A New Model of Conflict management in the Public Service: Implications for Organizational Change and Creativity

Alex MacLellan, B00446180, PUAD 6625

October 17th, 2006

Submitted to Dr. Marguerite Cassin

ISSUES TO ADDRESS FOR PRESENTATION

· What are the implementation challenges?

· Expand on “International perspectives toward conflict management”

· Address potential affect of the PS organization with respect to international change.  Do not overemphasize the role of the new professionals themselves.

· Clarify what I mean by conflict e.g. grievances etc. as per AJ’s old slides – might have to call/contact her to get them

The Public Service Modernization Act (PSMA) has been esteemed as “…the single biggest change to public service human resources management in more than 35 years”
.  Many of its initiatives seek to give the departments more control over human resources policy in hope that this will enable more collegial labor relations. This essay will focus on the PSMA’s amendment to the Public Service Labor Relations Act (PSLRA) for “…the establishment of conflict management capacity within departments and more comprehensive grievance provisions”
. This essay will examine the ability of this new regime to foster organizational change and creativity.  The federal public service is facing an imminent state of organizational change that the percentage of employees aged 45-54 had climbed from 29% in 1994 to 39% in 1999
.  The percentage of those under age 35 is forecast to steadily decline into 2008, clearly indicating the nature of the public service’s current demographic trend
.  The increasing emphasis on diversity as stated in the Public Service Human Resource Agency’s (PSHRMAC) 2006-2007 report on plans and priorities will further advance organizational change in the federal public service
.  It is also important to consider whether the public service presently has the attitudinal capacity to implement an approach of idea development in its conflict management regime, as at least a basic acknowledgement of this concept is necessary for implementation.  In the end, this essay will conclude as to whether the public service has the capacity to use the new conflict management regime for idea development in the way Bernsetene discussed. 


Conflict management as expressed in the PSMA includes discussion/ consultations, conflict coaching, negotiations, facilitation, mediation, and conciliation. The amendments to the Labor relations act establish the labor relations board, and require each department to implement an informal
 conflict management system
.   The role of the labor relations board (PSLRB) in its mandate is “…provide[ing] adjudication services, mediation services and compensation analysis “
 under the new regime.  The conflict discussed throughout this essay centers around a clash of ideas between persons, or representatives such as in a labor negotiation.  The interesting aspect for our purposes is the opposition between two parties from which the authoritative decision will be a departure from both positions.  This departure can take the form of a dialectic from which the organization concerned can practice idea development, or as something that is of mundane necessity whereby the organization is simply trying to quell the disputants.  
This essay will discuss conflict as dialectic given that this is the future of conflict management.
Throughout the human resources management literature, there are some differing views presented as to whether conflict is necessarily a bad thing or not.  Interestingly, the Executive Vice President of the Public Service Human Resources Management Agency (PSHRMAC) of Canada, Monique Boudrias, described the new Public Service Labor Relations Act as meaning that “managers [will] use alternative dispute resolution to prevent/address workplace conflict”
.  This statement expresses a view that conflict is something to control and not something that can be instrumental, and is possibly a byproduct of North American culture.  It is especially interesting to consider that this view came from an organization which is charged with a major role under the hew human resources management regime.  Certainly, the language of the PSMA suggests an emphasis on relationship development with respect to a conflict situation. Conflict is thought of as a pejorative situation in professional public administration circles, judging from discussions with my MPA colleagues.  This is not to make any categorical judgment as to the correctness of these views, but it is interesting to see the manner in which we often view conflict.  Unfortunately, there is precious little discussion regarding potential idea development.

Harris and Moran discussed that North American culture in general tends to view conflict as something that is an impediment
.  They go on to suggest that Chinese are characterized by viewing conflict as essential to any business transaction and thus have well developed procedures for dealing with it
.  The importance of this difference lies in the ability of an organization to use culture in an instrumental fashion i.e. as something that is useful for the development of ideas.  As Bernstene discussed, “Conflict can be used to create a necessity for change that fosters creativity and innovation when properly channeled”
…” Constructive conflict opens up issues of importance, resulting in their clarification. It identifies alternative solutions and results in problem solving”
.  Conflict can be something that fosters organizational learning
.  By considering the contrast of ideas present in conflict, those involved can perform an exercise of idea development.  The ability to perform the type of co-development discussed in the PSMA at a minimum requires at least an acknowledgement that the public service can gain from conflict; otherwise, it would be very difficult for the notion to be implementable.  Overall, the public service is not at a loss in this regard, but there is clearly some room for improvement.  Many factors can influence an organization’s ability to treat conflict in this manner as will be discussed later.

Gennard and Kelly, in describing the private sector practice of integrating human resource management with business practice, assert that this is part of an overall HRM paradigm
.  The paradigm asserts that a bureaucratic model of management is a distraction to the day-to-day duties of line managers and thus a detriment to enterprise.  This development appears strikingly similar to the new public management trend in the Canadian Public Service where it asserts that bureaucracy is an archaic model of public administration, as expressed best by Peter Aucoin
.  The amendment to the PSLRA, by comparison, could be considered a Human Resources Management paradigm, whereby Human Resources policies are integrated with business strategy to achieve a competitive advantage
.  The competitive advantage granted by the amendment to the PSLRA is that line managers, by virtue of their new authority, are now able to provide alternatives to the strict regime of years past and provide more amicable solutions to labor relations issues.  A line manager can certainly offer more effective management than a central structure for roles that are intrinsically human given that they have far more practical insight.  Although it is uncertain to what degree the new public management movement may have influenced the PSLRA or the overall PSMA, the same thinking is certainly present.



Gennard and Kelly argue against the view that to devolve Human Resources Management to line managers necessitates a weakening of the specialist function
.  They point to many instances in their study where personnel specialists continue to support the human resources function after delegation out of their administrative control.  In the PSMA, each department is to establish an informal conflict management system, while the reenactment of the Public Service Labor Relations Board’s (PSLRB) Dispute Resolution Services (DRS) team provides third party assistance in resolving to their mutual satisfaction where necessary
.  The PSLRB is involving itself as a third party that can provide a clearly defined resolution to conflict.  Clearly, the PSMA is not delegating at the exclusion of central control.

Lowe’s quote sums up the importance of using the practical insight that line managers possess regarding human resources management.

It is apparent that when commentators refer to personnel specialists as having sole responsibility for human resources, they are ignoring the fact that line management is, and always has been responsible for the performance of their subordinates
.

Ascribing exclusive responsibility of human resources to personnel in this manner illustrates the all-or-nothing view toward the central structure with respect to human resources.  There are certain areas of expertise within human resources management that are better managed outside of the business area, as cited by Gennard and Kelly, these are the “hard tasks”.  Although, as recent literature in organizational designs has suggested, bureaucracy is often best left out of line management it can still be a powerful way of instilling clarity. To integrate more finite issues such as compensation policy, discipline, and some grievance cases with the administration of a department is asking an impossible task of line managers.  It is far easier to justify leaving softer issues such as career coaching to line managers given that they possess expertise of the interactions in their own department.  However, to ask a line manager to mitigate a clear-cut grievance case, for example, in which they may have to come down strongly against somebody in their organization, is awkward as they could only justify their decision with their own departmental business as their frame of reference. The value of a central structure, such as the Labor Relations board, is to enable provision for very clear-cut decisions to have very clear-cut solutions.  The labor relations board provides an objective voice in that it justifies its decisions through rules rather than business practices given that it is autonomous of the department concerned.  It therefore is able to provide a firm decision that will not tend to create intra organizational tension.  The Integrated HR and Business Planning Tool Kit supports the view that the central structure should have a presence, in discussing the role of the Public Service Human Resources Management Agency of Canada as being that of a supporter of the departments’ HR functioning
.  Monique Boudrias perhaps best stated this in her presentation to the national managers and Human Resources communities Professional Development Forum in describing the relationship of the HR professional function with line management as that of a strategic enabler under the new regime
.  By its ability to focus on professional human resources, the Labor Relations Board through its presence in conflict management is able to offer some standardization, thus enabling the process by better linking it to the public service as a whole.


The central structure is obviously useful, but it is especially so in the public service.  Given its ongoing demographic shift, there is going to be a significant influx of new professionals and consequently a different set of paradigms influencing the organizational culture.  This does not necessarily mean that the organizational culture will radically change, but certainly preparatory steps are necessary to integrate these new paradigms into the ongoing institutional memory of the public service given its importance with respect to public service values.  Issues arising with respect to conflict will become unique, and the need to deal with them well is something that cuts departmental boundaries as it is in the interest of the entire public service.


An ongoing and heightening emphasis on diversity as a tenant of producing a representative public service is another precursor of organizational change is.  In PSHRMAC’s 2006-2007 Report on Plans and Priorities, a representative and inclusive public service was listed as a primary priority, and certainly one can see from the lack of representation of some designated groups (women, aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities, and persons in visible minority groups), particularity at the executive cadre, that this will be a continuous priority
,

.  Although it may seem trivial to state that achieving a representative public service could constitute a paradigm shift, this is indeed the case given that we are moving from a situation where the representation of designated groups had been very poor.  Diversity will further enhance organizational learning upon this further influx of ideas, if managed properly, as it will further influence the uniqueness of conflict that could take place.


Emphasizing co-development in the PSMA is a very logical step in addressing these organizational change issues.  Conflict will be treated in the future as something in which it is desirable toward maintaining a positive relationship.  This is important for individual departments, but is perhaps more important for the public service as a whole.  As aforementioned, line managers have practical insight into softer issues, yet it is important to realize that this management implicates on the public service as a whole.  The ability of each department to do so will influence the public service’s ability to foster organizational change and creativity.  As aforementioned, having a central structure within conflict management will have the affect of lending professional Human Resource practice to the clear-cut situations that are difficult to justify within department practice.  This is very important as it means there is some standardization to conflict management.  Leaving conflict management wholly to departments would have an additional affect of fragmenting the manner in which it is handled, and thus fragmenting the public service`s ability to practice organizational learning.  Having a central structure making some of the decisions that will affect departments will lend some consistency thus allowing the influence of conflict on organizational change and creativity to take place across the entire public service, rather than in a fragmented manner department by department.


Receptiveness to cultural differences is an important factor in how high somebody’s threshold is for conflict.  For a group, a high context culture is one where the person is perceived as being part of their message, while the opposite holds in a low context culture
.  Conflict would easily be separated in the latter organizational type from the interpersonal relationship.  The instrumentality of conflict for organizational change and creativity would be enhanced given this tolerance for diversity.  The Public Service given its explicit emphasis on diversity as a part of representation would tend to have a presence of low cultural context.
  Individuals in the public service are accustomed to working alongside those of a different background, and would therefore have at least some comprehension of differing viewpoints.

Advances in global telecommunications will perhaps prove more important in developing into a low cultural context than employment equity.  Many new professionals in the public service will have been raised in the globalization era.  Furthermore, upon their entry into the public service, there will be an increased aptitude for telecommunications in the public service as a whole.  Individuals will spend more time out of their day communicating across organizational boundaries, and will increasingly grow accustomed to a range of values.  As discussed in “A Learning Organization: From Coast to Coast to Coast”, the development of the learning organization concept has historically coincided with development of telecommunications
.  The developed aptitude for telecommunications in the public service as a whole needs to be treated as a whole new platform for idea development in order for the public service to develop itself as a learning organization.


The PSMA has established a collaborative spectrum of conflict management in the federal public service, a break from the previously bureaucratic regime of years past.  As of now, there is a lack of understanding in the federal public service as to how conflict management can be used to promote organizational change and creativity.  In the future
, this will take care of itself as the wave of new professionals acclimatize themselves to the public service, and present as well as ongoing diversity initiatives take effect.  The PSMA’s focus on co-development in conflict management is an important step toward facilitating organizational change and creativity as a part of the learning organization that is of interest to the public service.  Hopefully, future professionals in the public service will have a better appreciation that conflict is very common across organizations, and that some good can come of having differing viewpoints.
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�Do you think this means in areas the capacity among managers & employees to see others views?


�I think another way to see this is that conflict does foster organizational learning the issue is what kind?


�At the same time, central structures do affect behavior eg job structure uses…based its solution, staffing services need to take this into account


�I think there is a reasoin why this is that line managers largely only manage HR when there is trouble – it points to some weakness in skills and interests as well as review of line managers


�All this points to how to provide ??? training which allows manager to see these issues and manage other than ???


�Women are well represented except at senior levels


�This is a complex question at ??? ??? ???


�Good although context – consist – are not necessarily the same


�Good point – what are the issues?


�I w9onder about this senior – you have not considered this process??? And socialization


�I think you might have too much confidence in the effect of the demographic shift and not enough knowledge/respect for power of professional socialization and normation present in organizations – This Paper would be improved by examining the tension of centre and local from the point of view of managers, the public and central agencies.more explicitly – and bringing out the behavioral effects as well as slippc??? Between centrally ??? rules and local approaches 
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