
prior experience in the area of dispute
handling coded the text. The codings were
compared and finalized after a thorough
reexamination. Phrases and words
denoting dispute handling capability and
its correlates that could be gleaned out of
the transcripts of the in-depth interviews
are available with the author.

Insights
A summary of these interviews indicates
that Dispute Handling Capability is
thought to encompass strengths of
virtuosi ty,
knowledge,
patience,
persistence,
self-confidence,
understanding, communication, control
over anger, calmness, aggression, active
listening, thought clarity, detachment,
discipline, logic, independence, deep
thinking, readiness to compromise,
judgment, ability to withhold pressure,
intelligence, empathy, rationality,
preparedness, ability to concentrate, being
unbiased, honesty, emotional strength,

impartiality, fairness, tact, lateral thinking,
effectiveness, ability to accept defeat and
be realistic, vision, alliance building,
competence, credibility, mediation, timing,
focus, positive body language,
manipulation, quick thinking, practical,
mature, and sensitive.
A scrutiny of these elements further
strengthens the conceptualization of the
five dimensions of the dispute handling
capability. For instance, the ability of
alliance building reflects the artfulness
dimension while empathy, fairness and
impartiality denote the fair-rnindedness
dimension. While in telligence, tact and
logic represent the diplomacy dimension,
detached, sound judgment and being
realistic is the essence of detachedness
dimension.
Similarly;
good
communication skills and personal integrity
reflect the sagacity dimension.
The preceding three phase approach has
yielded insights into the Morphology of
Dispute Handling Capability. Five
dimensions have emerged as a result artfulness, diplomacy, detachedness, fairmindedness and sagacity. It is also evident
from the pattern analysis in each of the
three phases that each of the five
dimensions manifests itself in innumerable
expressions. If the five dimensions can be
termed as the DHC concepts, then the
many elements identified for each of the
dimensions can be termed as the
variables of each of the five dimensions.

MANAGEMENT & LABOUR STUDIES

Downloaded from mls.sagepub.com at FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIV on May 29, 2015

Vol. 32 No.2, May 2007

Dispute Handling Capability: Morphology and Modalities - Development of a Model

Some Correlates of Dispute Handling
Capability
In the course of the deployment of the
three-phase approach to decoding the
Morphology of DHC, another aspect of
DHC emerged, which warranted a closer
scrutiny in the context of gaining insights
into this capability. These were the
correlates of DHC as emerging from the
3 phases of the conceptualization process.
The correlates could help in capturing the
modalities of DHC with the infusion of
socio-economic and organizational
variables into the analysis. The DHC
modalities could facilitate the profiling of
individuals in terms of some of the
identified correlates as has emerged in the
three phases of the study.
Nugent (2002) points out that manager's
own
personal
and
managerial
characteristics, including the manager's
own interests, biases, and conflict
intervention capacities, influence his
capabilities. Besides, the nature of the
manager's relationship with the disputing
parties including the degree of
interpersonal trust and their relative
statuses also determine' these capabilities as
well as their success. This was also
supported by Jandt (1973) who suggests
individual differences, and Song et al
(2000) who suggests personality,
environmental and structural characteristics
as determinants of these capabilities. The
elements of faculty and talent which
basically denote inborn ability, also
suggest that basic personality of the
manager should be a significant correlate
of dispute handling capability.
The elements of skill and competence that
stress ability developed through

experience suggest that family background
and education could be significant
correlates of dispute handling capability.
On .the other hand the element of
aptitude, which implies inherent capacity
for learning, understanding, or performing,
suggests that training could be an
antecedent of dispute handling capability.
Besides, age (Collins, 1975), gender and
hierarchical status have an effect on
conflict interactions (Munduate et al, 1999)
and could have an effect on dispute
handling capability as well.
Similar argument can be given for caste
considerations. Caste has been found to
have significant effects on both
productivity and efficiency in labour
markets in the Indian context (Sukhadeo
and Deshpande, 1999).
Prior handling of disputes would both
add to the experience and provide handson training. Thus it could be a significant
correlate of dispute handling capability.
Given that large families are likely to
produce higher incidences of work family
conflict (Greenhaus and Beutell,1985), it is
likely that family type, family size, and
number of children may be correlates of
dispute handling capability.
The same argument can be extended to
include marital status as a possible
correlate of dispute handling capability.
Marriage is understood to bring greater
responsibilities and decision making
opportunities to people. This enables a
person to hone his or her skills related to
handling day-to-day domestic issues.
Moreover, married people experience a
lot of work-family conflict as compared
to unmarried people since they spend
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comparatively a larger amount of time in
family activities (Burke, 1988; Greenhaus
and Beutell, 1985). It is likely, therefore,
that married people have a higher dispute
handling capability as compared to
unmarried ones.
Since nationality and culture have proved
to be significant determinants of the
dispute handling approaches (Chew and
Lim, 1995; Chiu, Wong and Kobinsky,
1998; Liao and Tsai, 2002; Morris et aI,
1998; Samantara, 2003), it is likely that
they would be significant correlates of
dispute handling capability. This is also
supported by Nugent (2002) whose
framework suggests that culture and
cultural differences, including national,
organizational, and departmental cultures
would impact and influence the conflict
and managerial intervention possibilities in
a significant way. DHC modalities related
to regional status, organizational profile,
the type of organization (manufacturing or
service), business turnover, workforce size
and type, product type and presence/
absence of unions could thus also have a
correlation.
Religion has a significant effect on the
thinking, attitude and behavior of its
constituents (Rai, 2005). Religion occupies
a substantial role in people's lives across
cultures, and is an important predictor of
important life domains among individual
all over the world (Tarkeshwar, Stanton
and Pargament, 2003). It is likely to be a
significant correlate of DHC.
The analysis of dispute incidents of
Mahabharata further suggest that age,
family background, personality type,
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gender and caste may be some of the
correlates of dispute handling capability.
The analysis of 30 in-depth interviews
suggests that personality, experience,
training, age, organizational culture, family
background, region, caste, education and
gender may be some of the correlates of
dispute handling capability.
The correlates of dispute handling
capability gleaned from the preceding
discussion can thus be divided into three
categories:
•

Socio-economic Correlates: These
include age, work experience,
gender, marital status, family size
and type, number of children,
education, region, religion, caste,
family income and personality.

•

Organizational Correlates: These
include organizational culture,
workforce strength, turnover,
organization type, presence of
union, product type, organizational
profile and workforce type.

•

Dispute Handling Training: This can
be considered as a separate variable
in itself.

While the morphology of DHC can help
individuals to gain insights into their own
dispute handling capability on the five
dimensions, the DHC modalities flowing
from correlating the socioeconomic and
organizational correlates with the five
DHC dimensions could help in gaining
insights into social and organizational
expressions of disputes handling
capability. This can be conceptualized
pictorially in the form of a model.
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DHC Conceptual Frame of Reference

Socio-economic Correlates

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age
Gender
Marital Status
Family Type
Family Size
Number of Children
Region
Religion
Caste
Personality
Education
Work Experience
Family Income

,
Dispute Handling Capability

Organizational Correlates

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Organizational Proftle
Organizational Culture

•
•
•
•
•

Artfulness
Diplomacy
Detachedness
Fair-mindedness
Sagacity

Man ufacturing/Service
Business Turnover
Workforce Size

T

Workforce Type
Product Type
Union Presence

Dispute Handling Training
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Conclusion
While disputes have their positive effects
such as addition of multiple perspectives,
heightened awareness of potential
conflicts, evolution of a team of friends
who feel confident to express dissension,
sharpened understanding of issues and
preferences, evolution of unique and
multiple vantage points, bringing out
hidden problems to the surface, solving
mutual problems, and allowing for
change by creating tension and removing
complacency, their negative effects, if not
handled well, are far reaching and
disastrous.
The epic of Mababbarata itself is a study
of a dispute which resulted in complete
annihilation of a kingdom and an entire
clan of people. Not just that but the
destruction extended to erosion of basic
human values and human race. Similar
sentiments were expressed by the
interviewees wbo were a part of the
study. Most felt that disputes can have far
reaching consequences if not handled well
or ignored. Most disputes are not stand
alone incidents but rather a culmination of
several latent issues and thus have the
poten tial to achieve mammoth
proportions. Given the huge costs that
conflicts may incur, dispute handling and
dispute handling capability become an
imperative subject of research and
exploration.
From an academic perspective, this
research has achieved a threefold purpose.
First it is a pioneering effort to examine
the concept of Dispute Handling
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Capability (DHC). Pri-or studies have
looked at dispute handling strategies and
antecedent conditions under which a
particular strategy need be employed.
However, employment of any of these
strategies would need the capability to do
so effectively. This study has tried to
probe into that capability part and study
it systematically. Second, the study has
generated items which can be
operationalised to develop an instrument
to measure Dispute Handling Capability.
Third, the study has suggested individual
and organizational level correlates of
DHC. These have opened a whole new
area of research for the academics and
researchers to probe deeper into the
concept of dispute handling.
The practitioners stand to benefit as well
from this study, Handling disputes is a
primary job of all managers irrespective
of their work area and responsibility.
Managers encounter disputes not only in
a formal manner but in latent forms
every day of their work life. This study
will provide them with a better
understanding of the concept of dispute
handling. This study would also help
organizations to design their mentoring
and coaching programmes to instil these
capabilities in their executives.
Future research can develop the
instrument based on the elements
generated in this study. This instrument
can then be tested across contexts. Specific
studies can be conducted in the context
of interpersonal relations, family relations,
community relations, international
relations, industrial relations, organizational
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relations, consumer relations and
environmental relations in order to
examine whether there are any variations
in the deployment of DHC dimensions.
Further, future research may also look at
the difference in deployment of these
capabilities while handling one's own

of a Model

dispute and while handling others'
dispute. Research may also look at the
relationship of variables like the
"institutional effect", culture, self efficacy
and DHC dimensional variations in the
course of deployment of capability
modalities.
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