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Learning objectives

 To analyse interpersonal and cross-cultural communication
factors which contribute to conflict.

* To identify factors which inhibit effective communication
in an organisational sefting

* To analyse how power is used o faciltate or hinder indi-
vidual, group, organisational and cross<ultural communi-
cation.

¢ To develop positive communication strategies for handling
a conflict situation.

The case

This case study is located in a progressive government department: Te
Whenua O Aotearoa. The Department has a mission statement which clearly
states a commitment to honouring the Treaty of Waitangi and to pursuing
excellence in resource management. There is a tight economic climate due
to ongoing and unpredictable global fluctuations in the market. There has
been a recent change in government, which, in light of the prevailing economic
climate, has resulted in a stronger emphasis on fiscal accountability and the
restructuring of several government departments.

History

Two years ago, The Department of Te Whenua O Aotearoa underwent
restructuring and corporatisation. A major outcome of this restructuring was,
the blending of two formerly independent branches into a new section;
the former branches were called Twi Relations and Project Management. Each
of these former branches represented different professional groups, philo-
sophies and interests. The newly created section was called Resource
Management.
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The organisational restructuring did not include any consultation
with those employees directly affected by the changes. Instead, there was
an unexpected announcement by the newly appointed chief executive officer
of Te Whenua O Aotearoa one week prior to the restructuring taking place
to inform staff of the imminent organisational changes. It was also announ-
ced that staff would be required to negotiate an individual contract in
place of the former collective contract. The new individual contracts would
be linked to clear performance indicators and regular performance appraisals.

Staff were given the opportunity to cither take redundancy or accept the
new non-negotiable conditions. Some resigned and took redundancy, in-
cluding Tom Bennett, the previous branch manager of Iwi Relations, who
was respected and liked by all his staff. Most staff accepted the new con-
ditions, but felt a mixture of reservation, anxiety and anger; feelings which
they expressed in private with trusted colleagues.

The newly created Resource Management section

The new section consisted of the section leader, four statf from the former
Iwi Relations branch and five staff from the former Project Management
branch. An additional six staff were hired to make up a total complement of
16 staff in the section.

The new section leader, Roger Billings, was previously the manager of
the Projects Management branch. Roger is a 43-year-old Pakeha who joined
the department as a cadet at the age of 20. His hard work and determina-
tion have resulted in a successful career in the department. In recent years
he completed an MBA at Victoria University, which he undertook at night
classes. Roger was chosen as section leader because of his strength in finan-
cial management, his ability to meet deadlines, his results-orientated
approach, and his public relations skills. After 20 years service with the
department, and given his good working relationships with most key people
in the organisation as a whole, Roger felt satisfied with his achievements to
date and believed that he was the right person for the job.

First days of the new section

At the commencement of this new section, Roger set aside two days for team-
building and strategic planning at a pleasant off-site location. He hired a team-
building consultant to facilitate the first two hours of the retreat, which were
devoted to trust-building exercises and diversity awareness. The remainder of
the retreat, led by Roger, focused on establishing a section mission statement
in line with the Department’s mission; identifying key objectives for the next
two years; and defining performance indicators.

The focus of the retreat was on ‘Looking Forward’. Roger strongly
believed that it would be counter-productive and a waste of time to address.
the restructuring process. Therefore, he deliberately did not schedule any
time for staff to voice their feelings about the recent organisational changes

At the retreat, the staff from the original branches resisted the team-
building activities and, although actively involved in the strategic planning

iy
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process, continued to work as two independent groups, which reflected the
prior organisational reality. During a wind-down social drink at a local pub
immediately after the retreat, staff from the former branches sat at separate
tables. Roger sat with the old Projects Management staff.

The following Monday, during a lunch-time conversation in the staff cafe-
teria, the original employees of the former branches complained within their
groups that the retreat was a waste of time and expressed their feclings of
anxiety and resentment about the restructuring process.

In contrast, the newly appointed staff members relayed to their families
how excited they felt about being part of a new endeavour. They were all
looking forward to working in this new section, which appeared to them to
successfully blend the interests and strengths of the old branches in an
innovative way.

The first year of operation

In the first year the Resource Management section worked on one main
project, which involved developing a proposal to the Government regarding
the most effective use of a large block of North Island Crown land. This land
included three farms as well as a radiata pine forest planted for eventual
milling, and a large tract of prime land containing protected native forest.
The proposal had to address and be in line with the articles of the Treaty
of Waitangi as well as taking into account the Government's need to maxi-
mise profit from all Crown resources.The project covered two key areas: the
investigation of profitable land use options, and the consultation and land use
planning with local Twi and local communities.

Roger appointed Michael, Mary, Jack, Bruce and Rangi (from the former
Projects Management branch) to investigate the profitable land use options.
Three new staff, Hemi, Joseph, and Peter, were also appointed to this area of
investigation. Roger appointed Coral, Hone, Jeff and John (from the former
Iwi Relations branch) and Rick, Sue and Kim (new employees) to consult with
local Iwi and local communities about proposed land use planning,

Roger appointed Michacl as team leader of Project Area One; Michael and
Roger had worked well together in the former Project Management Branch.
Both men shared a keen interest in motor boats and, for the past five years,
their families had enjoyed boating holidays together. Michael had a reputation
for being results-orientated and for delegating responsibilities effectively, He
was firm in what he wanted and was generally regarded as an affable person
with a good sense of humour. During the first year, Michael maintained
frequent and ongoing communication with Roger, calling on his financial
management expertise and direction. Roger enjoyed this hands-on input and
was excited by the progress being made by Michael and his team.

Coral was appointed as team leader of Project Area Two. Nga Puhi, and
originally from a small rural community, she was a graduate of Victoria
University and the London School of Economics, Although Roger regarded
Coral cautiously, he had a lot of respect for her knowledge and integrity. He
also privately recognised that he knew very little about Twi relations and was.
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relieved to hand over this responsibility to Coral. Coral also had a reputation
for getting the job done, but used a more collaborative style than either
Michael or Roger.

During the first year, Coral and her team tended to work independently of
Roger. Coral met with Roger infrequently, but provided him with regular
written progress reports. She felt he had little direction to offer the work of
her team because he was unclear about the complex issues facing them. Roger
assumed that because Coral was not meeting with him often, her team was
successfully meeting its objectives. Accordingly, his invalvement in the work
of Coral’s team was minimal

The whole section was required to attend a section meeting once a month
to discuss the mutual is of concern between the two area teams at which
Roger set the agenda and acted as chair. Invariably there was not enough time
to discuss and resolve some key issues, which tended to get held over until
following meetings.

Half way through the first year, there was a particularly tense section
meeting during which Coral asked Roger for direction regarding conflicts in
interests that were aflame in the community. (During the previous two months
Coral had described in detail in her written reports the difficulties that were
being encountered with local Iwi and community groups regarding potential
uses of the land in question. Roger had, up until that point, taken no initi-
ative to address these issues, assuming that Coral and her team would even-
tually resalve their problem.)

In this particular meeting Roger responded by allowing time for the
matter to be discussed. After 10 minutes of discussion, the following inter-
change took place between various staff members, initiated by Michael

“‘Coral,: this is an issue you need to work:out with your team,:
it's taking too much time: There aresother more pressing isstes
that We ‘as a whole group need to address. My leam has been
waiting for two months to dfstuss v/ur proposed Immual b
strategy. I say let’s move on.

- ‘Unless: this issue is fally: addmd by the: gmup, Cotal:
replied, ‘the. whole project s in danger (of. collapsing: The
conflicts of nterest in the community. affect all of our work. This
issue needs to-take precedence over other agenda items until we
can -agree. on ‘a sumhle sclunon, ’ .

Roger intervened

su'nply don't have the time right now o g,n info it
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Hone, a member of Coral's team, then stood up:

‘I warit to tautoko™ Caral. I feel our team needs to be given
mote time, now; 16 sharé our concerns with everyoné here:
‘We've rajsed this issue at previous meetings and always we're '+

. fold there’s no time, or something else is more important, T'want
1 say that the local Twi have had wind of the project ideas and
there is a strong voice that the proposed land uses contraveite
article tivo of Te Tiriti o Waita.. - FrPESInISIzeus,

At this point, Mary, a member of Michael’s team, interrupted Hone:

“Your team is supposed {0 be sorting out those issties, —
that's ot our area.of expertise. As you know we're pressed for.
fime to come up. with sohutions and you aren't helping by -
putting unniecessary barriers in our way. In my expérience; you .
Just have to work around community ‘conflicts becatise you'can't

“please all the people all the time.” STttt

During Mary’s interruption, Hone remained standing. When she finished
speaking, he continued:

As T was saying this conflict is about a fundamental concern
relating ta Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Both feams need to look at the -
issues raised by local Iwi and address the ways in which these
<oncerns affect the direction of the whale project: Let me just -
say that these concerns will ot go-away. until hey re properly -

el i

Hone sat down. Mary, red-faced, leaned forward in her chair as if to
respond, but Rick, a member of Coral's team and a recent employee in the
department, intervened:

- "Our teams seem £o'be iworking agdinst each other, What 5
need.to do s come. together, when we've got. more timk, to
~develop a combined strategy.” 2 Sl

- ‘My team is working to schedule; Michael replied. “We
simply don't have time to get side-tracked. I'm willing to reledse
‘Hemi to work with your team on this issue: Roger, we must get
this meeting back on frack.’ <. . vt Fiedheids

Roger, who anxiously watched this interchange among his staff, felt
relieved when he heard Michael’s offer.
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 “That's a great solution, Michael!” he said loudly: “Yes, that -
sounds great: Caral, I just want fo say, you know 1 do
open-door policy and 1'm surprised you haven't raised. this wﬁh
‘me earlier. | thi and I should meet later in the day to. .. .
i urther, We're.all under pressure here and. we.
have fo Jeam to rise above-it and not let it get in our way: Let’
remember 1o kedp our cool and keep looking forward. That's
thupr,wzmustmeonbyanmem“ ial :
strategy M:dvaek' : 544

Coral looked at Hone and Jeff, raising her eyes to the ceiling. They nodded
to her and gathered together the papers in front of them, signalling their
withdrawal from the meeting. The meeting continued for a further 30 minutes
with little input from Coral or other members of her team. Roger then closed
the meeting, saying he was pleased with the progress being made in finan-
cial planning and congratulated Michael for his leadership in this area. He
asked Coral to stay behind to arrange a time to meet that afternoon to discuss
her problem. A 45-minute meeting was scheduled for 2.30 pm.

Roger met with Coral in his office later that afternoon. He began the
meeting by telling Coral that he felt concerned about the way in which
her team’s ongoing problem with local Iwi and community groups was
disrupting the flow of the section meetings. He reminded her that the month-
ly section meeting needed to concentrate on the broader issues that affected
the section as a whole. And that particular problems should be dealt with
on a one-to-one basis, rather than use up valuable section meeting time.

Coral was initially dumbfounded by Roger’s speech. Her palms felt
sweaty and she shifted unconsciously in her chair. She responded after a long
moment of silence, during which she looked out the window.

“Roger, the conflict of interest which. exists in the community -
i§ not my team’s problem: 1'm saying that there-are strong * =
feelings out there-and they: need to be considered by Michael -
and his team. Unless this happens soon we will-have a very: -
sticky situation on‘out hands. The brief of my team was “
consult, and we have donie his. 1¢s now Michael's job
corporate:the o e n process into his: -
team’s planning. I've tried to bring the information to everyone’s:
attention at previous section meetings. I've written reports
you and to Michael, which you've both appéared fo consistent
[ignore; since | haven't received any. response from either of ;
1¥'s not enough for Michael to-offer tis' Hemi — that strategy * * -
‘will achieve nothinig. The tWo teams now need to spend some
concentrated time together to consider. the impact of the -
‘consultation process on possible land use np-hons . .
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** “Look, how. many times do I have to tell gour that I recognise’
“you have a problem with these local Twi an: community -
groups? ‘Roger replied. /T knoiw they: can be tough: Everyone. -
ings their own way. L suggest that your keep.doing the,
 can with, it, rather: than complicate the matter by . .

th ion: I have “confidence that -
. youlll work it out in time. Have some patience, Coral, you're
* doing good work, xeauy ‘yau are. Bm«llome m’l built in &
xemember that! e i

At this point Roger received a phone call. After taking the call, he
apologised to Coral:

“Look, Coral, I h.vemm i meeting short; snm ﬂmg‘s 4
“come up that I need to attend: to right asvay. Let's talk about
 Uandeat ik sfet you come back fromyour trip up North.

Good luck with that Ly r.hewﬂy Hey, anddon’t let rﬁem gel

Similar events took place in section meetings during the following six
months. In all instances Roger’s response was to shelve Coral’s concerns,
direct her to meet with him in private later to discuss the issue, and then
move on to the planned agenda. This strategy was always supported by
Michael and his team, who tended to believe that Treaty-related issues took
up too much valuable time and who, due to their easy relationship with
Roger, were generally vocal in section meetings.

The outcome at the end of the year

At the end of the year, the project was far from meeting the overall goal
of developing a clear proposal for effective uses of the land in question. During
the annual staff appraisal meetings, Roger advised Coral and members of her
team that they had failed to meet some of the key performance indicators
identified at the section retreat earlier that year. He said they would each be
required to complete another evaluation in three months’ time to check on
their progress. Roger praised Michael on his excellent performance through-
out the year and advised him that he would receive a bonus, while members
of his team were told that they had met the performance criteria and their
contracts would therefore roll over for another year.

The conflict between the teams eventually escalated to the point where
Roger, who had become increasingly alienated from Coral and her team,
complained to the Department's chief executive officer. Roger’s complaint
was that his leadership was being undermined and sabotaged by continual
pressure from an unco-operative minority within his section.

*tautoko (support)
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1 Identify and discuss the variety of interpersonal, organisational
and cross-cultural factors which contributed to the
communication conflict presented in the case study.

2 What is Roger’s communication style? What communication
blocks does he employ? Apply these questions in relation to
Michael and Coral.

3 Identify the factors which promoted effective communication
between Roger and Michael, and those which inhibited effective
communication between Roger and Coral

4 What did Mary do to fuel the conflict during the section
meeting? And what did others do to try to resolve the conflict
during the section mecting?

What are the direct and indirect messages communicated to
Coral and her team, and to Michael and his team during the
section meeting?

6 What needs did the section meeting participants have in
common?

7 What communication style and techniques would you use to
help bridge the communication conflict between the two teams?
What techniques would be useful to bridge the communication
conflict between Roger and Coral?

8 Describe what you sec as the main individual, group,
organisational and cross-cultural issues in the case study.

9 Identify who has power in this case study and what kind of power

10 Discuss how power is used to facilitate or hinder individual,
group, organisational and cross-cultural communication.
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