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ABSTRACT 

	Conflict Resolution Management (CRM) often becomes a burdensome necessity in academic institutions, where clashing interests, unequal resource distribution, and strained interpersonal dynamics undermine leadership and organizational stability. This study explored the CRM approaches of academic leaders in Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs) within the Davao Region, focusing on challenges, coping mechanisms, and insights. Anchored in the Thomas–Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI), the study used an embedded multiple-case study design. Semi-structured interviews served as the primary data-gathering method. Findings revealed that leaders strategically applied the five conflict-handling styles: competing for urgent compliance, collaborating for inclusivity and trust, compromising for pragmatic middle-ground solutions, accommodating for preserving relationships, and avoiding for de-escalation. Challenges such as miscommunication, resistance to change, hierarchical power dynamics, and emotional strain highlight the complexity of institutional conflict. Coping strategies included emotional regulation, collective accountability, empathy, wellness initiatives, and peer consultation, which collectively support resilience and effectiveness. Insights emphasized the importance of flexibility, balancing results with relationships, and continuous growth through feedback. The results align with the TKI framework, confirming that no single style is universally effective. Instead, academic leaders adapt modes situationally, blending assertiveness with empathy to sustain institutional integrity and relational harmony. This study validates the TKI’s emphasis on flexibility and contextual application, underscoring that effective conflict management in higher education requires adaptive leadership, emotional intelligence, and a commitment to both organizational goals and human relationships.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Conflict resolution management (CRM) is a critical component of leadership and organizational success, particularly in academic institutions where divergent interests, resource allocation, and interpersonal dynamics often generate disputes (García-Moreno et al., 2020). Left unresolved, these conflicts undermine collaboration, productivity, and institutional harmony, thereby affecting academic goals. Thus, the ability of leaders to manage conflicts effectively fosters a positive learning environment (Harrison & Muhamad, 2018).
Because academic institutions are composed of individuals with varied backgrounds, they serve as microcosms of society. Leaders must therefore employ strategies that ensure inclusivity, transparency, and fairness. Tailored approaches are emphasized in the literature, highlighting the need to adapt CRM to specific academic contexts (Rahim, 2017). Moreover, the Higher Education Modernization Act of 1997 (RA 8292) reinforces administrative efficiency in SUCs, indirectly supporting formalized CRM mechanisms (Carbonell, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2019). 
Conflicts often stem from differences in goals, values, and resource distribution, making CRM essential for institutional progress. Ojo (2022) stresses that conflict is inevitable in complex educational environments shaped by internal and external pressures. Effective CRM strategies, therefore, foster positive organizational culture and support institutional objectives. Frameworks such as the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) remain widely used, identifying styles like competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating (Thompson, 1998). Collaborative and accommodating approaches are particularly effective in promoting inclusivity and respect (Sadeghi Boroujerdi, 2022), though challenges such as limited resources and resistance to change persist.
The evolving nature of conflicts, exacerbated by technological advancements and the COVID-19 pandemic, further complicates CRM. Yuhan et al. (2023) note that online education introduced new disputes, including digital communication issues and intellectual property concerns. These developments require innovative CRM strategies that leverage technology while addressing institutional needs. Yet, the lack of training on emerging challenges remains a gap. Leadership plays a central role, as effective leaders foster trust and open communication, engage stakeholders, and resolve disputes transparently (Watson et al., 2018).
Despite the availability of CRM frameworks, implementation remains problematic due to fragmented processes, non-standardized procedures, and lack of training (Jones, 2016; Doe et al., 2020). Bibliometric analyses reveal gaps in cross-cultural applications and evaluation frameworks, leading to inefficiencies (Brown & Lee, 2021). Moreover, CRM adoption is often driven by external pressures rather than internal readiness, complicating integration (Khan et al., 2025). Scholars thus advocate for standardized frameworks and comprehensive training tailored to academic environments (Johnson et al., 2021).
Recent studies emphasize emotional intelligence as a critical competency. Jordan and Troth (2021) argue that emotionally intelligent leaders handle disputes constructively, while Valente and Lourenço (2020) show that integrating and compromising strategies foster dialogue and reduce tension. Policies promoting mediation and structured dialogue also stabilize academic environments (Liu et al., 2020). Trust among stakeholders further mediates conflict outcomes, making CRM both a policy and relational practice (Khosravi et al., 2020).
Local studies in the Philippines provide context-specific insights. Bacud and Beltran (2024) found that SUC leaders often use collaborative and compromising strategies to balance institutional and individual concerns. Evangelista (2022) highlights participative decision-making as key to reducing dissatisfaction and fostering trust. Watson et al. (2017) and Priadi et al. (2023) recommend embedding CRM training into leadership programs to empower administrators. Collectively, these findings underscore the significance of CRM in SUCs and the need for tailored frameworks.
Research Questions
	This study explored the Conflict Resolution Management (CRM) of the academic leaders in State Universities and Colleges within the Davao Region. Specifically, it sought the following questions:
1. How do academic leaders apply the five conflict handling styles (competing, collaborating, compromising, accommodating, and avoiding in different types of institutional conflicts (academic, administrative, and interpersonal)?
2. What common challenges do academic leaders encounter when managing conflict within their institutions?
3. What coping strategies do academic leaders employ when using specific conflict-handling styles in high-stakes or emotionally charged situations?
4. What insights have academic leaders gained from using different conflict-handling styles in real-life scenarios?

Theoretical Lens
	This study is anchored in the Thomas–Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI), developed by Thomas and Kilmann, which provides a foundational framework for understanding individual approaches to conflict. The TKI identifies two core dimensions of conflict-handling behavior: assertiveness, or the pursuit of one’s own interests, and cooperativeness, or the consideration of others’ interests. These dimensions intersect to form five conflict-handling modes, competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974). Although widely used in leadership assessment and conflict resolution, the TKI acknowledges that effective leaders often blend these modes rather than rely on a single strategy (Kilmann, 2015). 
The competing mode, characterized by high assertiveness and low cooperativeness, prioritizes personal goals and is appropriate in emergencies requiring swift, decisive action (Thomas, 1992). Kilmann (2015) notes that while competing can be effective in power-sensitive situations, it must be balanced with other modes to preserve relational harmony.
The collaborating mode reflects high assertiveness and cooperativeness, emphasizing integrative, win–win solutions. It is particularly useful for complex or deep-rooted conflicts that require open dialogue and creative problem-solving (Thomas, 1992). In educational settings, collaboration promotes inclusivity and strengthens trust among stakeholders, though it demands substantial time and resources (Rahim, 2011). Kilmann (2015) highlights its value for leaders seeking long-term, sustainable solutions. The compromising mode represents moderate assertiveness and cooperativeness, aiming for mutually acceptable outcomes. It is practical for resolving issues quickly or when resources are limited (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974). While useful for maintaining institutional continuity, overuse may result in superficial solutions that overlook underlying problems (Rahim, 2011). Nonetheless, Kilmann (2015) views compromise as an important stabilizing mechanism.
The avoiding mode involves low assertiveness and cooperativeness, delaying or sidestepping conflict. This approach can be beneficial when issues are minor or when parties need time to de-escalate (Kilmann, 2015). However, prolonged avoidance may allow conflicts to intensify, threatening institutional harmony (Rahim, 2011). Thomas (1992) stresses that avoidance should be used judiciously and strategically. The accommodating mode, marked by low assertiveness and high cooperativeness, prioritizes others’ needs to maintain harmony. This style can foster goodwill in hierarchical environments or when an issue is more important to one party (Rahim, 2011). Yet excessive accommodation may compromise organizational priorities or lead to exploitation, underscoring the need for balance (Kilmann, 2015).
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Figure 1. Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI)

Significance of the Study
This study is significant in the context of academic conflict resolution, SUC operations, and institutional standard operating procedures (SOPs), as it aims to establish a systematic framework for enhancing conflict resolution management (CRM) among academic leaders in state universities and colleges in the Davao Region. The findings will contribute to educational leadership by identifying effective CRM strategies, strengthening institutional governance, and fostering a collaborative academic environment. Given the increasing complexity of interpersonal conflicts in higher education, this research is essential for developing training programs that equip administrators with adaptive leadership skills tailored to academic settings. Furthermore, effective conflict resolution directly impacts institutional efficiency, influencing decision-making processes, faculty performance, and student engagement.
In terms of SUC operations, this research aligns with the legal mandates outlined in Republic Act No. 8292 (Higher Education Modernization Act of 1997) and Republic Act No. 9285 (Alternative Dispute Resolution Act of 2004), both of which emphasize the need for structured governance and conflict resolution mechanisms within state-run institutions. Many SUCs face challenges in implementing effective CRM policies due to resource limitations, procedural inconsistencies, and resistance to change (Kilmann, 2015). By offering practical insights into mediation and negotiation, the study provides recommendations for integrating alternative dispute resolution techniques into SOPs, thereby streamlining administrative procedures, enhancing faculty-student relations, and minimizing disruptions.
The study also contributes to leadership development by helping SUCs refine decision-making models to create equitable and transparent systems for managing disputes. More specifically, the findings will benefit several sectors: state universities and colleges, by addressing CRM gaps and fostering inclusive, collaborative cultures; higher education management, by informing policy formulation and leadership training programs; educators, by reducing workplace conflicts and enabling focus on academic responsibilities; and students and stakeholders, by promoting harmonious environments that improve outcomes and strengthen institutional climate.
Importantly, this study supports several United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): SDG 4: Quality Education, by fostering inclusive and supportive learning environments; SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions, by promoting transparent governance and effective conflict resolution mechanisms; and SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals, by encouraging collaboration among faculty, administrators, and stakeholders to achieve institutional harmony.

2. material and methods 

Research Design
This study employed an embedded multiple-case study approach to explore the challenges, coping mechanisms, and insights related to Conflict Resolution Management (CRM) in three Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs). Case study methodology is widely recognized as effective for investigating complex social and organizational phenomena within their real-life settings, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly defined (Yin, 2018). Moreover, the embedded design permits examination at multiple levels, such as leadership styles, institutional policies, and mediation practices, providing a holistic understanding of CRM in higher education (Baxter & Jack, 2008). By situating the inquiry within actual institutional environments, case study as an approach ensures that findings are contextually grounded and practically relevant to academic leaders and stakeholders.

Research Location
This study was conducted in three Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs) in the Davao Region, namely Davao del Norte State College (DNSC), the University of Southeastern Philippines (USEP), and Davao Central College (DCC). These institutions were deliberately chosen based on rigorous inclusion criteria that highlight their strategic role in regional higher education governance, their diverse organizational structures, and their documented experiences in conflict resolution management (CRM). Collectively, they represent a cross-section of academic leadership practices, with distinct administrative frameworks, faculty compositions, and student demographics, thereby ensuring a comprehensive and comparative exploration of CRM across varied institutional contexts.
The inclusion of these HEIs is further justified by their histories of administrative decision-making and faculty governance disputes, which provide authentic cases of conflict resolution rather than hypothetical scenarios. Their regional significance, coupled with their adherence to Republic Act No. 8292 (Higher Education Modernization Act of 1997), underscores their relevance in examining institutional policies and leadership strategies for managing conflict. Moreover, these institutions embody the diversity of higher education in the region, spanning state-run and private governance models, which enriches the study by capturing multiple perspectives on CRM.

Participants and Sampling Procedure 
This study employed purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling technique, to select participants who have direct knowledge and experience in conflict resolution management (CRM) within Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs) in the Davao Region. While academic leaders remain central figures in CRM due to their leadership roles in faculty governance and policy implementation, the study also included grievance committee chairs and administrative officers, such as Human Resource Director. The study used purposive sampling. In each HEI, eligible names from the identified groups, an academic leader and administrative officer were chosen. A total of three Deans and three Human Resource Officers were involved. In the presentation of results, there participants were given pseudonyms to hide their identities.
The inclusion criteria for participation required that individuals must (1) be currently serving an administrative; (2) had at least three years of experience in grievance handling or CRM processes, and (3) was actively involved in decision-making related to institutional conflict resolution. 

Data Gathering Procedures
The data collection process for this study followed a systematic, ethical, and multi‑method approach to ensure the reliability and depth of qualitative data gathered from academic leaders, grievance committee chairs, and administrative officers in selected HEIs in the Davao Region. Before data collection began, the researcher secured the required approvals from the ethics review committee and the institutional research boards of participating HEIs. Letters of invitation and informed consent forms were then distributed, outlining the study’s objectives, confidentiality safeguards, voluntary participation, and the right to withdraw, thereby ensuring transparency and ethical compliance.
Semi‑structured interview guide served as the primary data-gathering method. These were conducted either face‑to‑face, virtually, or written depending on participants’ preferences and availability, so that their academic and administrative duties were not disrupted. The interview guide was organized around key themes such as personal conflict‑handling practices, institutional CRM approaches, challenges in policy implementation, and lessons learned from grievance resolution. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes to one hour. 

Data Analysis
The data analysis for this study followed a rigorous qualitative approach, integrating thematic analysis with document analysis to develop a comprehensive understanding of conflict resolution management (CRM) within HEIs. Thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, was used to examine the perspectives of academic leaders, grievance committee chairs, and administrative officers. The process began with data familiarization, during which transcribed interviews were repeatedly reviewed to gain an in‑depth grasp of participants’ narratives.
The researcher then conducted initial coding, identifying significant statements related to CRM strategies, leadership responses, and institutional challenges. These codes were organized into broader themes that reflected recurring patterns in conflict-handling practices. After refining and reviewing the themes against the raw data to ensure coherence, each theme was defined and named to capture the essence of participants’ accounts. The final phase involved interpreting and reporting the thematic findings, presenting a structured narrative of CRM challenges, and leadership responses within HEIs.

Ethical Considerations
This study strictly adhered to ethical principles to protect the rights and well‑being of participants throughout the research process. Ethical safeguards were implemented to ensure voluntary participation, informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality, and the mitigation of potential harm, consistent with institutional research ethics guidelines and best practices in qualitative inquiry.
Voluntary Participation. Participants were recruited without coercion, and their involvement remained entirely voluntary. They were free to decline or withdraw at any time without consequences, and it was emphasized that participation would not affect their professional standing or responsibilities.
Informed Consent. Before data collection, participants received detailed information about the study’s purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, and expectations. A formal informed consent form ensured that they fully understood their role and agreed voluntarily. The consent process also clarified how data would be used and stored, reinforcing transparency.
Anonymity. To protect participant identities, pseudonyms were assigned, and no personally identifiable information appeared in the final report. Institutional identifiers that could inadvertently reveal identities were also withheld. Anonymity was maintained throughout transcription and analysis.
Confidentiality. All data, including transcripts, recordings, and institutional documents, were securely stored and accessible only to the researcher. Confidentiality procedures complied with Republic Act No. 10173 (Data Privacy Act of 2012). Audio files and transcripts were kept in password‑protected storage, and data were archived or deleted after the study in accordance with institutional ethics guidelines and legal requirements.
Mitigation of Harm. The researcher took proactive steps to minimize psychological, emotional, or professional risks, recognizing that CRM discussions could involve sensitive issues such as faculty disputes or institutional grievances. Interviews were conducted in a respectful and non‑threatening environment. Participants who experienced discomfort were allowed to pause, skip questions, or withdraw, ensuring that their well‑being remained the priority.

3. results and discussion


Case 1 Academic leaders application of the five conflict handling styles

The competing style emerges as a strategic response to urgent administrative tasks, ensuring compliance and institutional integrity. D1_RQ1 said, “I apply the competing conflict handling style mainly when urgent administrative issues arise…” While this assertiveness may create tension, it prevents procedural lapses. Berisha et al. (2021) affirm its utility in decisive contexts, yet Chandolia and Αnastasiou (2020) argue that compromise and collaboration are more prevalent, thereby debunking the notion that competition dominates school leadership. Nonetheless, Irby et al. (2022) show that when paired with communication skills, assertiveness strengthens leaders’ ability to manage crises effectively.  
In contrast, the collaborating style is preferred for interpersonal and team-based issues, fostering inclusivity and shared ownership. D1_RQ1 mentioned that “For interpersonal issues, I tend to shift toward collaborating…” This aligns with participatory leadership models, as Bickmore et al. (2021) emphasizes collaboration as central to trust and teacher engagement. Similarly, Seiser and Portfelt (2024) highlight collegial dialogue as a mechanism for sustainable problem-solving, underscoring that collaboration surpasses competition in relational contexts.
Meanwhile, the accommodating style reflects emotional sensitivity and relationship preservation. D1_RQ1 listens and adjusts to maintain harmony, as he said, “Sometimes accommodating, sometimes emotion… I choose to listen carefully…” This resonates with Gómez-Leal et al. (2021) on emotional intelligence and Hale (2022) on affiliative leadership. However, compared to collaboration, accommodation is less about co-creation and more about empathy, showing a contrast between relational preservation and collective decision-making. 
Furthermore, the compromising style is employed in time-constrained situations to balance fairness and efficiency. D1_RQ1 uttered, “I use a compromising style, seeking middle ground to meet deadlines…” This pragmatic approach ensures momentum without prolonged negotiation. Aldhaheri (2023) and Gunawan et al. (2023) emphasize flexibility in shifting strategies, while Nisar et al. (2020) highlight training as key to adapting practices despite systemic constraints. 
Finally, the avoiding style functions as a temporary pause to de-escalate emotionally charged issues as D1_RQ1 revealed, “I may adopt an avoiding style to give time for emotions to settle…” Zainudin and Monalisa (2022) support its role in emotional regulation, yet Chandolia and Anastasiou (2020) caution that avoidance correlates with higher conflict frequency. 

Case 1 Common challenges encounted by academic leaders when managing conflict within their institutions
Digital communication presents persistent challenges for academic leaders, particularly because tone and phrasing are easily misinterpreted. D1_RQ2 notes, “Sometimes the way you craft the words… misinterpret like you’re rude,” while HR1_RQ2 added that group chats often fail to convey intentions clearly. These accounts highlight how the absence of non-verbal cues distorts meaning. Zuckerman et al. (2023) confirms that miscommunication hinders collaboration, while Rehm et al. (2023) observe that digital exchanges often fragment into isolated clusters. In contrast, Kartashova et al. (2024) broaden the issue, pointing to technical and organizational barriers intensified during the pandemic. Complementing this, Vuorinen (2021) argue that trust networks, not digital activity alone, determine communication reliability. Thus, while participants emphasize interpersonal misinterpretation, literature debunks a purely linguistic explanation by stressing structural and relational dimensions. Similarly, emotional reactions to institutional decisions complicate conflict resolution. D1_RQ2 observes that policies and memos provoke strong responses, “Sometimes there are policy or special order or memo. Emotional reactions.” HR1_RQ2 mentions that such reactions, if unmanaged, cloud judgment. Chanimbe and Ayi-Bonte (2025) found that sudden policy shifts generate stress. Jakobsson and Johansson (2025) further reported that inconsistent policies foster fear and distrust. Compared with structural explanations, these findings underscore the relational and emotional dimensions of governance, showing that resilience and empathy are as critical as resources.
Moreover, faculty diversity and generational gaps create interpersonal tensions. D1_RQ2 said, “I have 75 to 80 faculty having different specialization background,” while HR1_RQ2 emphasized generational superiority claims. Although diversity introduces challenges, Baraily and Rai (2022) debunk deficit views, framing diversity as an asset for creativity and collaboration. Likewise, Öğücü and Gümüşeli (2023) highlight inclusive leadership as key to performance and satisfaction, while Melnikova and Šakytė-Statnickė (2024) contrast older teachers’ traditional methods with younger faculty’s technology-driven approaches. Thus, comparison reveals that diversity, though complex, enriches institutional practice when managed inclusively.
In addition, authority dynamics and power imbalance complicate fairness and trust. D1_RQ2 and HR1_RQ2 stressed that seniority inhibits open communication. Literature supports this, noting that effective diversity management fosters democratic climates (Öğücü & Gümüşeli, 2023). Furthermore, style-specific challenges highlight the limits of each approach. D1_RQ2 mentioned that compromise may overlook deeper issues, while avoidance according to HR1_RQ2 risks unresolved tensions, and D1_RQ2 added collaboration demands time. Chandolia and Anastasiou (2020) found compromise and collaboration most effective, while avoidance exacerbates conflict. Kiran and IkramKayani (2020) further stresses that transformational leadership enhances compromise and collaboration. 
Finally, institutional sensitivity and professionalism underpin effective resolution. Both D1_RQ2 and HR1_RQ2 emphasized grievance procedures and impartiality. Assey and Malingumu (2023) affirm that adherence to policy fosters accountability, while Irby et al. (2022) show that professional development enhances emotional intelligence and proactive strategies. Kayanda and Tangi (2022) likewise stress fairness and structured approaches. These findings cohere around the principle that professionalism, impartiality, and training sustain institutional trust and cohesion.

Case 1 Coping strategies employ by academic leaders when using specific conflict-handling styles 
Emotional regulation and strategic pausing are vital in high-stakes situations. D1_RQ3 intentionally pauses to prevent escalation, “You have to take a break… admit the feelings like frustrated…” This deliberate act reflects emotional intelligence and professionalism. Macaday-Quioco (2024) affirms that regulation fosters thoughtful decision-making, while Kilag et al. (2023) highlight mindfulness and stress management as effective techniques. Compared with suppression, cognitive reappraisal proves more effective in reducing burnout (Fernandez & Clerkin, 2020). Ulutaş (2024) further shows that patience and positive thinking enhance synergy, though empathy levels remain comparatively lower. Thus, pausing is not avoidance but a proactive leadership tool.
Meanwhile, collective accountability and non-blaming culture reframe conflict as shared responsibility. D1_RQ3 said, “The activity is not a sole work… it’s a collaborative work…” This approach strengthens trust and resilience. Olatoye et al. (2024) emphasize accountability across leadership domains, while Sibajene et al. (2023) highlight dialogue and compromise as pathways to peaceful outcomes. 
In addition, active listening and empathy transform conflict into opportunities for connection. D1_RQ3 listens without judgment, “You have to listen to them without any judgment…” Burmansah et al. (2020) confirm that mindfulness cultivates openness and compassion, while Van Nieuwerburgh et al. (2020) show that clarity enhances listening and reflection. Compared with assertive approaches, empathy prioritizes relational harmony, underscoring its role in trust-building.
Furthermore, D1_RQ3 mentioned that balancing assertiveness and cooperativeness ensures principled yet inclusive decisions. Leaders uphold policies while encouraging dialogue, “Collaborative because assertive cooperativeness… balance concern as a leader.” Rofiki (2025) illustrate this balance through confident communication paired with attentive listening. Nichols et al. (2016) contrast contexts, noting assertiveness is valued in competitive domains, while cooperativeness is emphasized in education. This comparison reveals that effective leadership requires tailoring traits to situational demands.
Equally important, institutional support and wellness programs foster emotional stability. D1_RQ3 said that he implemented breaks and team-building, “Mental health breaks every Wednesday… help employees relax…” Ortillo and Ancho (2021) confirm that wellness programs enhance morale and collaboration, while Hoke et al. (2024) show that structured wellness councils sustain effectiveness. Compared with individual coping, institutional initiatives broaden support, embedding well-being into organizational culture.
Finally, peer consultation and support networks provide emotional and strategic guidance. D1_RQ3 mentioned that he rely on colleagues, “Sometimes help colleague… circle of friends…” Liou and Daly (2020) emphasize that peer networks shape leadership practices, while Admiraal et al. (2021) highlight mentoring and collaboration as crucial for professional growth. This cohesion demonstrates that consultation is not weakness but a reflection of relational leadership.

Case 1 Insights gained by academic leaders gained from using different conflict-handling styles 
Flexibility in conflict style application is emphasized as leaders adapt strategies to context, urgency, and relational dynamics. D1_RQ4 emphatically said, “Leader is flexible… different types of conflict handling mechanisms or styles applicable depending on the situation.” This adaptability reflects emotional intelligence and situational judgment. Chandolia and Anastasiou (2020) confirm that principals shift between transformational and transactional leadership depending on school size and culture, while Ugarte et al. (2022) caution that legal and organizational constraints may limit flexibility. Thus, while flexibility is ideal, its effectiveness depends on supportive structures. 	
On the other hand, balancing results and relationships emerges as a central challenge. D1_RQ4 stressed that firm decisions must be tempered with empathy, “Leadership is about balancing results and relationships…” Ståhlkrantz and Rapp (2022) show that principals navigate accountability while sustaining ethical responsibilities, and Rouleau (2022) illustrates how Balanced Leadership harmonizes instructional quality with trust-building. Comparison reveals that extremes, being too firm or too lenient, risk misunderstandings, while moderation fosters fairness and long-term harmony.
In addition, listening and empathy are foundational practices. D1_RQ4 prioritizes understanding perspectives before acting, “Importance of listening and understanding others’ perspectives…” Merritt et al. (2022) identifies active listening as critical for building trust, while Feigenbaum (2022) emphasizes empathy as a driver of inclusion and collaboration. Compared with assertive enforcement, empathetic listening transforms conflict into opportunities for connection, debunking the notion that authority alone ensures resolution. 	
Furthermore, D1_RQ4 assessed effectiveness through institutional indicators such as accreditation, staff retention, and morale, “Outstanding accomplishment… awards… accreditations… minimal employee exit…”  Kumar et al. (2020) highlight accreditation and rankings as measures of responsiveness and quality, while Masyk et al. (2023) stress governance indices and trust surveys. This comparison shows that both quantitative and qualitative metrics are essential for gauging institutional stability and the long-term impact of conflict management. 
Finally, growth through experience and feedback reinforces adaptive leadership. D1_RQ4 refined approaches through stakeholder input, “Feedback from colleagues and students helped me refine my approaches…”  Gómez-Leal et al. (2021) confirm that emotional intelligence develops through iterative cycles of reflection and feedback, while Leithwood (2021) underscores the importance of evidence-based practice in complex contexts. Thus, feedback loops debunk static views of leadership, showing that conflict management is a dynamic process of continuous improvement.

Case 2 Academic leaders application of the five conflict handling styles 
Collaboration stands out as the cornerstone because it fosters inclusivity, transparency, and shared responsibility. R1_HR2 affirmed it as the most effective style for academic, administrative, and interpersonal issues. Fajinmi and Oloyede (2025) reinforce this by showing that collaborative approaches enhance respect and sustainability, while Annet (2025) highlights interest-based negotiation and teamwork. 
In contrast, the competing style is reserved for urgent contexts requiring decisiveness and accountability. R1_D2 said that she used it to enforce compliance and safeguard standards. Ulanday et al. (2024) note that competing is least used, while Mariyadas and Saravanakumar (2023) show emotionally intelligent leaders often avoid it, preferring relational approaches. Thus, comparison reveals that competing ensures clarity in crises, but collaboration and accommodation dominate routine practice. 
Meanwhile, the compromising style according to R1_D2 seeks middle-ground solutions, particularly when both sides hold valid positions. Gashi (2020) describes compromise as mutual concession, ensuring fairness and expediency. However, Jaloud (2021) cautions that limited reliance may heighten tension, contrasting with collaboration’s deeper consensus. This shows compromise as pragmatic yet less transformative. Similarly, R1_D2 mentioned that accommodating style prioritizes peace and relationship preservation. She used it to yield in minor misunderstandings to maintain trust. Vorontsova and Dakhari (2024) emphasize that accommodation fosters relational stability, while Aula et al. (2020) illustrate its use in advising and home visits. 
Finally, R1_HR2 used avoiding style as a cooling-off mechanism when emotions are high. Barwan et al. (2022) contrasts transactional rigidity with transformational support, showing avoidance aligns with thoughtful leadership. Yet, Sischka et al. (2021) warn that passive-aggressive avoidance exacerbates tension. Thus, avoidance is effective for de-escalation but less sustainable than compromise or collaboration.

Case 2 Common challenges encounted by academic leaders when managing conflict within their institutions
Conflict management in academic leadership shows that no single style is universally effective, as leaders adapt approaches to context, timing, and personalities. R4_D2 noted, “There isn’t best style: the best way to do things depends on the situation.” This situational view is reinforced by Kalkan (2020), who found that transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership styles exert different effects depending on school culture. Similarly, Wang and Wu (2020) emphasize that timing and context are critical, while Leithwood et al. (2020) debunk the idea that one leadership style alone guarantees success, showing instead that outcomes depend on multiple interacting factors.
Within this adaptive framework, collaboration emerges as a cornerstone, fostering trust and teamwork. R4_D2 affirmed that “Working together makes faculty members work better together and trust each other more.” Day et al. (2020) highlight collaboration as central to distributed leadership, while Stosich (2020) shows that joint problem-solving and professional development strengthen capacity and shared responsibility. 
In contrast, the competing style is applied when order and compliance must be preserved. R4_D2 acknowledged that firm decisions are sometimes necessary, “Sometimes, you have to make firm decisions… to keep order and follow school rules.” Klijn et al. (2022) situate competing within bureaucratic structures where rules dominate, while Leithwood (2021) reframes it as principled decisiveness that safeguards fairness. Thus, while competing may appear authoritarian, comparison shows it can be wielded ethically to sustain stability.
Meanwhile, the accommodating style prioritizes peace and respect in minor conflicts. R4_D2 emphasize patience and understanding, aligning with Viloria (2021), who found principals adopt amiable communication under stress. Yasmeen et al. (2020) further confirm that inclusive practices, listening and empathy, transform accommodation into a tool for engagement and trust. Across styles, leaders stress the importance of balance, respect, and clear communication. R4_D2 believed that effective conflict management is not about extremes but about blending firmness with empathy, “Managing conflicts well means finding a balance, showing respect, and talking to each other clearly.” Annet (2025) highlights fairness and neutrality, while Rouleau (2021) illustrates how decisiveness combined with consensus-building fosters cohesion. This comparison shows that clarity and respect are mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable leadership. Finally, leaders assess effectiveness through long-term harmony and institutional stability. R4_D2 mentioned that outcomes such as cooperation, trust, and staff retention are key indicators. Soomro et al. (2023) confirm that collaborative styles enhance morale and reduce turnover, while Chandolia and Anastasiou (2020) show that compromise and collaboration reduce conflict, whereas avoidance exacerbates it. Flexibility thus becomes essential, with Annet (2025) and Alabay (2024) emphasizing that emotionally intelligent leaders tailor strategies to context, employing empathy, mediation, and responsiveness to sustain resilience.

Case 2 Coping strategies employ by academic leaders when using specific conflict-handling styles
Coping strategies in high-stakes situations highlight the importance of empathy, neutrality, and evidence-based judgment. R3_HR2 emphasized active listening and fact-focused decision-making, “Active listening, empathy and focus on facts rather than emotions.” This balance of compassion and rationality ensures fairness. Merritt (2021) supports this, noting that emotional neutrality in listening reduces defensiveness and fosters clarity. 
Equally, composure and neutrality prevent escalation. R3_D2 remained calm even in tense situations, aligning with Beauchamp et al. (2021), who highlight deliberate communication as a stabilizing force. R3_D2 also said pausing before responding further reflects restraint, “If feeling too emotional, take a moment to think before you respond.” This strategy contrasts with impulsive reactions, demonstrating that silence and reflection can be more constructive. Torlak et al. (2022) add that participative decision-making fosters fairness and tolerance, reinforcing that ethical leadership grounded in humility and justice sustains cohesion.
Meanwhile, balancing assertiveness and cooperativeness ensures authority is exercised with inclusivity. R3_HR2 and R3_D2 combine firmness in policy enforcement with openness to dialogue. Thalib et al. (2025) show that integrating masculine traits of decisiveness with feminine traits of collaboration enhances performance, while Setiawan et al. (2024) emphasizes justice and compassion in ethical governance. Scallon et al. (2023) further stress that clarity in communication is essential; without it, assertiveness risks confusion and cooperativeness risks mistrust. 
Lastly, managing emotions and stress is central to resilience. R3_HR2 and R3_D2 focus on facts, maintain composure, and pause to avoid impulsivity. Structured meetings provide safe spaces for resolution, ensuring professionalism and respect. Kilag et al. (2023) confirm that mindfulness and anger regulation reduce burnout and improve decision-making, while Ginsberg (2020) highlights emotional intelligence and grit as key traits for coping with crises. These findings show that emotional regulation is not only a personal skill but a systemic necessity for sustaining credibility and organizational trust.

Case 2 Insights gained by academic leaders gained from using different conflict-handling styles
Conflict management in academic leadership demonstrates that no single style is universally effective, as leaders adapt approaches to timing, personalities, and institutional context. R4_D2 noted, “There isn’t best style: the best way to do things depends on the situation.” This view is reinforced by Kalkan (2020), who found that transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership styles exert different effects depending on school culture. Similarly, Wang and Wu (2020) emphasize that timing and context are critical, while Leithwood et al. (2020) debunk the idea that one leadership style alone guarantees success, showing instead that outcomes depend on multiple interacting factors.
Within this adaptive framework, collaboration emerges as a cornerstone, fostering trust and teamwork. R4_D2 affirmed that, “Working together makes faculty members work better together and trust each other more.” Day et al. (2020) highlight collaboration as central to distributed leadership, while Stosich (2020) shows that joint problem-solving and professional development strengthen capacity and shared responsibility. 
In contrast, the competing style is applied when order and compliance must be preserved. R4_D2 acknowledged that firm decisions are sometimes necessary, “Sometimes, you have to make firm decisions… to keep order and follow school rules.” Klijn et al. (2022) situate competing within bureaucratic structures where rules dominate, while Leithwood (2021) reframes it as principled decisiveness that safeguards fairness. Thus, while competing may appear authoritarian, comparison shows it can be wielded ethically to sustain stability. Meanwhile, the accommodating style prioritizes peace and respect in minor conflicts. R4_D2 emphasized patience and understanding, aligning with Viloria (2021), who found principals adopt amiable communication under stress. Yasmeen et al. (2020) further confirm that inclusive practices, listening and empathy, transform accommodation into a tool for engagement and trust.
Across styles, leaders stress the importance of balance, respect, and clear communication. R4_D2 reiterated that effective conflict management is not about extremes but about blending firmness with empathy, “Managing conflicts well means finding a balance, showing respect, and talking to each other clearly.” Annet (2025) highlights fairness and neutrality, while Rouleau (2022) illustrates how decisiveness combined with consensus-building fosters cohesion. This comparison shows that clarity and respect are mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable leadership.
Finally, R4_D2 and R4_HR2 assess effectiveness through long-term harmony and institutional stability. Outcomes such as cooperation, trust, and staff retention are key indicators. Soomro et al. (2023) confirm that collaborative styles enhance morale and reduce turnover, while Chandolia and Anastasiou (2020) show that compromise and collaboration reduce conflict, whereas avoidance exacerbates it. Flexibility thus becomes essential, with Annet (2025) and Alabay (2024) emphasizing that emotionally intelligent leaders tailor strategies to context, employing empathy, mediation, and responsiveness to sustain resilience.

Case 3 Academic leaders application of the five conflict handling styles 
Competing style is used by the leaders when rules, credibility, or safety are at stake. R1D3 emphasizes firmness in cases of plagiarism, misconduct, or threats to workplace stability. This approach safeguards standards and discipline, echoing Nkambule (2023), who linked transactional and autocratic behaviors to accountability. Yet, Mwesigwa et al. (2020) debunk the sufficiency of transactional enforcement alone, stressing that participatory and transformational strategies are equally vital for motivation and commitment. Similarly, Okindo (2021) shows that autocratic leadership ensures compliance in academic domains but requires flexibility in welfare activities, highlighting that competing is most effective when selectively applied.
In contrast, the collaborating style fosters inclusivity, trust, and shared responsibility. Both R1D3 and R1HR3 apply it in course development, research projects, and interpersonal disagreements, ensuring diverse perspectives are integrated. Fajinmi and Oloyede (2025) confirm that collaboration enhances respect and cohesion, while Annet (2025) emphasizes restorative practices that transform conflict into opportunities for joint problem-solving. Sintapertiwi et al. (2023) further illustrate that structured dialogue builds support during leadership changes, though collaboration must be contextually applied. This shows collaboration as transformative, while competing provides clarity in crises.
Meanwhile, the accommodating style preserves harmony in minor conflicts. R1D3 and R1HR3 yield to preferences to sustain goodwill. Ramos (2023) and Naseem et al. (2025) highlight that accommodation fosters peaceful climates and positive relationships, with gendered patterns showing female principals more likely to employ it. Compared with competing, accommodation underscores empathy, debunking the notion that yielding is weakness by reframing it as relational wisdom.
For R1D3 and R1HR3, compromising style offers middle-ground solutions in resource disputes or overlapping tasks. They stress humility and sacrifice to prevent escalation and preserve cooperation. Lin (2023) confirms compromise as a prominent strategy across schools, while Achfama et al. (2025) show that democratic leadership enhances compromise through mediation and active listening. Although imperfect, compromise sustains fairness and balance, contrasting with collaboration’s deeper consensus.
Finally, R1D3 and R1HR3 agreed that the avoiding style functions as a strategic pause in minor or emotionally charged issues. They frame avoidance as peaceful coexistence and prioritization of larger goals. However, Anwar et al. (2021) caution that avoidance is less effective than cooperative strategies, while Nwisagbo et al. (2025) highlight proactive practices that reduce confrontation and sustain harmony. Thus, avoidance is pragmatic for de-escalation but less sustainable than compromise or collaboration.
R1HR3 stresses that flexibility and contextual adaptation are good styles and recognizes that no single style fits all situations. Gerlach et al. (2016) and Özen and Yavuz (2024) confirm that tailoring strategies to situational demands enhances performance and relational trust. This shows that effective conflict management lies not in rigid adherence but in discerning when to apply firmness, empathy, compromise, or collaboration to sustain both productivity and harmony.

Case 3 Common challenges encounted by academic leaders when managing conflict within their institutions
Conflicts in academic institutions often stem from personal attitudes and hierarchical power dynamics. R2HR3 observes that pride and assertiveness among managers frequently disrupt harmony, while rank-and-file employees tend to remain reserved under hierarchical pressure. This imbalance reinforces tension, as authority from above meets silence from below. Bruce et al. (2024) confirm that interpersonal tensions and micro-political dynamics escalate conflicts, while Ertürk (2022) debunks the idea that structure alone drives disputes, showing that personal traits such as prejudice and manipulation also play a role.
Equally, miscommunication and personal interests fuel disagreements. R2HR3 notes that unclear communication undermines fairness and creates mistrust, echoing Hicks (2022), who linked inefficiencies and disengagement to poor organizational processes. Beyond this, R2HR3 believes that personal interests often override institutional policies, eroding integrity. Davidson and Hughes (2020) highlight that leaders’ ethical beliefs sometimes supersede formal rules, illustrating how self-interest can destabilize organizational trust.
Another recurring challenge is resistance to change and its emotional toll. R2D3 admits that introducing new rules often meets reluctance, compounded by stress and inadequate training. Inandi et al. (2020) show that autocratic leadership heightens resistance, while democratic styles foster engagement. Sasson (2025) further emphasize that stress and discomfort hinder innovation, debunking the assumption that resistance is purely procedural, it is deeply emotional and cultural.
Variation across conflict-handling styles also presents limitations. R2D3 mentiones that excessive competitiveness damages relationships, as Matusof (2024) warns that rivalry undermines collaboration. Collaboration, though ideal, demands significant time and effort according to R2D3. R2D3 believes that accommodation preserves peace but risks appearing weak, while Bukko et al. (2021) argue that balance between care and standards is essential. Compromise often leaves issues partly resolved R2D3 reiterates, echoing Day et al. (2020) who stress that leaders must pair rational strategies with emotional engagement. Finally, avoidance according to R2D3 may de-escalate temporarily but, if overused, allows problems to grow, aligning with Pak et al. (2020) on the dangers of neglecting adaptive challenges.
Among all, faculty conflicts emerge as the greatest difficulty. R2HR3 highlight that academic rank, tenure, and professional identity intensify disputes. Faculty disagreements often stem from deeply held beliefs, resource competition, and management decisions, making resolution complex. Ertürk (2022) confirms that such conflicts lead to burnout and communication breakdowns, while Valente and Lourenço (2020) emphasize that emotional intelligence enables constructive strategies. Ahmad (2025) further show that head teachers employ mixed approaches, integrating, obliging, dominating, and compromising to preserve harmony. Comparison reveals that faculty conflicts are not only administrative hurdles but deeply relational challenges requiring adaptive, emotionally intelligent leadership.

Case 3 Coping strategies employ by academic leaders when using specific conflict-handling styles
Effective conflict resolution in academic leadership depends on creating a calm and diplomatic atmosphere. R3HR3 emphasizes emotional regulation and transparency, noting that setting the right tone and clarifying objectives fosters trust and constructive dialogue. Ogona (2022) supports this, showing that temperament awareness and fairness reduce tension, while Hourani et al. (2021) highlight that empathy and reflective communication sustain harmony. Compared with reactive approaches, diplomacy debunks the idea that firmness alone ensures resolution, proving that composure and clarity are essential.
R3HR3 said that equally important is structured dialogue and active listening, where leaders sequence communication to ensure fairness and encourage openness. Merritt (2021) confirms that reflective listening and structured processes build trust, while Jonsdottir and Fridriksdottir (2020) emphasize models like HURIER for interpreting emotions and messages. Thus, comparison reveals that listening transforms conflict into collaboration, while unstructured dialogue risks escalation.
R3HR3 also adopts a facilitative role, guiding parties toward mutually acceptable solutions rather than imposing decisions. Fajinmi and Oloyede (2025) note that mediation and participatory processes foster accountability, while Hourani et al. (2021) stress emotional intelligence in negotiation and persuasion. This debunks authoritarian models, showing that facilitation enhances ownership and sustainability of agreements.
In tougher disputes, neutral mediation becomes necessary. R3D3 involves HR experts or mediators to ensure fairness and balance. Demirbilek and Fidan (2023) confirm that neutrality and empathetic engagement are critical, while Mariyadas and Saravanakumar (2023) highlight negotiation and ethical leadership as keys to effective mediation. Comparison shows that while leaders can manage routine conflicts, external mediators strengthen impartiality in complex cases.
Another recurring theme is balancing assertiveness and cooperativeness. R3D3 stresses that fairness requires firmness in upholding standards while remaining open to dialogue. Gargano and Del Prete (2025) illustrates that context-sensitive decision-making blends authority with empathy, while Badugela (2025) warns that extremes, too assertive or too cooperative, undermine effectiveness. Scallon et al. (2023) further emphasize that clarity in communication sustains trust. Thus, balance fosters both compliance and collaboration.
Finally, both R3HR3 and R3D3l highlight the need for managing emotions and stress. Patience, neutrality, and self-awareness allow them to regulate emotional labor and sustain credibility. Chen et al. (2022) confirm that emotion regulation strategies protect leaders’ well-being and enhance teacher engagement, while Gómez-Leal et al. (2022) stress that emotional intelligence strengthens institutional effectiveness. Compared with impulsive reactions, reflective regulation debunks the notion that stress is unavoidable, showing instead that resilience is a cornerstone of leadership.

Case 3 Insights gained by academic leaders gained from using different conflict-handling styles
Conflict management in academic leadership highlights that no single style is universally effective; instead, leaders adapt strategies to context, personalities, and institutional culture. R4HR3 noted, “There is no specific conflict resolution style that fits all conflicts…” This situational view is reinforced by Sintapertiwi et al. (2023), who found that leaders deliberately employ multiple styles-collaboration, competition, compromise, accommodation, or avoidance-depending on the issue and stakeholders. Sata (2025) further confirm that problem-solving is most common, while compromise is less frequent, debunking the notion that one approach dominates across contexts.
At the same time, comfort and preference influence style selection. R4HR3 often gravitate toward strategies they feel most capable of executing. Giebels and Janssen (2020) show that preferred methods reduce stress and turnover, while Votruba et al. (2023) emphasize that relational closeness shapes the choice of collaborative approaches. Comparison reveals that while preference enhances confidence, overreliance risks rigidity, underscoring the need to balance comfort with situational demands.
Equally, listening and emotional openness are critical. R4HR3 stresses that “Listening to them with your heart greatly makes a difference,” highlighting empathy as foundational. Mehmood et al. (2023) confirm that attentive listening fosters dialogue and compromise, while Soomro et al. (2023) show that emotional stability enables leaders to balance assertiveness with empathy. 
Effectiveness is also assessed through feedback and long-term outcomes. R4D3 mentioned that he monitors trust, cooperation, and institutional harmony rather than short-term compliance. Orr (2020) support this, noting that structured feedback and performance metrics provide actionable insights for leadership growth. Thus, comparison shows that immediate settlement is insufficient; sustained peace and collegiality are the true indicators of success.
R4D3 also emphasizes learning from past experiences. He said that early reliance on avoidance or accommodation often failed to resolve deeper issues. Vinokur et al. (2024) highlight reflective practices such as case studies and role-plays as tools for growth, while Martinez-Lopez et al. (2022) show that personal narratives inform adaptive strategies. This means that conflict management is dynamic, where lessons from past challenges refine future approaches, fostering resilience and accountability.



4. Conclusion

This study set out to examine how academic leaders apply the five conflict-handling styles, identify common challenges, explore coping strategies, and reflect on insights gained from practice. The findings show that leaders use competing for urgent compliance, collaborating for inclusivity and trust, compromising for pragmatic middle-ground solutions, accommodating for preserving relationships, and avoiding for de-escalation. Challenges such as miscommunication, resistance to change, power dynamics, and emotional strain highlight the complexity of institutional conflict. Coping strategies, emotional regulation, collective accountability, empathy, wellness initiatives, and peer consultation, support resilience and effectiveness. Insights emphasize flexibility, balance between results and relationships, and continuous growth through feedback. Overall, the results align with the Thomas–Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI), which frames conflict styles along assertiveness and cooperativeness. Leaders demonstrated that no single style is universally effective; instead, they adapt modes situationally, blending assertiveness with empathy to sustain institutional integrity and relational harmony. This confirms the study’s objectives and validates the TKI’s emphasis on flexibility and contextual application in effective conflict management.
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