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Abstract 

This study investigates the relationship between two sources of organizational power (i.e., 
coercive and legitimate power) and five conflict management styles (i.e., avoiding, 
accommodating, competing, collaborating, and compromising style). Results of this study 
revealed that principals’ coercive power has a positive relationship with avoiding and 
competing conflict management styles. Since these two conflict management styles both 
require low levels of cooperation, therefore it is fair to claim that higher degrees of coercive 
power facilitate the use of conflict management styles that require low levels of cooperation. 
It was also found that principals’ legitimate power is positively related to accommodating and 
collaborating conflict management styles. Since both of these styles are associated with high 
levels of cooperation, therefore it is fair to claim that higher degrees of legitimate power will 
facilitate the use of conflict management styles requiring high levels of cooperation. 

Keywords: Coercive Power, Legitimate Power, Conflict in Educational Organizations, 
Conflict Management Styles, Organizational Power  
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1. Introduction 

In every organization the manager should have some sort of power in order to be able to lead 
the organization toward its strategic goals. In an educational institution like a school, the 
school principal should have access to different sources of power to be able to control the 
employees and students efficiently. The strength of an educational system is an essential 
factor in determining the capacity of a country in achieving economic growth (Riasi, 2015a; 
Riasi & Amiri Aghdaie, 2013; Riasi & Pourmiri, 2015, 2016). A strong educational system 
contributes to economic development and enhanced social welfare (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 
2015). It is predicted that there will be a great demand for experts and professionals in 
different fields over the next few years in almost all developing countries around the globe 
(Amiri Aghdaie et al., 2012; Riasi, 2015b). The best way to respond to this demand is to 
create strong educational systems managed by professional and well-trained individuals. 
Studying different factors that can affect the efficiency of educational management is very 
important because it can help to design better strategies.  

Educational management needs to be concerned with the ultimate goal of education (Bush, 
1986; 1995; 1999; 2003). Many researchers have already studied the behavior of managers 
and how they make a difference in managing their organizations (Bass & Avolio, 1994; 
Burns, 1978; Glatter & Kydd, 2003; Payne, 1875; Senge, 1990; Simon, 1945; Taylor, 1895; 
Yukl, 1994). Studies focused on managing educational organizations follow a variety of 
methodologies (Heck & Hallinger, 2005) in order to identify the characteristics of 
educational managers and to find how their behavior can affect the performance of their 
organization. In an educational environment, conflict management is part of the daily tasks of 
managers. Managing organizational conflict without having the power to do so is very 
difficult. The relationship between managerial sources of power and conflict management 
styles is a complicated relationship that needs to be further explored (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 
2015). The current study will try to focus on how coercive and legitimate power are related to 
different conflict management styles. 

2. Conceptual Development 

2.1 Organizational Power 

According to Uhl-Bien and Carsten (2007), power can be defined as the sense of control and 
the perception that one has the ability to influence outcomes. Power and dependence are 
related concepts and higher levels of dependency can lead to higher degrees of power 
(Uhl-Bien & Carsten, 2007). This relationship holds very strongly in educational 
organizations. According to French and Raven (1959) there are five different sources of 
organizational power, namely: coercive, referent, legitimate, expert and reward power (Table 
1). These five sources of organizational power have been studied by many researchers and 
many of them tried to identify new sources (Carson et al., 1993; Finkelstein, 1992; Podsakoff 
& Schreisheim, 1985; Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015). In this section we will briefly introduce the 
concepts of coercive and legitimate power. These two sources of power were selected for this 
study, because they are the most important sources of power in educational organizations.  
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Table 1. Sources of organizational power (French & Raven, 1959) 

Sources of Power Definition 

Coercive power Power based on the perception that the manager can punish the employees 
if they do not conform to their manager’s influence attempt. 

Referent power Power based on the feeling of oneness of employees with their manager. 

Legitimate power Power based on employees’ belief that their manager has the legitimate 
right to manage the organization. 

Expert power Power based on the employees’ perception of their managers’ expertise 
within a given area. 

Reward power Power based on the ability of the manager to reward the employees. 

2.1.1 Coercive Power 

Coercive power can be defined as the ability to influence others by using threats, 
punishments or sanctions; in an organizational setting this source of power can be used in 
order to control the employees and to ensure that their actions are congruent with 
organizational policies (Merchant, 2013). A manager has coercive power over an employee, 
when the employee anticipates possible punishment if he/she does not perform the required 
tasks. According to Hunt and Nevin (1974), coercive power is not similar to other sources of 
power because it involves potential punishment. For non-coercive sources of power (i.e., 
reward, referent, legitimate, and expert power), the employee willingly yields power to the 
manager, but when the manager has coercive power, the employee reluctantly yields power 
(Hunt & Nevin, 1974). When the manager has coercive power, the degree of conformity of 
employees to their superior is dependent on the balance between punishment force and 
resisting force (French et al., 1960). If the employee believes that the private benefit from 
non-conformity is not enough to compensate for the possible punishment, he/she will 
definitely conform to the manager. Coercive power is one of the most important sources of 
organizational power for educational managers. In this study we will investigate the 
relationship between school principals’ coercive power and their conflict management styles. 

2.1.2 Legitimate Power 

Legitimate power originates from internalized values in employees which force them to 
believe that their manager has the legitimate right to manage the firm by influencing the 
employees and the employees must do what their manager asks them to do (French & Raven, 
1959; Raven & French 1958a). In other words, legitimate right is based on the employees’ 
perception that their manager has a legitimate right to prescribe behavior for them and to 
influence them (Raven & French, 1958b). Managers who have the legitimate power can 
influence their subordinates in different ways but this power is only limited to the scope of 
the formal authority of the managers (Lunenburg, 2012). Educational managers frequently 
use this source of power in order to influence their employees. The importance of legitimate 
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power in educational organizations is particularly apparent at schools where school principals 
use this type of power to manage their organization. In this study we investigate the 
relationship between legitimate power of school principals and their conflict management 
styles.   

2.2 Conflict Management 

Many organizational tasks are performed by teams, and one of the important issues that a 
manager faces on a daily basis is the issue of conflict among team members. Conflict usually 
occurs in mixed-motive relationships in which employees have both competitive interests that 
cause the conflict to start and cooperative interests that incentivize them to negotiate in order 
to come to an agreement (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; Deutsch & Krauss, 1962; Kochan & 
Verma, 1983; Walton & McKersie, 1965). Conflict is often characterized as a negative and 
destructive issue, but there is strong evidence that indicate conflict could have positive 
outcomes for the organizations if it is managed correctly (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015; Tjosvold, 
2006). If conflict is managed carefully then it can contribute to team effectiveness (Amason 
et al., 1995). Managing organizational conflict is an important issue for educational managers, 
particularly school principals. It is necessary for educational managers to learn different 
methods of managing conflict in order to control their organizations more efficiently (Riasi & 
Asadzadeh, 2015). One of the most important aspects of conflict management that 
organizational managers should consider is the understanding of how negative effects of 
conflict could be minimized and how its positive effects could be maximized.  

Conflict management requires various skills and there are disparate conflict management 
styles that could be used by managers. Blake and Mouton (1964) proposed a five-category 
model for classification of different methods for handling conflict modes. These five methods 
are forcing, withdrawing, smoothing, compromising, and problem solving. Another model 
which was proposed for handling interpersonal conflicts was the Thomas-Kilmann conflict 
mode instrument which introduced five different conflict management styles, namely 
competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating (Thomas & Kilmann, 
1974; Kilmann & Thomas, 1977). Table 2 provides a definition for each of these five conflict 
management styles. The five conflict management styles in Thomas-Kilmann conflict mode 
instrument are based on two dimensions: assertiveness (i.e., the degree to which a person 
attempts to satisfy his/her own concerns) and cooperation (i.e., the degree to which an 
individual attempts to satisfy the concerns of the other person who is involved in the conflict) 
(Kilmann & Thomas, 1977; Thomas, 1976). In a previous study we found that there is a 
positive relationship between principals’ reward power and accommodating conflict 
management style (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015). The results of our previous study also revealed 
that there is no significant relationship between principals’ reward power and the other four 
conflict management styles (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015). The current study will focus on 
principals’ coercive and legitimate power and their possible relationship with conflict 
management styles. 

Table 2. Conflict management styles (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974; Kilmann & Thomas, 1977) 
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Conflict Management Styles Definition 

Accommodating style 
Low assertiveness and high cooperation. The manager 
cooperates with the employees to a high extent and this 
cooperation might be against his/her managerial objectives.  

Avoiding style 

Low assertiveness and low cooperation. The manager decides 
to avoid the issue that caused the conflict. The manager neither 
peruses his/her own objectives nor cooperates with the 
employees to help them to reach their goals. 

Collaborating style 
High assertiveness and high cooperation. The manager and the 
employees collaborate with each other in order to satisfy the 
goals of both parties. 

Competing style 
High assertiveness and low cooperation. The manager is not 
willing to satisfy the objectives of the other party and only 
focuses on satisfying his/her own goals. 

Compromising style 
Moderate level of assertiveness and cooperation. Managers and 
employees follow their own objectives to some extent but at the 
same time they cooperate with each other moderately. 

2.3 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study intends to respond to two important questions. First, the study is trying to find out 
whether there is a significant relationship between principals’ coercive power and their 
conflict management styles. Second, we will try to understand whether there is a relationship 
between principals’ legitimate power and their conflict management styles. The results of this 
study will extend our knowledge about principals’ ability to manage organizational conflict 
by using their sources of power. This study can be considered as an extension to our previous 
study on the relationship between principals’ reward power and their conflict management 
styles. The following hypotheses will be tested in this study: 

H1: Principals’ coercive power is positively related to avoiding conflict management style. 

H2: Principals’ coercive power is positively related to accommodating conflict management 
style. 

H3: Principals’ coercive power is positively related to competing conflict management style. 

H4: Principals’ coercive power is positively related to compromising conflict management 
style. 

H5: Principals’ coercive power is negatively related to collaborating conflict management 
style. 

H6: Principals’ legitimate power is negatively related to avoiding conflict management style. 
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H7: Principals’ legitimate power is positively related to accommodating conflict management 
style. 

H8: Principals’ legitimate power is positively related to competing conflict management 
style. 

H9: Principals’ legitimate power is positively related to compromising conflict management 
style. 

H10: Principals’ legitimate power is positively related to collaborating conflict management 
style. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Sample 

The sample for this study included 49 high school principals who work in the city of Birjand. 
Birjand is a city located in eastern Iran and is the provincial capital of South Khorasan (Riasi, 
2004). The city has a population of around 180000 and has 49 high schools which all of them 
are single-gender schools. Around 51% of the surveyed high school principals were male and 
49% of them were female. Among the survey respondents, 4% of them were below 30 years 
old, 33% were between 30 and 40 years old, 55% were between 41 and 50 years old, and 8% 
were above 50 years old. The majority of the high school principals who participated in our 
study had more than 23 years of job experience (37%); also 35% of them had between 16 and 
23 years of experience; 26% of the respondents had between 7 and 15 years of experience, 
and only 2% of principals had less than 7 years of experience. 

3.2 Measures and Measure Validation 

To measure the degree to which school principals’ used each of the five conflict management 
styles and also in order to determine the principals’ degree of coercive and legitimate power, 
we designed a survey with 40 items. The respondents were asked to rate the items in the 
survey on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “completely disagree” (1) to “completely 
agree” (5), unless otherwise indicated. After designing all the scales for measuring the five 
conflict management styles, coercive power, and legitimate power we performed a 
confirmatory factor analysis. The results of the factor analysis indicated that all of the scales 
were acceptable and the survey items designed for measuring each of the constructs did in 
fact loaded together. We also calculated the Cronbach’s alphas (Cronbach, 1951) using IBM 
SPSS Statistics 23 to test the reliability of the scales. The Cronbach’s alphas for all of the 
scales were above .76 which exceeds the recommended .70 threshold for acceptability of a 
scale (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994); indicating high reliability and internal consistency of the 
scales. In order to ensure that the data were normally distributed, a Shapiro-Wilk test of 
normality was performed (Shapiro & Wilk, 1965). Shapiro-Wilk test of normality was used 
because the sample size was less than 50. The results of this test indicated that all of our 
constructs were normally distributed.  

4. Analysis and Results 
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Before starting the data analysis, we calculated the average scores that survey respondents 
assigned to the items measuring each construct. In order to test the hypotheses we used 
bivariate correlations. Table 3 provides a summary of the results of the hypothesis tests. In 
this table, r indicates the value of Pearson correlation coefficient, p1 shows the p-value for the 
one-tailed significance test, and p2 indicates the p-value for the two-tailed significance test. 
The correlation is considered to be significant at 95% confidence level if the p-value is less 
than .05 and if the p-value is less than .01 then we can conclude that the correlation is 
significant at the 99% confidence level. 
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Table 3. Results of hypothesis tests 

Hypotheses  Results of Hypothesis Tests Decision 

H1: Principals’ coercive power is 
positively related to avoiding conflict 
management style 

r = .373 
p1 =.004 
p2 = .008 

H1 is supported 

H2: Principals’ coercive power is 
positively related to accommodating 
conflict management style 

r = .234 
p1 = .053 
p2 = .105 

H2 is not supported

H3: Principals’ coercive power is 
positively related to competing conflict 
management style 

r = .305 
p1 = .016 
p2 = .033 

H3 is supported 

H4: Principals’ coercive power is 
positively related to compromising 
conflict management style 

r = .195 
p1 = .090 
p2 = .179 

H4 is not supported

H5: Principals’ coercive power is 
negatively related to collaborating 
conflict management style 

r = -.171 
p1 = .120 
p2 = .239 

H5 is not supported

H6: Principals’ legitimate power is 
negatively related to avoiding conflict 
management style 

r = -.202 
p1 = .082 
p2 = .164 

H6 is not supported

H7: Principals’ legitimate power is 
positively related to accommodating 
conflict management style 

r = .324 
p1 = .012 
p2 = .023 

H7 is supported 

H8: Principals’ legitimate power is 
positively related to competing conflict 
management style 

r = .065 
p1 = .330 
p2 = .660 

H8 is not supported

H9: Principals’ legitimate power is 
positively related to compromising 
conflict management style 

r = .067 
p1 = .325 
p2 = .650 

H9 is not supported

H10: Principals’ legitimate power is 
positively related to collaborating 
conflict management style 

r = .328 
p1 = .011 
p2 = .021 

H10 is supported 

Table 3 shows that the only hypotheses H1, H3, H7, and H10 were supported and the other 
six hypotheses were not supported. It was found that there is a significant positive 
relationship between principals’ coercive power and avoiding conflict management style with 
99% confidence. It was also found that principals’ coercive power is positively related to 
competing conflict management style with 95% confidence. The results revealed that the 
principals’ legitimate power is positively correlated with accommodating and collaborating 
conflict management styles with 95% confidence. 
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5. Discussion 

The results of this study complement our findings from a previous study on the relationship 
between principals’ reward power and their conflict management styles (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 
2015). The only significant relationship which was found in that study was the positive 
relationship between principals’ reward power and accommodating conflict management 
style (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015). It is interesting that the current study also found a 
significant positive relationship between principals’ legitimate power and their 
accommodating conflict management style. This finding suggests that reward power and 
legitimate power can be used together in order to facilitate the use of accommodating conflict 
management style. Using the accommodating style in order to manage organizational 
conflicts might be challenging because it requires high levels of cooperation and low levels of 
assertiveness and principals might be reluctant to use this conflict management style. Using 
the accommodating conflict management style is very effective when the employees’ solution 
for resolving the conflict is much better than the manager’s solution.  

Based on our results, the accommodating style is mostly used by principals with high levels 
of reward power (Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015) and legitimate power. We also found a positive 
relationship between principals’ legitimate power and collaborating conflict management 
style. Collaborating and accommodating styles are both associated with high levels of 
cooperation and since we found a positive relationship between legitimate power and both of 
these two conflict management styles we can conclude that higher levels of legitimate power 
could lead to higher levels of cooperation. In other words, managers who have higher levels 
of legitimate power are more willing to satisfy their employees’ concerns compared to 
managers with lower levels of legitimate power.  

Our results indicated that principals’ coercive power is positively related to the avoiding 
conflict management style. Avoiding style is associated with low levels of cooperation and 
assertiveness and is useful when the issue that caused the conflict is trivial. Managers with 
higher levels of coercive power use the avoiding style more commonly and it seems that 
higher levels of coercive power facilitates the use of this conflict management style. We 
found that principals’ coercive power is also positively related to competing conflict 
management style. The competing style is most effective when the manager has to make 
quick decisions and therefore only follows his/her own objectives without cooperating with 
the employees. The interesting result is that both avoiding and competing conflict 
management styles are associated with low levels of cooperation and since we found a 
positive relationship between coercive power and both of these two styles, we can conclude 
that higher levels of coercive power could lead to lower levels of cooperation. In other words, 
managers who have higher levels of coercive power are less willing to satisfy their 
employees’ concerns compared to managers with lower levels of coercive power.  

6. Conclusions 

Results of this study indicated that principals’ coercive power has a positive correlation with 
conflict management styles that require low levels of cooperation (i.e., avoiding and 
competing conflict management styles). On the other hand, it was found that principals’ 
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legitimate power is positively related to conflict management styles that require high levels of 
cooperation (i.e., accommodating and collaborating styles). Based on these findings we can 
conclude that managers should identify the sources of organizational power which are 
available to them and choose the appropriate conflict management style based on their 
available sources of power and their willingness to cooperate with employees in order to 
settle the organizational conflicts. This will help the managers to handle the organizational 
conflicts efficiently.  
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