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المستخلص
ممــا لاشــك فيــه أن رؤيــة 2030 ذات تأثــر لا يســتهان فيــه علــى ســوق العمــل وتطويــر المنظمــات  في المملكــة لعربيــة بكافــة القطاعــات وحيــث 
ان قطــاع  التعليــم يعتــر هــو اكــر مصــدر قطــاع تعمــل فيــه النســاء فإنــه مــن المهــم البحــث في ظاهــرة النــزاع في هــذا الســياق خاصــة أن النــزاع 
هــو ظاهــرة شــائعة في كل المنظمــات في كل انحــاء العــالم، تبــى هــذا البحــث منهــج دراســة الحالــة وتم اســتخدام المقابــلات وتم الحصــول علــى 
البيــانات مــن 17 مديــرة في مــدارس الثانويــة والمتوســطة التابعــة لمكاتــب إشــراف مختلفــة في مدينــة الــرياض وقــد انتهــى البحــث الى نتائــج في 
غايــة الأهميــة حيــث كشــف عــن العديــد مــن مصــادر النزاعــات في المــدارس منهــا المصــادر الداخليــة  مثــل الإجــراءات والممارســات الإداريــة، 
الأدوار الــي يلعبهــا منســوبي المــدارس إضافــة إلى المصــادر الخارجيــة مثــل سياســات التعليــم وقضــايا الأســرة، كمــا أظهــرت النتائــج ان غالبيــة 
المديــرات اعتمــدن اســتراتيجيتن او اكثــر عنــد إدارة النزاعــات في المدرســة، كمــا اتضــح جليــاً  ان المديــرات قــد يســتخدمن اســتراتيجيات تقــع 
خــارج دائــرة الاســتراتيجيات الــي قدمهــا ثومــاس كيلمــان مثــل )التهدئــة، الاجبــار والمســاءلة( علــى ان النتائــج اكــدت ان الأســلوب المنافــس لم 
يكــن مســتخدماً مــن قبــل المديــرات، اخــراً رغــم ان الدراســات الســابقة اســتخدمت مفهومــي الاســتراتيجيات والأســاليب إلا أن هــذا البحــث 

اكــد انهمــا مفهومــن مختلفــن وقــدم تفصيــلًا عــن الاســتراتيجيات المســتخدمة مقابــل الأســاليب المســتخدمة في إدارة النزاعــات.

الكلمات المفتاحية: النزاع، أسباب النزاع، إدارة النزاع، استراتيجيات النزاع. 

Abstract
Vision 2030 has had an important impact across all sectors of the labour market in Saudi Arabia.  De-
spite significant changes, which have facilitated greater gender integration in the workplace, schools 
remain gender-segregated environments, and the education sector continues to provide the main source 
of employment for women.  Conflict is a pervasive phenomenon everywhere and understanding how it 
operates in different contexts is important.  This research aimed to explore the causes of conflict in female 
public schools from the perspective of principals and applying the Thomas-Kilmann model to discover 
the strategies adopted.  Using a case study approach, the research utilised interviews with seventeen 
principals from different secondary and high schools in different regions of Riyadh city, Saudi Arabia.  
The findings demonstrated many causes of conflict which can be categorised as internal (school rules, 
procedures and practices; roles and positions; school culture; personality types; lacking skills; age/gener-
ation) and external causes (educational policies and family issues).  It was evident that the most adopted 
strategies included avoidance, accommodation and compromise, and that the majority of principals ad-
opted two or more of these strategies.  Some strategies appeared to fall outside of the Thomas-Kilmann 
model, including calming down, forcing (the power of regulations) and accountability.  Competing did 
not appear to be used by any of the principals.  Furthermore, whilst previous research has tended to use 
the terms ‘strategies’ and ‘approaches’ interchangeably when discussing conflict management, this re-
search indicated that there is a clear distinction between these two key concepts.  

Keywords:Conflict, causes of conflict, conflict management, strategies of conflict.
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      1. Introduction:

     Conflict is an important and inevitable aspect 
of everyday life and is pervasive within all organ-
isations and workplaces (Ertürk, 2022; Noordin, 
2023).  While conflict can be productive, it more 
often has a negative impact on the workplace 
environment and can vary from minor disagree-
ments to more substantial disputes.  Conflict also 
occurs at a variety of levels within organisations, 
whether within individuals (self-conflict), be-
tween individuals (intra-personal conflict), or 
within and between groups (intra-group and in-
ter-group conflict) (Mosadeghrad and Mojbafan, 
2018).  The literature indicates a wide range of 
causes that lead to conflict within the workplace, 
and whilst some take place in all workplaces, 
others may be particular to certain contexts.  Dif-
ferences may occur, for instance, according to 
the nature of the activities within particular sec-
tors, such as those within health or educational 
institutions or industry and private sectors. 

     In recent years, organisations have been in-
creasingly contending with swiftly changing 
practices and dynamic environments which 
can be particularly conducive to conflict. Un-
derstanding the causes of conflict and its roots 
is therefore essential for leaders to apply valu-
able and efficient strategies for its management.  
Where conflict is dealt with effectively in the 
workplace, productivity and satisfaction can be 
enhanced, thus benefitting the organisation as a 
whole.  Conflict, and poor conflict management, 
however, can negatively affect the workplace en-
vironment, the employees and the organisation as 
a whole.  Conflict management therefore has a 
direct impact on organisational performance.  

     Saudi Arabia is a traditional society, but since 
the introduction of Vision 2030, the aspirations 
and expectations of the outcomes of all state sec-
tors, including education, health, finance and in-
vestment, housing and agriculture have changed.  
As one of the oldest and most established institu-
tions in the country, with a legacy of traditional 
values, the educational sector, in particular, has 
experienced significant growth and change.  It 
is subsequently subject to swiftly changing poli-
cies, rules and expectations, driven by the press-
ing need for new and high-quality skills to meet 
the requirements of the labour market and econ-
omy.

     Educational institutions are therefore facing 
the challenges of meeting the increasing demands 

of Vision 2030 which aims to reshape education-
al institutions, facilitating the creation of a skilled 
and competitive workforce for the future.  It is 
thus important that the school environment is 
conducive to enhanced productivity and creativi-
ty, goals that cannot be achieved in environments 
overly occupied with conflict.  The current study 
therefore explored conflict within the education-
al context to address levels of conflict, identify 
the causes and understand the strategies adopted, 
from the perspective of leaders.  This was espe-
cially important given that much of the existing 
research focuses on teachers’ perspectives of 
conflict, overlooking how leaders perceive and 
deal with conflict.  

    Conflict in any workplace cannot be fully 
avoided, but where the degree of conflict is con-
siderable, this can negatively impact all parties.  
There is a range of evidence on conflict in edu-
cational settings from countries across the globe, 
as demonstrated below, including studies in the 
Saudi context which demonstrate the presence of 
conflict within educational institutions.  The po-
tential for conflict within the educational context 
is significant, particularly given the multitude of 
interactions between the many different parties 
within educational institutions (Albogome and 
Algamdi, 2018) (including teachers, principals, 
administrators, students and families) and the in-
dividual differences in personalities and interests 
of these different parties (Alshamrani, 2017).  It 
is therefore important that the causes of conflict 
within this context are fully explored and under-
stood. 

    Furthermore, despite the remarkable changes 
taking place under Vision 2030, and the move-
ment towards more mixed-gender environments, 
the system of education has maintained aspects 
of traditional values, particularly the segregation 
of gender, resulting in the retention of boys’ and 
girls’ schools, each staffed by the same gender.  
The education sector has remained the biggest 
employer of women, who work as teachers, ad-
ministrators, principals and supervisors within 
girls’ schools.  There is thus a need to explore 
issues of gender within schools according to such 
a system, whether focusing on all-female or all-
male environments.  

     Research on conflict within all-female set-
tings is limited, and as such, developing our un-
derstanding of conflict within this specific con-
text is essential.  In one important recent study, 
however, by Addawee (2022), the relationship 



236237 السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الرابع، مارس 2024
                                       السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الرابع، مارس 2024

Exploring conflict causes, strategies and approaches within female public schools 
 from the perspective of principals: A case study of female schools in Riyadh City

between leadership skills and the management of 
organisational conflict was investigated within an 
all-female setting in secondary schools in the Sa-
beha region.  A positive relationship and signifi-
cant differences between female leadership skills 
and managing conflict were found.  Despite these 
important insights, the study focused on the per-
spective of teachers, rather than principals.  Sub-
sequently, it was evident that there was a need to 
address this gap, exploring the causes of conflict, 
whilst at the same time investigating how conflict 
is dealt with, from the perspective of principals, 
to mitigate the negative consequences of conflict 
within educational settings.

     The current research aimed to explore the ex-
tent to which conflict is present within female 
public schools, the causes of conflict and the 
strategies used by principals to address conflict.  
Importantly, in contrast to previous studies, it 
aimed to contribute a paper which explores both 
the causes and strategies of conflict, and to do 
this from the perspective of principals.  Focus-
ing on principals is especially significant given 
their influence on the actions of all members of 
staff within the school context, on parents and 
students, as well as their interactions with edu-
cational supervisory organisations and other ed-
ucational decision-makers.  Furthermore, it is the 
duty of management to acknowledge conflict and 
identify its causes in an effort to reach the most 
appropriate means to deal with it (Hussin, 2020).  

     Whilst there have been several studies on con-
flict in educational settings in the Saudi context, 
as touched on above, there has been a tendency 
to focus predominantly on the perspective of 
teachers (Albogome and Algamdi, 2018; Alshah-
rani and AlQahtani, 2020; Addawee, 2022; Sha-
waqfah and Elkhateeb, 2022).  Although this is 
important, ensuring that the voices of all parties 
involved, including principals, is essential.  Fur-
thermore, whilst conflict within educational in-
stitutions has been explored in regions such as 
Makkah, Al Dawadmi and Sabeha, no study has 
explored the situation in the context of the city 
of Riyadh, despite its size and significant popu-
lation.

     The study aimed to address this important 
gap in knowledge, identifying both the causes of 
conflict and strategies adopted by public school 
principals in the city of Riyadh, to inform more 
effective conflict management, thus facilitating a 
deeper understanding of the conflict phenomenon 
in the context of schools.  

      2. Literature Review:

     Conflict has been variously defined as an in-
teractive process between two or more parties 
involving disagreement (Terason, 2018) or mis-
understanding (Kristanto, 2017); a choice that is 
made between options that may be both favour-
able or unfavourable (Williams et al., 2019); a 
naturally-occurring or inevitable tension (Mar-
tins et al., 2020) arising in situations of interde-
pendence or constraints on behaviour (Terason, 
2018); or a “collision of interests and/or needs” 
(De Graaf and Rosseau, 2015: 250).  In the litera-
ture, conflict tends to be separated into two broad 
categories, distinguishing between relationship 
(Sonnetag et al., 2013) or what is sometimes 
termed affective conflict, which encompasses 
interpersonal incompatibilities and personality 
clashes, and task or cognitive conflict (Sonnetag 
et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2019), which involves 
disagreements surrounding performed tasks and 
achievement of goals and objectives.  Hasibuan 
(2020) cites the causes of interpersonal conflict as 
relating to personality, culture, attitudes, values 
and perceptions.  Indeed, research has attributed 
workplace conflict to interpersonal incompatibil-
ities (Hu et al., 2019; Grammatikopoulos, 2022), 
to individuals or groups presenting undesirable 
personality traits, verbal hostilities, frustrations 
and confrontational behaviours which impact 
relationships (Akanji et al., 2018), or to scape-
goating, lack of accountability, confusing stories, 
acting selfishly and not considering the team 
(Williams et al., 2019).  Finally, as Mosadeghrad 
and Mojbafan (2018) suggest, workplace conflict 
emerges from both personal factors (including 
employee attitudes, beliefs, personality, skills 
and values) and organisational factors (pressure, 
scarce resources and high workload; poor or lim-
ited communication; vague or ambiguous job 
descriptions, rules and policies; job uncertainty; 
organisational development or change; manage-
rial expectations).  

     The causes of conflict have been explored 
within different contexts, but in terms of the ed-
ucational context, there are several studies which 
have provided important insights, albeit with 
a focus on different variables, using different 
methods.  In terms of more quantitative studies, 
for instance, Okoth and Yambo (2016) aimed to 
determine the causes of conflict in secondary 
schools in Kisumu city, Kenya, and its influence 
on student achievement.  Using a sample of 382 
students and 265 teachers, they found that the 
main cause of conflict was different personali-
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ties, followed by competition, incompatibility 
of needs and interests, miscommunication and 
unmet expectations.  Salleh and Adulpakdee’s 
(2012) quantitative study admirably included the 
perspectives of principals, alongside teachers in 
Islamic private secondary schools in Yala Prov-
ince, Thailand.  The sample of 313 participants 
included eleven principals and 302 teachers and 
it was found that the main cause of conflict in 
their study was ambiguously defined responsi-
bilities.  More qualitative research by Göksoy 
and Argon (2016) into teachers’ views of school 
conflict, using 57 classroom and subject matter 
teachers in Bolu central district in Turkey, found 
that the majority of conflict was caused by a 
lack of communication, followed by person-
al, political-ideological and organisational fac-
tors.  Also in Turkey, Ertürk’s (2022) study on 
schools in the Yeniçağa district of Bolu, focused 
on 40 teachers from three elementary schools, 
two middle schools and two high schools, and 
employed semi-structured interviews and con-
tent analysis, similarly finding that conflict was 
significantly reduced or did not occur in schools 
that had effective communication.  In addition, 
it also showed an absence of conflict in schools 
where duties and responsibilities were fulfilled in 
a timely manner, where there was organisational 
fit, where the behaviour of teachers and adminis-
trators was in accordance with the rules of pro-
fessional ethics and business ethics, and where 
there was teamwork and cooperation.  Looking at 
different perspectives according to position with-
in the school, and employing mixed methods, 
Shanka and Thuo (2017) included 146 teachers 
and 50 department heads, and interviews with ten 
principals, ten vice principals, 20 unit leaders and 
30 parent and teacher association members in pri-
mary schools in Ethiopia.  Their findings indicat-
ed that teachers and school leaders cited different 
causes of conflict.  School leaders, for instance, 
attributed conflict to teachers’ lack of preparation 
and low achievement in their work plans, where-
as teachers indicated that conflict was caused by 
work overload, unfair scheduling of timetables, 
lack of reward and recognition, and leaders’ poor 
accountability and responsibility.  The literature 
showed, therefore, that there is a variety of caus-
es of conflict across all contexts, and whilst there 
is some similarity between these, different con-
texts experience different causes of conflict and, 
indeed, even in the same contexts, the causes dif-
fer according to the perspectives of individuals 
in different roles.  Such findings, which empha-
sise such variety of causes, facilitated the need 
for qualitative methodology in the current study 

in order to more sufficiently explore the causes 
of conflict in the chosen context and answer the 
research questions more precisely.

     One of the most commonly cited papers on 
conflict management (Akanji et al., 2018; Wil-
liams et al., 2019; Hamadou, 2023), written by 
Thomas and Kilmann (1974; 1977), highlights 
two dimensions of behaviour during conflict: as-
sertiveness (how individuals address their own 
concerns) and cooperativeness (how individuals 
address the concerns of others), which led to five 
main strategies for dealing with conflict.  These 
include competing (assertive and uncooperative 
pursuit of one’s own goals, resulting in a one-sid-
ed win), collaborating (assertive and cooperative, 
satisfying the needs of both parties), compromis-
ing (involves some element of assertiveness and 
cooperativeness, where compromise is reached by 
both parties but conflict may remain unresolved), 
avoiding (unassertive and uncooperative, involv-
ing ignoring, postponing or withdrawing from 
conflict) and accommodating (unassertive and 
cooperative, neglecting one’s own concerns and 
addressing those of the other party through either 
obedience or generosity).  Such categorisation 
has been used in a range of studies which have 
explored conflict management from different per-
spectives, including those of employees (Kristan-
to, 2017; Parmer, 2017) and leaders (Ghavifekr et 
al., 2019; Martins et al., 2020).  It is worth noting 
that other widely-used models include Dual Con-
cern Theory, which draws on the work of Blake 
and Mouton (1964) and Deutsch (1973) and fo-
cuses on how conflict management relates to ei-
ther concern for the self or concern for others and 
the work of Rahim (2002) which suggests five 
strategies, including integrating, obliging, domi-
nating, avoiding and compromising.  The Thom-
as-Kilmann model was, however, considered the 
most appropriate and reliable model for the cur-
rent study given its wide usage and testing across 
a range of studies and its value as an assessment 
tool on conflict management styles amongst both 
individuals and groups (Nischal, 2014).

     There has been a range of research which has 
explored conflict management strategies within 
the work context.  Mosadeghrad and Mojbafan 
(2018), who looked at conflict types and conflict 
management strategies among hospital managers 
in Tehran, found that the causes of conflict for 
hospital managers are predominantly organisa-
tional, rather than personal, and identified col-
laborating as the dominant conflict management 
style.  There was some difference here according 
to age and position, with more senior managers 
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adopting this style of conflict management, and 
middle and operational managers more common-
ly employing compromising and avoiding styles, 
and front-line managers more often using avoid-
ing styles.  The sample included both males and 
females, which is important for comparison pur-
poses, but does not allow sufficient focus on the 
female perspective, which has tended to be large-
ly overlooked.  Differences in conflict manage-
ment style according to age, position and gender 
have also been identified in a study by Martins et 
al. (2020), with nurse managers in health institu-
tions in northern Portugal, to examine the conflict 
management strategies used.  They found that 
while there was a preference for collaboration in 
conflict management, in practice, enforcement 
strategies were more commonly used.  Employ-
ees aged 41-50 years, for example, were more 
likely to use dominating styles, when compared 
with those aged over 50 who chose more obliging 
strategies.  Again, this predominantly quantita-
tive approach provided useful insights and a wide 
range of responses, but may have been limited 
in achieving depth of response.  It also relied on 
a mixed gender sample, thus perhaps giving less 
priority to the neglected female response.  

    Looking at management strategies adopt-
ed within educational settings, one quantitative 
study which drew on 1309 questionnaires with 
headmasters, senior assistants and teachers across 
a range of Malaysian primary schools (Ghavi-
fekr et al., 2019), found that collaborating, ac-
commodating and compromising were the main 
strategies adopted by the schools’ administration.  
Such conflicts were found to predominantly 
arise from communication, authority, rewards, 
resources, personality, human relations and al-
location of duties.  This study provided insights 
into a range of different perspectives, although 
the limited detail provided by the questionnaire 
method is perhaps somewhat restrictive.  Using a 
smaller sample population of 245 school adminis-
trators from 35 secondary schools, but similarly 
employing quantitative strategies, research by 
Amie-Ogan and Nma (2021), which looked at 
conflict in public senior secondary schools in Port 
Harcourt Metropolis of Rivers State, showed that 
the conflict management strategies used, includ-
ing avoidance, collaborating, compromising and 
accommodating, had a strong influence on teach-
ers’ performance.  It suggested that principals 
should adopt the most amicable strategies to en-
sure a positive impact on teachers’ performance.  
It is notable, however, that this study focused on 
how principals should change, without drawing 

directly on their perspectives.  In another study 
which employed a qualitative perspective and 
drew on the perspectives of the principal, teach-
ers and employees of a junior school in Indone-
sia, it was found that collaboration, accommo-
dation and compromise were the most common 
strategies adopted for managing conflict (Hamdi, 
2021).  This study is important for including the 
principal perspective, although it focused solely 
on one principal for its findings.  Another study, 
however, drew on a broader sample of principals 
to determine the principal perspective on conflict 
management strategies in secondary schools in 
Malaysia.  It was suggested that as principals’ 
strategies impact school members’ behaviours 
and the performance of the organisation as a 
whole, it is important that rather than suppress-
ing or resolving conflict, it should be managed 
in consultation with supervisors and other em-
ployees.  This quantitative study emphasized that 
the principals need to adapt their behaviour and 
conflict management strategies according to the 
situation (Noordin, 2023) and it is important that 
further research, such as the current study, ex-
plore this using more qualitative methods.  The 
literature has therefore demonstrated that there 
has been a considerable amount of research into 
conflict within schools, with some similarities 
in the causes of conflict and its management, 
although there have been important differences 
according to context and culture.  

     There has been some research in this field in 
the Arab context.  In one study that aimed to un-
derstand conflict management styles among the 
principals of public secondary schools in the Di-
rectorate of Education of the Kasbah al-Mafraq 
region, a questionnaire was given to 325 teach-
ers.  The results found that the strategies used, 
in order of significance, included cooperation, 
pacification and settlement, concession, compe-
tition and avoidance.  Gender was shown to have 
an effect when the strategy of avoidance was 
adopted, but otherwise, there was no significant 
relationship between gender and strategy adopt-
ed (Shawaqfah and Elkhateeb, 2022).  In another 
study which explored conflict management from 
the perspective of 165 teachers at secondary 
schools in Khamis Mushait, it was found that 
teachers were largely motivated in their choice 
of approach by responsibility to the school, fol-
lowed by loyalty to the school, and then desire to 
continue working in the school (Alshahrani and 
AlQahtani, 2020).  

     Whilst several studies have touched on gen-
der in relation to workplace conflict (Kirti, 2017; 
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April and Sikatali, 2019; Mthethwa et al., 2019; 
Martins et al., 2020), providing important in-
sights into gender differences here, these tend 
to be conducted in mixed-gender work environ-
ments, which potentially yield different respons-
es to conflict than single-sex environments.  In 
terms of gender differences in conflict manage-
ment, several studies have shown that female 
managers are more likely to use avoiding styles 
than males (Mosadeghrad and Mojbafan, 2018; 
April and Sikatali, 2019), with some associating 
such strategies with attempts to avoid being per-
ceived as aggressive or confrontational, charac-
teristics largely associated with men.  April and 
Sikatali (2019) also found that where females 
were more likely to form relationships and net-
works, male leaders were less likely to delegate 
and subsequently had a higher workload.  Much 
of the research on gender and conflict has focused 
on differences between male and female leaders 
in dealing with conflict, which provides import-
ant insights into how women deal with conflict in 
comparison to men (Mosadeghrad and Mojbafan, 
2018; Mukundan and Zakkariya, 2018; April and 
Sikatali, 2019; Martins et al., 2020) .  Despite 
this, few studies have focused solely on women’s 
conflict management strategies and have tended 
to be conducted in mixed-gender work environ-
ments, which potentially yield different responses 
to conflict than single-sex environments.  This is 
an important gap, particularly with women pro-
gressively entering the labour market.  Thus, un-
derstanding conflict and its management within 
all-female contexts in Saudi Arabia has become 
an increasingly salient issue, and insights gained 
here will prove valuable not just in this specific 
context, but also more widely in relation to con-
flict amongst females in organisational settings.  

      3. Importance of the Study and Research 
Questions:

     As shown, there is a need for research which 
focuses on the perspective of principals, using 
qualitative tools to explore the full picture of 
conflict within schools rather than hypothesizing 
the relationship between variables; which was 
the aim of this study.  It was believed this would 
assist in understanding the causes of conflict in 
Saudi Arabia, helping to consider the lack of 
skills in dealing with conflict effectively.  Several 
key research questions informed the study:

1. To what extent is conflict present within 
female public schools within the city of 
Riyadh?

2. What are the causes of conflict in female 

public schools in Riyadh, especially from 
the perspective of the principals of the 
schools?

3. What are the most dominant strategies 
used by female principals in dealing with 
conflict in public schools in Riyadh?

     4. Methodology:

     4.1. Research design:

     The research adopted a qualitative case study 
design which employed qualitative semi-struc-
tured interviews with seventeen female prin-
cipals from seventeen different middle and 
high schools in Riyadh but with care to include 
schools from a variety of neighbourhoods.  A 
case study approach was adopted as the intention 
was to understand the real-life phenomenon of 
conflict in work settings within particular con-
textual conditions of Saudi Arabian, all-female 
educational institutions (schools).  Case studies 
are particularly valuable when investigating a 
phenomenon involving a large variety of factors 
(Fidel, 1984; Alreshidi, 2021) and, indeed, the 
literature has shown that there are numerous fac-
tors which generate conflict within the context of 
educational institutions.  They are also suitable 
where direct observation of factors and relation-
ships can be conducted (Ibid.), as in the current 
study.  Whilst case studies have been criticised 
for lack of generalisability, it is not the intention 
of case studies to generalise from a ‘sample’, it 
is more about analytic generalisation (Yin, 2009) 
and in the current study, this relates especially to 
theories of conflict.  Critique has also been raised 
in relation to lack of rigour within case studies 
(Ibid.) and it was thus essential in the current re-
search to ensure that detailed notes were taken, 
and transcripts recorded to ensure that all evi-
dence could be reported.

     4.2. The Schools and Participating Principals:

    Whilst the initial intention was to include pri-
mary schools, the timing of the fieldwork did not 
allow for the inclusion of primary schools.  The 
research used purposive sampling to locate the 
most knowledgeable participants on the selected 
topic. This form of sampling is a non-probability 
sampling method, whereby the sample is cho-
sen by the researcher to provide a representative 
sample among the target population (Saunders et 
al., 2009; Punch and Oancea, 2014). At the same 
time, some diversity of experience was sought in 
the sample in terms of location, school type, level 
of experience and qualifications (see Table 1 be-
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low). The sample included principals from eight 
high schools and nine middle schools across the 
whole city of Riyadh, with level of experience 
ranging from 10-30 years.  Most principals were 
qualified to Bachelor degree level, although two 
also held Masters degrees. Due to the nature of 

the research, the sample was also restricted, with 
the focus on principals of schools, where there is 
only one possible participant within each school, 
and neighbourhood restrictions, where it was 
necessary to include different school types in dif-
ferent neighbourhoods. 

      4.3. Semi-structured interviews:

      Qualitative methods were considered the most 
suitable form of data generation, as gathering fre-
quencies and statistical data would not have yield-
ed sufficient insights into these issues (Maxwell, 
2012).  Qualitative semi-structured interviews 
were deemed appropriate given that respondents’ 
knowledge, experiences and opinions were sought 
(Matthews and Ross, 2010) about conflict man-
agement. Semi-structured interviews are also flex-
ible and open to probing specific issues (Mason, 
2002), enabling the researcher to go beyond a set 
of predetermined questions (Brewerton and Mill-
ward, 2001).  It was believed that more structured, 
standardised questions would restrict this oppor-
tunity and be insensitive to variations in respon-

dents’ reasonings.  The interviews included eleven 
face-to-face interviews and six online interviews.  
It was necessary to offer online interviews in order 
to increase the participation rate according to the 
obstacles faced.  Due to the full schedules of prin-
cipals, for instance, and the need to hold emergen-
cy meetings, interviews were cancelled at the last 
minute.  Online interviews were not considered 
problematic, however, as in recent years, the use 
of technology has become an increasingly import-
ant and commonly used form of communication, 
which can facilitate an open conversational style, 
is arguably continuously engaging and for some 
provides forms of additional data which can fur-
ther enhance the quality of this method (Howlett, 
2021).  Interviews were conducted between Sep-
tember 2021 and the end of January 17th of 2022
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        4.4. Interview Analysis:

    The semi-structured interviews lasted from 
between 35 and 75 minutes each and were audio 
recorded with assurances of confidentiality.  The 
interviews were conducted in Arabic, fully tran-
scribed and then translated into English in a form 
suitable for thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 
2014).  The duration of this stage of the process was 
six months.  The six phases of analysis proposed 
by Braun and Clarke (2014) involved reading and 
re-reading the transcripts to enhance familiarity, 
before generating the initial codes.  Thus, in step 
two, the material was coded by assigning names 
and labels to pieces of text (Punch and Oancea, 
2014).  This involved the use of literature driven 
coding (based on the conceptual framework ex-
tracted and synthesised from the literature review) 
and then data driven coding for data not covered 
in the conceptual framework.  Themes were then 
generated from the codes and reviewed, in steps 
three and four, before naming and defining themes 
for step five.  Finally, the findings from the study 
were produced and reported. 

      4.5. Procedures:

      Prior to the research taking place, approval was 
gained from the Ministry of Education.  The in-
terview schedule was then designed, approved by 
university academics and piloted.  The seventeen 
principals – all of whom had given consent to their 
participation following explanation of the study 
and their rights – were then interviewed in their 
workplaces.  All interviews were audio-recorded 
with consent, following assurances of confidenti-
ality, and full transcribed by the research, before 
translating to English for analysis.  

       5. Findings:

      The findings showed that the level of conflict 
in public schools can be considered to represent a 
moderate level in general, even though there were 
two schools within the sample that had an exten-
sive amount of conflict, and three had very little.  
Whilst most of the principals may initially have 
been concerned about disclosing conflict within 
the school because of fear that it may be associat-
ed with incompetency, further into the interviews, 
the level of conflict within their schools could be 
determined from their responses.  The findings 
highlighted three key issues, including the causes 
of conflict, strategies adopted by principals within 
schools to deal with conflict and the approaches 
used to address conflict.  In relation to the latter, 
whilst there is a tendency within the literature to 
conflate approaches and strategies used for man-
aging conflict, the findings from the current study 

indicated that these are distinctive and are there-
fore discussed separately to indicate their individ-
ual significance.

    5.1. Causes of conflict within female public 
schools

     The data showed that there are many different 
causes of conflict within schools, which can be 
classified as internal (including organisational and 
individual) and external (such as educational pol-
icies and family issues), as demonstrated below.  

      5.1.1. Internal causes of conflict 

    Looking initially at internal organisational fac-
tors, several key causes emerged from the respons-
es of the participants, including school rules, pro-
cedures and practices; roles and positions; school 
culture; personality types and age/generation is-
sues.

      5.1.1.1. School rules, procedures & practices 

    The most common response from the partici-
pants regarding internal causes of conflict within 
their schools was related to the implementation of 
school rules, practices and procedures.  There was 
some consensus amongst the principals that teach-
ers often tried to use excuses to prevent them from 
having to work the early starts or late finishes that 
were required of them.  This could cause conflict 
amongst the staff.  It would appear that more suf-
ficient guidance and fair distribution of less de-
sirable expectations, is needed here to avoid such 
conflict arising.  Similarly, it was suggested that 
the absence of criteria relating to the distribution of 
duties for teachers according to different subjects 
could also be a cause of conflict.  This was not 
simply related to teachers, but also administrators, 
especially where they were in control of different 
classes.  Subjects such as Maths and Arabic, for 
instance, often required a greater number of class-
es and therefore a higher workload, in comparison 
to other subjects, such as history and geography.  
Furthermore, the lack of official job descriptions 
for administrators was the source of conflict for 
many schools, leading to conflict not just between 
administrators and principals, or administrators 
and teachers, but also causing conflict between ad-
ministrators themselves.  Related to this was con-
flict caused by administrators’ knowledge of rules 
and regulations.  This had the effect of exacerbat-
ing or intensifying the conflict in such situations.  
Similarly, lack of clarity and detail surrounding 
the criteria for evaluations was cited amongst sev-
eral participants as being a key cause of conflict 
within the school.  As criteria were deemed to be 
generic or broad, there was a sense that evalua-
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tions were founded on principals’ interpretation of 
them, which could result in accusations of subjec-
tivity from teachers and administrators, leading to 
conflict between staff members and the principals.  

    Several principals mentioned the problems 
caused by student violation of school rules, es-
pecially in reference to the misuse of social me-
dia and technology amongst students within the 
schools.  This emerged predominantly as an issue 
for Middle Schools.  The violation of rules could 
also lead to conflict amongst students, especially 
where students inform on others who break the 
rules.  Furthermore, the practice of dealing with 
student violation of school rules also caused con-
flict.  It was explained, for instance, that principals 
or other staff members sometimes felt that rules 
were unreasonable and therefore struggled to im-
plement them, avoiding punishing students for is-
sues that they believed to be minor.  

           5.1.1.2. Roles and positions

       In addition to conflict arising from school 
rules, procedures and practices, the findings 
showed that roles and positions were a source of 
conflict in several schools.  This was mentioned 
in terms of ambiguity and dissatisfaction relating 
to the roles of administrators and teachers, and 
subsequent workloads.  Perceptions of superiority 
relating to role and position within the school were 
also cited as a source of conflict by several of prin-
cipals.  This was particularly common amongst the 
staff members, where teachers reportedly largely 
regarded themselves as superior to administrators.  
This seemed to relate not only to their higher sala-
ries but also to their perception of their heightened 
value within the school in comparison with admin-
istrators.  Such opinions were explained as lead-
ing to sensitivity amongst administrators in their 
dealings with teachers, which led to some con-
flict.  Similarly, conflict arising from perceptions 
of superiority also emerged in cases where staff 
had previously held higher status positions, lead-
ing them to feel that they were special or different 
from their colleagues and to subsequently behave 
in ways that caused negative feelings amongst oth-
ers, which could then raise issues between them.

       5.1.1.3. School culture

     Many of the participants cited sources of con-
flict which were related to the school culture.  This 
included, for instance, poor relationships amongst 
staff.  One principal shared many examples of the 
poor relationships she had encountered when she 
started working at her school.  She stated that:

    When I came to the school, teachers did not 

work together, administrators did not work togeth-
er.  I found that the relationships between everyone 
in the school were very bad, there were no friendly 
relationships.  It felt as if they were all enemies.  I 
tried to change the culture of the school, change 
the culture of enemies and I tried to make them 
feel that we are here as a family; we each need 
each other (Middle School 9).

    She explained that the culture of the school 
before she arrived was one that was conducive 
to gossip and this appeared to be encouraged 
by the previous principal, which had facilitated 
poor relationships.  Furthermore, she stated that 
the school culture lacked a sense of working as a 
team and focused more on individual attainment 
and praise.  Arguably, attitudes are a key part of 
the school culture, and it was explained by sev-
eral principals that amongst their staff, some held 
negative attitudes about the principals themselves, 
believing that it was not worth engaging princi-
pals to resolve problems, as they believed nothing 
would change.  Also mentioned was the lack of 
commitment demonstrated by staff in respect of 
their duties within the school.  As several princi-
pals explained, some teachers who are responsible 
for staying after school leave before the expected 
time.  

      Conflict caused by school culture also appeared 
to include issues related to alliances that had devel-
oped between particular individuals, such as those 
in the same subject areas.  It also appeared that 
conflict could emerge as a response to a lack of 
communication or poor communication within the 
school.  This could include staff members’ dislike 
of the ways in which others communicated with 
them, such as receiving orders in an unacceptable 
way, as highlighted by many of the principals.  In 
one example shared, poor communication had 
led to conflict not simply within the school, but 
also between the school and parents and could be 
related to social values held by women in Saudi 
society, as most staff members prefer to talk to the 
mothers and would be less comfortable talking to 
the fathers.

      5.1.1.4. Personality types

The findings also showed that personality types 
are an important cause of conflict within schools, 
and that personality types could be the cause of 
conflict amongst others or could lead individuals 
into conflict with others.  The personality types 
that emerged as the most destructive within the 
school, included those that were aggressive, arro-
gant, unsociable, disrespectful, and vengeful.  One 
principal, for example, discussed the negative im-
pact that the personality of one of her teachers had 
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on the school, not just in relation to other staff but 
also in relation to the students and their parents.  
This particular member of staff was described as 
arrogant by the principal and did not appear to care 
about the school’s approach to testing the students.  
As the principal explained:

      This made the students and the parents uncom-
fortable.  When we talked to her and explained that 
the parents were not happy, she said she didn’t care 
as she was educated in the US so she is special and 
unique and had a better education than anyone else 
in the school.  She was very arrogant and this was 
not acceptable to me, among the teachers and the 
parents or when I found the teacher shouting at the 
vice principal and saying this is not your business 
(High School 1).

      Similarly, another principal discussed the im-
pact of the personality of one of her teachers on 
the school as a whole, as whilst the teacher was 
believed to be good at her job, her unsociable 
personality prevented her from establishing rela-
tionships with the other staff and caused dissatis-
faction amongst students and parents.  Along the 
same lines, another personality type to emerge as a 
cause of conflict was the disrespectful personality.  
This was demonstrated in relation to staff mem-
bers who did not show respect in relation to the 
school hierarchy.  

     Finally, it appeared that the personality of the 
principals could also create issues.  Several prin-
cipals discussed their arrival at the schools and 
the conflicts they had to face that were caused by 
the behaviours of the previous principals, which 
arguably relate to their personalities.  Vindictive 
personalities, which reinforced negative envi-
ronments and cultures of gossip were regarded 
as facilitating conflict, but so too were vengeful 
personalities.  One principal actually appeared to 
implicitly reveal a negative personality in her de-
scription of a situation that occurred in her school 
and how she responded to it.  Her dealings with 
others appeared to be somewhat vengeful in re-
sponse to behaviour that she finds unpleasant as 
she would look for any mistake that they make 
and document it to give them a warning (Middle 
School 2).  As such, the personality of the princi-
pals themselves might on occasion be regarded as 
a cause of conflict.

        5.1.1.5. Age/generation

      There was one surprising cause of conflict 
within the schools, which was age or generation of 
staff members.  Two of the principals highlighted 
the problem caused within their schools by gener-
ational differences, with one pointing to the lack 

of willing amongst older generations to adopt new 
technologies or methods within their teaching, 
which caused conflict with the younger teachers.  
At the same time, problems were also identified in 
relation to the younger generation of teachers and 
in one case, it was shown how the choice of cloth-
ing for a younger teacher was not considered suit-
able within the formal schooling context and was 
regarded as a potential cause of conflict through 
the lack of boundary-setting between teachers and 
students.  Appropriate guidelines for addressing 
issues that arise from generational differences 
would therefore be beneficial for tackling poten-
tially negative impacts within schools.

        5.1.2 External causes of conflict

      As the data showed, there are some causes of 
conflict which can be considered external causes 
because they are not in the control of the school 
administration.  These include educational poli-
cies (institutional) and family issues (social). 

      5.1.2.1. Educational policies

       Educational policy was the most common-
ly-cited cause of conflict from the perspective of 
principals.  It is important to note that these pol-
icies are important for improving the quality of 
education, but there were several ways in which 
these were deemed by the principals to lead to 
conflict within the school environment.  These 
included the introduction of changes within the 
education sector or the swift implementation of 
actions with little notification for schools.  In one 
example, the Ministry of Education introduced 
the opening of classes in early childhood within 
schools, and due to the perception that these would 
be easier to teach, there were many requests to 
move to schools where these classes were, report-
edly leading to teacher shortages within the exist-
ing provision.  This caused conflict amongst staff 
where such shortages must be managed.  

      Another change introduced by the Ministry in-
cluded the introduction of professional licenses as 
it was explained that many teachers felt offended 
after their many years of experience.  Additionally, 
the lack of guidelines relating to staff duties was 
also cited as leading to conflict within the school, 
particularly in relation to ambiguities surrounding 
the duties of administrators.  As one principal ex-
plained:

      the policy of education doesn’t give clear de-
termination of duties of administrators.  They give 
clear indicators for teachers but not administrators.  
So this is when we face misunderstanding when 
an administrator says they cannot do something as 
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it is not one of their duties.  We have faced this 
problem since the Ministry expanded the hiring 
of administrators who came from different fields, 
lacking qualifications and are not trained well in 
administration (High School 5).  

     It appears then, that it is not the educational pol-
icies themselves which are deemed to cause con-
flict but rather the timescale between establishing 
new policies and their implementation.

     Finally, other conflicts arising from educational 
policy, according to the participants, included the 
registration of more students than a school could 
occupy, which caused difficulties amongst staff 
with the distribution of duties, or the introduction 
of new subjects.  It was stated, for instance, that 
when a subject was introduced where teachers 
lacked knowledge (such as critical thinking), it 
was difficult to convince staff to take on the sub-
ject, which could lead to further conflict.

       5.1.2.2 Family issues

      The data indicated that family issues could also 
present points of conflict within the schools.  The 
lack of cooperation between schools and parents, 
for instance, caused conflict, as did problems be-
tween the parents of students at schools, or con-
servative families who are aware of what their 
daughters do.  It was also suggested that there is 
a kind of discrimination against particular com-
munities within school environments, which can 
lead to conflict amongst students.  Whilst it was 
suggested that this was not a dominant problem 
in most cases, it was stated that it had resulted in 
physical violence in some situations.  It was felt 
that such discrimination and ways of dealing with 
it emerged directly from family influence, and sub-
sequently was difficult to address.  Furthermore, 
there were extreme cases of students who were 
reported to bring problems to the schools, relating 
to issues with their parents.  In one case, the prin-
cipal explained that one student’s bad behaviour 
had been directly related to her parents’ infideli-
ties, pushing her to demand their attention through 
inappropriate actions at school.  The principal ex-
plained that this situation took her a considerable 
amount of time to solve and eventually led to the 
student being removed from the school.  In a few 
cases, conflict was also shown to emerge from par-
ents who lacked trust in the school and felt that the 
school concealed information from them.  It also 
appeared that negative attitudes amongst the par-
ents could also result in conflict, especially where 
they disagreed with or disliked the administrative 
practices used within the schools to protect the stu-
dents.  It was also found that parent involvement 
where students break school rules could exacer-

bate conflict.  Demands from parents to punish 
those who violate rules, for instance, could lead to 
conflict between parents and staff.  Principals ex-
plained the difficulties in dealing with such parents 
and the time it could take to address such conflict 
that arose in communicating with them.

      5.2. Conflict management strategies

     The data showed that the principals at public 
schools in Saudi Arabia use many different strate-
gies to deal with conflict.  The data indicated that 
the most common strategies used by the principals 
were calming down, accommodating and avoid-
ing.  The least adopted strategy was accountability.  
The participants used the strategy of calming down 
to demonstrate greater understanding of the parties 
of the conflict and a more considerate and caring 
approach to their employees which reflects their 
belief that it is the fastest way to effectively ad-
dress conflict.  This strategy appeared to be widely 
utilised by principals as a tool for self-preserva-
tion and the protection of image in front of others.  
This was in line with the general response during 
the interviews that conflict within their school was 
largely something of the past that they had dealt 
with upon their arrival at the school.  They were 
subsequently conservative when talking about 
conflict within the school during their own peri-
od of management, as opposed to when the school 
was managed by the previous principal.  This – 
and the seeming reliance on the calming strategy 
– appeared to reflect the extent to which they try to 
protect their own image as competent managers.  
There seemed to be the feeling that if there is a lot 
of conflict in their school, they will be deemed less 
competent.

     The accommodating strategy was often used by 
principals who also used the calming down strat-
egy, often being driven by the same motivation 
of satisfying all parties and not exaggerating the 
problem, or bringing problems to the school or the 
principal.  Participants mentioned using avoidance 
strategies as they are concerned about the conse-
quences of confrontation.  It also appeared that 
avoidance was adopted as a strategy as a result of 
the consequences witnessed during previous ex-
periences within the school environment, such as 
witnessing a previous principal using confronta-
tion regularly.  Some participants mentioned us-
ing avoidance to deal with conflict which they felt 
was not substantial enough to negatively impact 
the school or would not lead to major problems 
for the school.  Whilst one participant stated that 
they found confrontation to be a good strategy for 
reducing conflict in the school (High School 8), 
the majority of participants mentioned that they 
preferred to avoid confrontation as a strategy for 



246247 السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الرابع، مارس 2024
                                       السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الرابع، مارس 2024

Dr.Fadiah Thani Alraies 

dealing with conflict.  They felt that it was either 
a waste of time or they were concerned about the 
negative consequences of confrontation which 
may exacerbate rather than control or diminish the 
conflict.  Where they did use it, the principals justi-
fied their combination of two seemingly opposing 
strategies as using confrontation only under cer-
tain conditions:  

     I like to be sure that conflict is not there, I 
even try to make sure there are no tiny embers 
of conflict because I am concerned that if there 
is anything small there, one day it will grow and 
come again.  So I like to use calming down and 
confrontation, but with confrontation I always try 
to ensure there is not strong disagreement, I like 
to make sure there is respect between people and 
guide them to be polite during confrontation (Mid-
dle School 5).

      Indeed, it appeared that whilst some partici-
pants     did not like to use certain strategies, they 
adopted them where they felt it was needed to ad-
dress the conflict.  This related not just to confron-
tation but also to the use of force or the power of 
rules and regulations, as evident in the responses 
of some principals.  Most of the participants who 
mentioned using force or the power of rules and 
regulations explained that they used it for particu-
lar situations or the most important requirement in 
the school of arriving and leaving on time.  They 
appeared to be particularly stringent in addressing 
lateness, which was deemed especially negatively 
within the culture of education and required strict 
handling.  The responses of the participants in-
dicated that the compromising strategy was used 
most often when the lack of official regulations 
prevented them from being able to officially en-
force staff to engage in required roles or duties.  
Only one principal mentioned her preference for 
using accountability as a strategy for reducing 
conflict within the school.  This strategy thus re-
quires further investigation in future strategies.  
Competing did not emerge in the findings at all 
as a strategy adopted by the principals and whilst 
collaboration was not explicitly mentioned either, 
arguably calming down – which was the most 
widely used strategy – may be associated with col-
laboration, in terms of these strategies possessing 
many similar elements.

       5.3. Approaches to dealing with conflict

     The data indicated that there were distinctive 
approaches which could be distinguished from 
strategies, which require further attention within 
conflict research.  One of the most frequently cited 
approaches adopted by the principals for manag-
ing conflict in their schools, for instance, was the 

use of proactive behaviour and this appeared to 
be used with many strategies, including calming 
down, accommodation, confrontation, power of 
rules and regulations and use of third party.  Proac-
tive behaviour included actions which prevented 
conflict in the school, such as tackling rebellion 
directly and removal of undesirable staff and stu-
dents from the school in order to address conflict 
that is occurring or, in other instances, providing 
training or giving staff the responsibility of dis-
tributing workload in order to prevent conflict.  In 
terms of dealing with rebellion amongst teachers 
and administrators, for instance, principals ex-
plained that it was effective to focus efforts on the 
most rebellious individuals:

     Before sending the paper to be signed by the 
teachers, I decided to convince her [a difficult 
teacher] to sign first so that all of the others would 
sign it too (Middle School 3).

      The removal of undesirable individuals from 
the   school, whether staff or students, was also 
cited by several principals as an approach to ad-
dressing conflict, as was training to address con-
flict caused by poor relationships resulting from 
bad attitudes, difficult personalities and lack of ex-
perience and skills.  Finally, giving staff responsi-
bility for distributing workload was considered an 
effective approach by the principals for reducing 
conflict from occurring, as this was considered to 
be a major cause of conflict within schools for the 
majority of the participants. 

Ensuring fair treatment was another of the most 
commonly-cited approaches used by the princi-
pals and included ensuring fairness through an 
adequate balance of duties, ensuring the satisfac-
tion of all parties or through the expression of the 
belief of the right of everyone to benefit from the 
solution to the conflict.  Furthermore, investigat-
ing the situation in order to identify the root caus-
es of conflict or to make effective judgement, and 
taking action on the basis of this, was another ap-
proach adopted by some of the principals to tackle 
conflict in their school.  It was shown that the inves-
tigative approach helped the principals to identify 
underlying causes of conflict, such as jealousy or 
sensitivity, and to deal with these appropriately.  
Furthermore, investigating may help to uncover 
personal circumstances that affect the behaviour of 
staff, and understanding these can lead to measures 
that are more effective in dealing with the causes 
of conflict.  The main element of this investigative 
method was listening carefully to judge the situ-
ation.  It is worth mentioning that there are other 
forms of listening, which were practised by many 
of the principals, but in these cases, the listening 
was the approach adopted – rather than leading to 
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particular actions – with the intention of calming 
down the different parties involved in conflict.  

      Indirect intervention was another approach 
cited by the principals and seemingly fits with the 
avoidance strategy.  This was evidenced amongst 
the participants, with one principal providing a 
range of examples of her indirect intervention in 
conflict, whilst also acknowledging her favoured 
strategy as avoidance.  One form of indirect in-
tervention appeared to be the avoidance of offi-
cial action in order to protect the self, particularly 
where the escalation of conflict was avoided to 
ensure that the principal did not have to confront 
aggression from others.  

    Finally, in looking at the approaches used by 
principals, establishing a positive culture within 
the school was mentioned.  Where principals had 
come into schools with negative environments and 
high levels of conflict, for instance, this was one 
of the first approaches they had adopted to tackle 
the conflict.  At the same time, ensuring a good 
culture within the school was regarded as a key 
approach to preventing conflict from arising in the 
first place.  Thus, there was a range of different ap-
proaches adopted by the principals to tackle con-
flict, which were used across different strategies.

         6. Analysis and discussion:

     The data indicated that for the majority of 
schools involved in the research, there was a mod-
erate level of conflict, and many causes of conflict 
(both internal and external), with principals utilis-
ing a range of different strategies to deal with it.  
Even though the data showed that there are dom-
inant strategies used, including calming down, 
accommodation and avoidance, other types of 
strategies were also used, including compromis-
ing, confrontation, force or power of regulations 
and accountability.  There was also evidence of 
a range of approaches, which were regarded as 
distinct from the strategies.  When looking at the 
transcripts in detail at the beginning of the analysis 
process, it appeared that several principals were 
keen to suggest that conflict did not occur within 
their schools at the start of the interviews, or sug-
gested that conflict was a problem at their school 
with the previous principal before they took on 
their position, indicating a need to distance them-
selves from something their perceived to be neg-
ative.  Nonetheless, as the interviews progressed, 
many expressed important issues relating to con-
flict, including causes, strategies and approaches 
used.  The findings emphasized, for example, the 
many different causes of conflict within schools.  

      In line with previous research, there was some 

suggestion that within the educational context, 
conflict could be attributed to both personal and 
organisational causes (Goksoy and Argon, 2016; 
Ertürk, 2022). Additionally, however, causes could 
be considered both internal and external.  Internal 
causes, for instance, which were arguably within 
the control of the principals included conflict relat-
ed to roles and positions, school culture, dominant 
values, age/generation, skills of staff and student 
behaviour.  What was evident from these causes 
was that with the first two - roles and positions, 
and school culture - principals were capable of not 
only addressing the conflict that arises, but also 
of instilling values, rules and procedures which 
would prevent or limit conflict arising in the first 
place.  This could be considered to reflect a form 
of conflict competence, whereby principals would 
have the capabilities to handle conflict effectively 
and prevent escalation of conflict (Msila, 2012).  
Conversely, there were also situations where prin-
cipals could be the cause of conflict where they 
facilitated a more negative culture within the 
school, such as one that encouraged gossip or 
jealousy between staff, or where their personality 
was not conducive to controlling conflict efficient-
ly, although this appeared to be the case within a 
minority of the participants in the sample.  None-
theless, it is important to be aware of the ways in 
which the principals themselves can be the cause 
of conflict within the school.  With the other caus-
es of conflict, which largely related to either the 
staff (dominant values, age/generation and skills) 
or to the students (violation of school rules), the 
methods adopted by principals largely related to 
addressing conflict when it emerged.   

      It also appeared, however, that some of the 
causes touched on by the principals were out of 
their control (external), such as educational poli-
cies (which are set by the Ministry).  These related 
to policies for recruitment within Saudi Arabia, 
the lack of official guidelines and the introduction 
of new requirements.  Such causes appeared to be 
prominent causes of conflict within the majority of 
the sample for the current study, and indeed were 
the most common causes of conflict mentioned 
by the principals, thus emphasising the need for 
attention from the Ministry of Education.  Within 
Saudi Arabia, for instance, the recruitment of staff 
is the responsibility of the Supervision Offices, not 
the principals of individual schools.  Consequent-
ly, when staff shortages occur within schools, the 
sometimes-delayed process of replacement results 
in the principals using other means to cover sub-
jects, such as the distribution of additional respon-
sibilities for existing staff on top of their usual 
workload, leading to conflict.  This indicates the 
need for the Supervision Offices to offer more im-
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mediate solutions to staff shortages, which prevent 
principals from using methods, which create con-
flict and protect principals from dedicating time and 
efforts to unnecessary and time-consuming tasks.    

     What also emerged from the findings was the 
need for more sufficient guidelines relating to staff 
duties, the lack of which puts pressure on prin-
cipals to address the issues that arise.  This can 
lead to further problems, which exacerbates con-
flict situations, as principals are reliant on their 
own methods and approaches, which are diverse 
across schools and can lead to dissatisfaction 
amongst staff, which can subsequently result in 
more conflict.  Accordingly, where force or the 
power of regulations are used, the conflict may 
appear to be stopped, or may be prevented in the 
immediate term, but feelings of dissatisfaction re-
main, creating an environment which can trigger 
conflict more swiftly.  Finally, the introduction of 
new policy for teaching staff has shown to be the 
cause of conflict, where teachers were concerned 
about failing to achieve their professional licenses 
and subsequently their jobs.  This change in poli-
cy - which was deemed necessary to enhance the 
quality of teaching, and included sufficient time 
and attempts for licenses to be achieved - led to 
increased pressure on teachers and principals, as 
well as to conflict between teachers and princi-
pals where teachers showed a kind of resistance.  
It may be, therefore, that when such changes are 
introduced, greater attention should be paid to 
developing strategies which support teachers and 
principals on many different levels, to reduce the 
occurrence of conflict. Whilst previous research 
has touched on task-interdependence as a cause of 
conflict within schools, emphasising that, where 
the work of a department or member of staff is de-
pendent on the output of another (and where per-
formance level assessments result in punishment 
or reward) (M.O., 2017), the current research also 
suggested a form of task inter-dependence be-
tween schools and the Supervision Office which 
could be the root, or partial root, of conflict.

     Looking at the strategies used by the female 
principals to manage conflict, in line with exist-
ing literature, the findings indicated that principals 
could utilise several strategies, depending on the 
situation, and sometimes use several strategies 
at once.  As touched on previously, Thomas and 
Kilmann (1974) propose five main strategies and 
whilst the current study found some similarities 
with the strategies they propose, there were also 
important differences.  As mentioned, the most 
commonly used strategies of the principals includ-
ed calming down, accommodation and avoidance.  
Whilst accommodation and avoidance are in line 
with Thomas and Kilmann’s model, and appear to 

support previous findings on the most common-
ly used strategies by female leaders (Vestal and 
Torres, 2016), the use of ‘calming down’ perhaps 
fits most sufficiently within their category of col-
laborating, as it involves both assertiveness and 
cooperation, satisfying the needs of both parties.  
It could be argued, however, that ‘calming down’, 
which was the description used by the principals, 
more appropriately reflects the strategy adopted as 
the primary goal of the principals in using this was 
to de-escalate the situation in the moment, due to 
their concern for the consequences of anger and 
bad feeling of the parties involved.  None of the 
principals described the need to be assertive, to 
cooperate or to satisfy all parties at this time.  The 
strategy was seemingly driven by fear of the con-
sequences and the need to mitigate negative out-
comes immediately and, as such, ‘calming down’ 
appears to most appropriately describe this strate-
gy.  The strategy of avoidance similarly appeared 
to be motivated by the fear of consequences and 
the need to de-escalate the situation.  Another 
strategy used by the principals included the use of 
force or the power of regulations.  This appeared 
to fit more closely with aspects of Rahim’s (1985; 
2002) model (which includes integrating, oblig-
ing, dominating, avoiding and compromising), 
rather than Thomas and Kilmann, where dominat-
ing and obliging strategies reflect this use of force.  

      Importantly, such data appeared to demonstrate 
that the educational context cannot be separated 
from Saudi society.  It was shown, for instance, 
that the actions of principals in dealing with con-
flict - particularly in terms of calming down and 
avoidance - reflected Saudi society’s traditional 
values, which include shame associated with hav-
ing problems.  It has previously been shown that 
the avoidance and compromise strategies are com-
mon among principals, as indicated in one study of 
Greek educational leaders in dealing with conflict 
(Saiti, 2015).  In contrast to this study, however, 
in the current study, calming down and accommo-
dation strategies were the most common (as well 
as avoidance).  The previous study explained the 
adoption of such strategies in relation to a percep-
tion that good leaders are keen to please everyone 
and keep all staff and students happy, and as men-
tioned, in Saudi Arabia, leaders are also keen to 
promote the interests of others over themselves, 
but it appears that different strategies were used 
in order to achieve this.  Furthermore, one strate-
gy, which did not appear to be used by the princi-
pals, was the competing strategy.  Arguably, this 
could also reflect Saudi traditional values, which 
are more closely aligned with collectively and the 
interests of others rather than individuality and 
self-interest.  Thus, the principals would be less 
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likely to adopt a competing strategy, which is as-
sertive in the pursuit of one’s own goals.  It has 
also been shown, however, that whilst no one ex-
plicitly mentioned adopting the competing strate-
gy, it actually appeared to have been adopted by 
several principals in the sample but was concealed 
by different techniques.  Again, this may relate to 
Saudi society’s appreciation of cooperation where 
focusing on the self is perceived negatively as a 
form of selfishness.  Moreover, Gary (2021) sug-
gests that the use of force might reflect the com-
peting strategy, as it does not take the other party 
into consideration in its actions.

     It is also worth noting that whilst the findings 
indicate that traditional values are represented 
in the actions of the principals, in terms of not 
demonstrating self-interest, there was some sug-
gestion that self-interest was part of the motivation 
for their choice of strategies, but this was largely 
concealed in their strategies and approaches.  This 
may be an indication of the gradual infiltration 
of individuality into Saudi society.  According to 
Madalina (2016), for instance, the management of 
conflict through collaboration is characterized by 
a high level of assertiveness or cooperation.  There 
was some support for these findings in the current 
study, with most principals’ cooperation strategy 
being motivated by the desire to avoid negative 
consequences or protect themselves.  At the same 
time, the methods adopted by some principals to 
protect themselves (such as identifying and record-
ing the mistakes of others) indicated that issues of 
social identity and identity conflict (Karelaia and 
Guillen, 2014), cannot be overlooked. These re-
lationships between the strategies adopted and 
traditional values, as well as the role of identity 
conflict, would benefit from further investigation.  

     Finally, the data emphasised that the strate-
gies of dealing with conflict are more than what 
has been included in the Thomas-Kilmann mod-
el.  There is a need to develop a more comprehen-
sive model, which encompasses the full range of 
strategies adopted within conflict management, 
with consideration for cultural variation.  There 
is a tendency for existing models to restrict their 
categorisation to five different strategies, which at 
present appears limited.  The current study found 
that several strategies which adopted by the princi-
pals for managing conflict.  This included accom-
modation, calming down, avoiding, confrontation, 
forcing (power of regulations) compromising and 
accountability.  Furthermore, it is important to 
establish clear boundaries between the approach-
es and strategies used by principals to deal with 
conflict.  Strategies, for instance, are broader than 
approaches, which are a form of action.  This can 
be seen in the current study where the approach 

of investigating conflict may have been considered 
a strategy of problem solving in previous studies.

       7. Limitations and recommendations:

Following the analysis of the findings, it is im-
portant to acknowledge the research limitations 
and to provide several practical recommendations.  
Despite the important insights provided by the 
research, for instance, as a qualitative case study 
approach was adopted, the generalisability of the 
findings is perhaps limited, as they focus on par-
ticular contexts and circumstances.  In the current 
study, the findings relate specifically to all-female 
contexts within Saudi Arabia. Important recom-
mendations have also emerged from the study, 
however, including:

• As mentioned, during the interviews several 
principals highlighted the high level of con-
flict in the school before they arrived in their 
position.  This appeared to be a kind of de-
fence mechanism, where they wanted to de-
tach themselves from any conflict that had 
been in their school and any association of 
responsibility for it.  This might indicate the 
need for training for principals around conflict 
and its management.  Principals would benefit 
from being made aware that it is a normal part 
of everyday life in the workplace, not some-
thing to hide or be ashamed of, but rather to 
learn how to tackle effectively.  Thus, train-
ing in appropriate techniques and strategies 
would help here and ensure greater consisten-
cy across schools in conflict management.  

• It also appears that training for teachers who 
select to become student supervisors is essen-
tial to help them to provide appropriate and 
effective advice to students.

• Educational policy emerged as a key cause 
of conflict within schools, especially where 
changes were implemented with little warn-
ing or insufficient guidance.  Again, it is im-
portant to recognize that educational policy in 
itself is an essential and necessary part of ed-
ucational development.  Thus, understanding 
the ways in which the implementation of such 
policy impacts schools in relation to conflict 
is important.  As we have seen, it may be 
beneficial if the Ministry provided a broader 
timescale and sufficient information to ensure 
preparation for the implementation of new 
policies within schools.

• The Ministry should lead on establishing 
clear rules for schools on the distribution of 
workload between teachers and administra-
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tors, particularly in terms of different subject 
areas.  This would assist in reducing conflict 
between staff members.

• In order to reduce potential conflict arising 
from relationships with the families of stu-
dents, it would also be beneficial to introduce 
a programme for all schools which focuses on 
the development of strong relationships with 
parents, which may then facilitate better co-
operation and shared values.

• The removal of difficult members of the 
school (including staff and students) would 
appear to be an ineffective way of dealing 
with conflict.  Arguably, addressing the root 
of the problem would be more sufficient than 
simply moving it to another school.  Again, 
the Ministry’s involvement here, through pre-
venting these transitions from occurring is 
one solution, but schools should also have of-
ficial strategies in place for dealing with such 
situations.

• Finally, further research is needed to investi-
gate the causes of conflict identified in this 
study (perhaps quantitatively), as well as 
qualitatively exploring the factors impacting 
principals’ specific choice of strategies in 
dealing with conflict.  It is also important to 
investigate the typology of conflict and levels 
of conflict within institutions and to identify 
the sources with the greatest levels of conflict: 
students, parents, teachers, administrators or 
leaders, to ensure that these are brought to the 
attention of the Ministry and can subsequent-
ly lead to a more harmonious and productive 
school environment.  Further comparison of 
conflict within different types of education-
al institutions: elementary, middle or high 
schools, would also facilitate greater under-
standing here. It has also been shown that 
there are many studies from Eastern coun-
tries (Malaysia, Turkey, Indonesia and Iran), 
which may indicate that conflict is particular-
ly prevalent within these contexts in educa-
tional settings.  This may relate to collectivist 
cultures and thus, further investigation would 
be beneficial here.
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