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Abstract 

This slUdy examined the causes of conflict alld conflict resolution styles 
amollg university students. The participants were 390 (49 f emale and 341 
male) sophomore (87.7%). junior (5. 6%), alld senior (6. 7%) university 
sturients. Students identifted themselves as Amhara, Oromo. Tigre, and as 
belollging 10 other etlillic groups. Results from qualitative analysis 
indicated that the major sources of conflict lVere ctlmicity. religiolls 
diversity. defying rules, ami sexual and love affa irs. ill that order. Stlldents 
reported fhat the maj or conj1icr resolmion slyles were compromise, 
avoidillg, third-party mediatioll, alld dominating. Results from qualltitative 
analysis, all allier hand, showed that iiltegralion, compro fldse, alld obliging 
were the most f reque1ll1y Ilsed styles of conflict resolution. ANOVA showed 
that sex differences were fO llnd ill dominaling ill fa vour of males. Ethnic 
differences were observed ill ill/egration alld dominotillg. rile Oromo 
lelldillg (a lise more of illlegration Ihall Amhora alld Tigre. domillatillg 
beillg Ilsed by Amhara and Tigre. Amhara and Tigre swdellts use 
dominating more recurrently Ihan Oromo alld otiler groups. Discussions on 
major findings and implicafiolls for prevenlive interventiolls are included . 
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Introduction 

Theoretical and Empirical Bases ofthe Study 

Conceptualization of Conflict and its Causes 

In every day li ving conflict of various forms ensue due to different reasons. 
Though every conflict may not be detrimental to Ihe proper functioning and 
effectiveness of organ iLations and communities, conflicts do usually ha ve 
unsettling and destructive effects in accomplishing personal , organizational , 
and national goa ls; mainly when they are sever and remain unsolved. Recent 
literature in organizational behavior and management indicate that conflicts are 
almost unavoidable. Unlike classical organization theorists, conflict in social 
and open systems theories is considered as a crucial element for organizational 
effectiveness and improvement (Rahim, 1992 cited in Cetin and Hacifazhoglu , 
2004:325). Accordi ng to Rahim, classical theorists were propagating fo r the 
complete avoidance of confl ict from organi7.ations with the belief Ihat its 
absence brings commitment and stability among members of an organization. 
In recent days, however, not only is there the acknowledgement that conflict is 
unavoidable but also the notion that conflict within certain limits is useful for 
enhancing productivity. When handled in a proper way, conflicts "encourage 
creative solutions, lead to unity and support peoplc through change and 
stressful periods" (King, cited in Cetin and Hacifazhoglu, 2004:325). 

The term conflict has been defined in different ways. Rahim defined conflict as 
an "interacti ve process manifested in incompatibility, disagrccment, or 
dissonance within or between social entities" (Rahim, cited in Cetin and 
l-Iacifazhoglu, 2004:325). Gilbert and Brown (2002:549) dcfincd conflict as "a 
nanlral outcome of interpersonal interactions when the parties perceive 
themselves as being in opposition to each other." Similarly, Wall and Callister 
(1995:517) defined conflict as a "process in which one party perceives that its 
interests are being opposed or negatively affectcd by another party." These 
definitions indicate that conflict is a result of disagreemcnts and misperception 
that people develop in their interactions and is a natural phenomenon. If so, 
understanding its sources and how it could be managed are of great importance. 

Sources of conflict range from simple communication misunderstandings to 
events that occurred in the past. Wall and Ca llister (1995) grouped causes of 
conflict in lo six major groups: Individual characteristics (personality, goals, 
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val ues, stress, anger, desire for autonomy), interpersonal factors (distrust of 
others, perceptua l interface, misunderstanding, others' intention counter the 
other party), behavior (blocking party's goals, low interaction, power struggle), 
structure (preferential treatment of one side, status differences, power 
imbalance), and previolls interactions ( previous conflict, past fai lure to reach 
agreement). 

Other researchers relate sources of conflict with culture. According to Triandis 
(2000), cu lture can be a cause of conflict from two directions. First, cultural 
differences may lead to miscommunications and misunderstandings. "Conflict 
is greater when the two cul tures are vcry different than when they are very 
simila r. Technically this difference is called cu ltural distance" (Triandis , 
2000: 145). This is particularly so when cultures are characterized by 
differences in language. Cultural distance is greater whcn people speak 
different languages, have different socia l structures, rel igions, and significant 
differences in standards of living. The argument is that variations sueh as these 
lead to rules and beliefs which are acceptable For one group but unacceptabl e 
for another culture or group. 

Second, one culture may in itself be a fertil e ground for connict and another 
culture may promote tolerance and diversity. Triandis (2000) identified many 
dimensions of culture: Individualism and co llcctivism, vertical and horizontal 
cultures, active and passive cultures, universalism and particularism, diffusc 
and specific, instrumental and expressive, and emotional expression and 
depress ion. According to Triandis, there are cultures wherein differences are 
not tolerated. Such cultures have attributes that generate confli ct. If we take 
Triandis' classification of cu lture as individualism and collectivism, 
collectivism is a feature of societies that are simple and tight. 1t is characterized 
by high degree of confonnity. Tightness has to do with the existence of many 
rules, nonns and ideas about what is wrong and right. On the other hand, 
individualist cultures are complex and loose. Complexity refers to the existence 
of subgroups with different beliefs, attitudes, and rules. Unlike collectivi st 
cultures, which tend to have commonality in their belief and attitudes, 
individualist cultures have diversity of beliefs, attitudes, rules, and so on. 

TIlis signifies that the type of culture that prevails in a certain society may 
dctennine the extent to which conflicts are incited in that society. Hence, 
people of co llectivist cultures tend to be receptive and helpful when interacting 
with people of the same group members. But when they interact with people of 
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different groups, they tend to have less concern and when t.heir interests are 
competiti ve or different, they become aggressive. On the other hand, according 
to Triandis, people in individualist cultures are exposed to ma:ny different ways 
of living and beliefs, and tend to be tolerant and aceommodatjve albeit cultural 
differences. 

Anot her aspect of cu lture that has to do with conflict is ethnicity. Some 
researchers believe that ethnic identity is associated with past events and 
present trauma which could be a potential source of conflict. Moreover, there 
might be competition for power, resources, and other fonns of symbolic values 
among differcnt ethnic groups (Polkinghorn and Byrne, 200 I). Such 
competition can result in conflict among different ethnic groups. In fact , 
students mayor may not be directly involved in such compelitions. However, 
students' values and thinking are largely shaped by the community in whi ch 
they were brought up through the sociali zation process. Hence, what is residing 
in the wider community or society mirrors itself in the behavioral 
manifestations of students. Moreover, Triandis (2000: 151) noted, "all humans 
are ethnocentri c." People tend to believe that their group values, norms, 
behaviors and culture in general are good and proper while others ' cultures arc 
wrong and unnatural. Ethnocentrism, when it is high, prevents people from 
questioning their own values and nonns, and forces people to reject out-of
group members. According to Triandis, ethnocentrism is mainly dangerous in 
collectivist cu ltures as people tend to believe others are inhuman and inferior. 
However, it has been indicated that cthnocentrism shou ld not be necessarily 
related with hatred and disparagemcnl of out-of-group members as "people 
may favor the in-group over the out-group but still may view both the in -group 
and out-group positively-that is, in-group favo ri tism may occur without 
derogation of the oUl-group" (Weber cited in Valk and Karu, 2001:585). 
Supporting this argument to some degree, somc studies reportt::d no relationsh ip 
between ethnocentrism and hostility towards out-group members wh ile others 
indicated positive relationships (Valk and Karu , 2001). 

Furthennorc, there are social scientists (e.g. , Gurr, 1993) who think that the 
ex istence of many different ethnic groups in one community or country 
increases the eruption of conflict among people. For this group of writers, 
ethnic diversity entails variation in language, religion, and beliefs which craft a 
sensitive plalfonn for connieL Tn view of this argument, Ethiopia, along with 
Nigeria, Sudan, Lebanon, israel, and India, has been indicated as one of the 
highly tensioned places for social or ethnic confl ict (Reynal-Querol , 2002). 
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Conversely, some (for example, Ellingsen, 2000) contended that ethn ic 
hete rogencity is a beauty and should not bc considered as a source of conflict 
by itse lf. What matters most, according to Ell ingsen, is the poli tica l and socio~ 
economic condition of the country where in many ethnic groups live together. 
The inclusivencss and type of the poli tica l system (whether it is ' proportional 
or majoritarian ') (Reynal ~Querol , 2002), the level of democracy (Ell ingsen, 
2000), polarization among ethnic groups (indicated by adherents of rent 
seeking model), and lingu istic fragmentation have becn indicated as mediating 
factors that influence the possibility of conflict. Even within each factor, 
consensus is far from being rcaehed. r or example, Lijhardt ( 1984) cited in 
Reynal~Querol (2002:36) believes that a proportional syslem in pluralistic 
soc ieties reduces the risk of con fl ict as it "docs not artificially fo rce the 
establishmcnt of larger but less represen tati ve parties". Horowitz (cited in 
Reynal-Qucrol, 2002), on the other hand, contends that a majoritari n system 
works bel"ter as it encourages the creation of coali tion among different parties. 

In Slim, it scems difficult to fu lly support or refute ei thcr of thesc arguments as 
there arc a number of other overriding factors that make it hard to reach a 
conclusive judgment. Triandis ' s individual ist cultures are characterized by 
ethnic diversi ti es in a sense that there are many va lues, norms, and behavioral 
forms creating a peaceful commu nity. Tolerance is high despite differences. 
However, it has been also argued carlier that language variations, one instance 
where cthnic groups tend to vary, may be a source of conflict due to 
communication misunderstandings. Ethnocentrism is also another casc where 
diversity of ethnic groups may lead to conflict. Gurr also supports this idca. But 
Ellingsen attribu ted con fl ict to socia-economic and political conditions rather 
than ethnic divcrsity per se. 

Confl ict Management Styles 

Notwithstanding the importance of conflict and its causes, what is of great 
interest to people engaged in conflict research is how it is managed. In relation 
10 Ihis, Rah im and Magner (1995) have developed confl ict resolution styles of 
people based on two axes: Concern for self and concern for others. These arc 
avoiding, dominating, compromising, integrating and obliging. Others 
(Ohbuchi , Fukushima, and Tedeschi , 1999; Dcrlega, Cukur, Kuang, and 
Forsyth, 2002) have included third party intervention as conflict management 
style besides the above ones. Some also made classifications based on 
assertiveness, threatening, and avoidance. Recent study on validating Ra him 

39 



Causes a/Collf lict and Conflicr Resolution Styles ... Dawit M. and YaielV E. 

and Magners' classi fication (TingMToomey, YecMJ ung, Shapiro, Garcia, Wright, 
and Oetzel, 2000) found that obliging fai led to show up as an independent style 
of solving conflict whereas third party intervention did so. Taking into 
consideration the various class ifications made on conflict management slyles, 
third party interven tion, which is c!=Hlceptualized as seeking help or ad vice of a 
third party for resolving conflicts (Oerlega, Cukur, Kuang, and Forsyth , 2002), 
is the miss ing sty le from Rahim and Magners' framework. Other differences in 
classification mainly stems from using synonymous tenns to describe similar 
styles. In thi s study, Rahim and Magncrs' classifi cations are treated in detail. 

Integrat ing style focuses on handling conflict in a co llaborative way (Gross and 
Guem~ro , 2000). People who are using integrating sty le ' try to fi nd new and 
creative soluti ons' by considerin g their needs and others - high concern for self 
and others. According to Hocker and Wi lmot (cited in Gross and Guerrero, 
2000), conununication in inkgrating behavior focuses on keeping relationship 
in good tenTIS for futu re interaction and is characterized by conc il iatory 
remarks such as supporti ve statements, concessions, and statements showing 
acceptance of responsibility. It is a direct and co·operative style of handling 
conflict. Gross and Guerrero (2000) noted that integrating is both effective and 
appropriate kind of managing con fl ict as it helps to meet the expectation of 
other people and achieve ones desired objective. In a study conducted by Gross 
and Guerrero (2000) on 100 business students, integrating was reported to be 
perceived as the most appropriate and effective way of solving conflict. 

Obliging is giving priority for the needs of others at the expense of ones own 
need. It is "assoc iated with accommodating behaviors that include putting aside 
one's own needs to please the partner, making yielding or conceding 
statements, denying or failing to express one's needs, and explicitly expressing 
hannony and co·operation in conflict episode" (Hocker and Wilmot cited in 
Gross and Guerrero, 2000:206). According to them, obliging style, while co· 
operative and appropriate may sound, tends to be ineffective in achieving the 
goals of both parties. It is appropriate when a confl ict cannot be solved in a 
way that satisfies both parties. It is al so a comfortable way of resolving confl ict 
as it, at least for a time being, does not intensify disagreements and may avoid 
further conflicts. In light of the axi s developed by Rahim and Magner (1995) , 
obl iging is characteri zed by hi gh concern for others but low concern for self. 

The th ird style is avoid ing. In avoiding style, people withdra\~ themselves fTom 
the conflict event onen by "denying the conflict, being indirect and evasive, 
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changing and/or avoiding topi cs, employing noncommittal remarks, and 
making irrelevant remarks or joking as a way to avoid dealing with the conniet 
at hand" (G ross and Guerrero, 2000:207) . People avoid interacting wi th their 
counterparts which may in turn lead to a "chi lling effect," cooling of confl icts 
with one of the parties wi thdrawing or moving away from the conflic t (Rolo fT 
and Cloven, cited in Gross and Guerrcro, 2000:7). As such, avoiding is an 
indi rect and uncooperati ve way of solving confl ict. In Rahim and Mangers ' 
(1 995) analysis, it is characteri zed by low concern for self and others. Hence, 
though it may bc appropriate in situations where an issue cannot be resolved to 
the satisfaction of neither of the parties and where further interaction could 
worsen the conflict , it is generally found to have a negative correlat ion with 
perception of appropriateness, elTectiveness, general competence, and 
relational satisfaction (G ross and Guerrero, 2000). 

Dominat ing style is the use of power, aggression, verbal dominance, and other 
means to reach one 's objective with less or no concern for others (Gross and 
Guerrero, 2000). Despite being perceived as least effective and least 
appropriate in interpersona l contexts, dominating is perceived to be effective in 
altai ning some organizational objecti vc,s when there arc production orien ted 
goals. Hence, individuals may usc their power to attain their needs 
(effectiveness) by ignoring the need of others. This procedure may be 
considered inappropriate; yet it may be effecti ve. According to Rahim and 
Magncrs' (1995) classification, dominating is characterized by high concern 
for oneself but low concern fDr others. It is a win·lose situalion. 

Compromising style is a way of handling conflicts by satisfying some aspects 
of th e needs of both parties. It involves both winning and losing between the 
people engaged in conflict. Hence, it is "unique in that it represents the mid· 
point on thc dimension of production ori entation versus people orientation" 
(Gross and Duerrcro, 2000:208). Production ori entation refers to Rahim and 
Magners' concern for self whereas people ori entation refers to concern for 
others. It demonstrates a moderate concern for oneself and also for others 
involved in a conflict (Rahim and Magner, 1995). In many situations in which 
people have contradictory goal s and needs, collaboration may not be reached. 
But through compromise both parties give up some of their needs and reach at 
Some agreement. That is why this style is considcred to bc relatively effective 
and also appropriate. 
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In general, people may usc any of these conflict handling styles in various 
situations. Judgment of effectiveness and appropriateness of the style depends 
on the context and nature of goals pursued (Antonioni , 1998). Yet, it is poss ible 
to assign who the winner and loser of the process is. Based on a win-lose 
analysis, according to Antonioni, integrating or collaboration brings a win-win 
outcome, dominating results in a win-lose situation, obliging results in a lose
win outcome, avoiding is a lose-lose interaction, and compromising is a no-win 
and no-lose process. Hence, collaboration is the best method of handling 
conflict as both parties will be win ners; whereas dominating a:nd avoiding may 
be considered as least effective styles . However, we have to bear in mi nd that 
each style may be worthy in some situat ions. 

Factors tbat Affect Conflict Management Styles 

People handle confl ict by using one or a combination of different styles. 
Researchers have been trying to identity personal, cultural, and organizational 
factors that cou ld determine the use of these styles. As far as our review is 
concerned, thrcc main factors seem to be critical in affecting the use o f conflict 
management styles : personality of the person, sex, and culture. In th is review 
we concen trate on sex and culturc. 

Scx is a personal factor that matters in conflict managcment styles. Research 
outcomes on sex and conflict management styles are inconclusive. In 
Antonioni 's (1998) study sex was not found to be a significant pred ictor of 
conflict management styles. However, Tannen (1990) (cited in Polkinghorn 
and Byrne, 2001), noted that young women have the affiliation to maintain 
relationships and consequently resort more to the indirect styles of conflict 
management than the direct and competitive styles, which arc favored by 
young men. Yet, in a study that involved University students from South 
Africa, Serbia, Northern Ireland, and Israel, Polkinghorn and Byrne (2001) 
found out that men respondents opted for avoidance, which is an indirect styl e 
of resolving conflict, more than female respondents did. Male University 
students ' desire not to be engaged in wars was given as an explanation for 
males ' preference of the avoiding style. This may strengthen the assumption 
that people's preference to con fl ict management style depends on situations. In 
the samc study, it was reported that male students preferred controlling 
(dominating) more than female students. In another study, a significant positive 
association was found between sex and dominating style and a negati ve 
correlation with the other conflict management styles, where males were rated 

42 



Ethiop ian Journal G!f Development Research Vol. 29. No / , April 2007 

as I and females were rated as 0 (Brewer, Mitchel, and Weber, 2002). There 
was mainly strong negati ve corrclation between sex and avoid ing, indi cating 
females ' preference to use this stylc. Similarly. Ohbuchi. Fukushima, and 
Tedesc hi ( 1999) reported that, despite cultuml diffcrcnces, female students 
(Japanese and Americans) preferred third party intervent ion more and asserti ve 
tactics less than male students did. Males ' preference for asserti ve and 
dominating stylc may be explained also from biological differences between 
the sexes. These reswts were not consisten t across different studies. Females 
were found to be avoiders in some studies and males were found to be so in 
other studies (Polkinghorn and Byrne, 200 1; Brewer, Mitchel, and Weber, 
2002). 

Worth considering in the study of connict resolution is the effect a sett ing has 
in deciding which connict management sty le wi ll be preferred. Research on 
eonniet management indicates that every indi vidual has hisl11er own style of 
managing conn ict (Polkinghom and Byrne, 200 1). However, it docs not mean 
that every individual has a unique style; rather a combination of them. Equall y 
wo rth noting is, however, th e tendency of people to rate their prefercncc 
di ffe rently in di fTerent situations. People's preference of style is liable to 
ex isting conditions during responding (Polkinghorn and Byrne, 200 I). Hence, 
if the same people are asked to indicate the connict resolution sty le they would 
prefer under two extreme different circumstances, responses are marc likely to 
be di fferent . 

Apart from sex and situation, a decisive facto r in connict resolution style is 
culru rc. As di ffc rent cultures have various degrees of tolerance, openness, and 
other aspects that may sway the extent connicts would be created, they do also 
have impact on the way conflicts are solved (Triandis, 2000; Kozan and Ergin, 
1997). Through the socialization process, young people acquire cultu ral values 
and no rms from past generations, develop attitudes and perceptions that mould 
the way they should interact in interpcrsonal and inter-group relations, and 
shape their confl ict management styles (Polkinghorn and Byrne, 200 I :26). 
Indicating how culture impacts the connict management sty le of young adult s 
in coll ec ti vist culnlrcs and segregated societies, they state that "young adults 
often remain entrapped within stati c socicties, their conflict management styles 
conditioned by their socia-cultural and po litical milieu." 

Ilofstede and Glen (cited in Kozan, 1997) also noted that cul ture shapes 'the 
coll ecti ve minds ' o f the people living in it. Indicating conflict as an outcome of 
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interpretive behavior, Ross (cited in Kozan ,1997:34 1) argued that dispositions 
rooted in socialization process 'shape a culture's style ofinteraClion with others 
and interpretations of behav ior.' Based on this assumption, Kozan developed a 
theoretical framework that related conflict management styl~~s with cultural 
dimensions offered by Hofstede and Glen. 

Accordingly, in collectivist or associative cultures confl ict resolution tends to 
follow a hannony model in which members of the cu lture give high value for 
consensus or absence of conflict with in group members. Collectivist culture 
also encourages members to be less expressive of their emotions in confl ict as 
it promotes displaying positive emotions to bring in reconciliation. As a result 
of these cultural bases or roots, people in collectivist cultures tend to be less 
competing and more accommodating and avoiding (Ting-Toomey et al. cited in 
Kazan, 1997). In their study in four collectivist countries (China, Taiwan, 
Japan, and Korea), they found that the people in these countries have high 
other-face concerns (high concern for others) and low self-face concerns (low 
self concern). Consequently, avo iding and obliging were found to be the 
preferred methods of resolving confl ict so as to promote hannony among 
members. Triandis (2000) also explained that people in collectivist culture tend 
to give priority to group goals than individual goals; entailing a possible 
preference for obliging and avoiding. 

However, such commitments work mainly to members of the same group. 
People in co llectivist culture may tend to be competitive and more assertive 
when interacting with out-of·group members. Hence, in negotnation processes 
involving other groups or when they are in confl ict with othe:rs, these people 
may resort to mechanisms of domination and retaliation, and some may prefer 
to compromise (Sinha, cited in Kozan, 1997). Another interesting feature of 
collectivist cultures is the role third parties have in mediating conflict among 
different parties (Kozan and Ergin, 1997). In an experimental srudy thai 
involved Turkish and American subjects, Kozan and Ergin ( 1997) reported that 
Turkish subjects (collectivist) preferred to negotiate throug;h intermediary 
while American subjects (individualist) preferred direct negotiation. Two 
explanations were given for this. Firstly, people in collectivist cultures think 
harmony would be spoiled and group cohes iveness would b{~ endangered if 
they face directly and negotiate. Secondly, the fact that people have hi gh 
concern for others in the group encourages them to opt for indirect styles of 
conflict resolution (Kozan, 1997). On the other hand, in individuali st cultures 
pcople are more likely to be involved in confrontation and compromise 
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(Kozan, 1997). Third party negotiations are not also as common as they are in 
collectivis t cultures. 

Supporting some of th ese fi ndings, Ohbuchi, Fukushima, and Tedeschi ( 1999) 
found ou t that American university students strongly used asserti on as 
compared to Japanese un iversity students. On the other hand, Japanese students 
used avo idance more frequen tly than American students. Contrary to the 
findings of Kozan anq Ergin (1997), Ohbuchi, Fukushima, and Tedeschi (1999) 
indicated that American students used thi rd party intervention more frequently 
than Japanese students. This demonstrates inconsistencies among the results of 
various studies. Relating con niet management styles with goal orienta tion of 
students, they found out that American students were jus tice oriented, whereas 
Japanese were relationship oriented. People in indiv idual ist cu ltures prefer 
active, assertive and confrontational tactics to resolve con nic! while people in 
collectivist culture are incl ined to use passive, avoiding, and co ll aborative 
tactics (Trubisky, Ting-Tommey, and Lin, 1991). 

It seems orderly to examine brieny whether Ethiopia as a multination and 
multicultura l state could be characterized as individualist or co llectivist 
country. According to Hofstede ( 1991) (cited in Allik and Rea lo, 2004:32), 
collectivism "pertains to societics in \vhich people from birth onwards arc 
integratcd into strong, cohesive in-grou ps, which throughout people's li fetime 
continue to protect them in exchange for unquesti oni ng loyalty". On the other 
hand, individuali sm pertains to "societies in which the ties between individuals 
are loose: everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her 
immediate fami ly." Relating individuali sm and co ll ectivism 10 countries ' 
economic development, Hofstede further indicated that rich, developed, and 
industrial ized societies are individuali stic, whereas traditional, poorcr, and rural 
societies tend to remain coll ectivistic. This argumen t appears to entail that 
modernization and individualism are casually interrelated. However, All ik and 
Realo (2004) cautioned that there are modern countries (for example, Japan) 
which fl rc still considered by researchers as col lectivist. Besides, even within 
individual ist countries such as USA, there are variations on the dimensions o f 
individual ism and collectivism among various ethnic groups (Vandello and 
Cohen, 1999, cited in All ik and Rea lo, 2004). Hence, they noted that the 
characterization of countries as individualist and collectivist does not depend 
only on level of modernity rather on having western cultural practices, 
institutions and val ues. Based on the futures presented above, Ethiopia' s 
cultural practices and traditions seem, by and large, 10 be collectivist type. 
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Another element of cu lture that rcceived little attention in affecting conflict 
management sty le is religion. As far as our review is concerned, no thorough 
comparative study was carried out in thi s direction . However, in a study done 
among university studen ts in Israel , South Africa, Bosnia, and Northcrn 
Ireland, Polkinghorn and Byrne (2001) indicated that most religions 
participants in comparison to non-religious participants prefer to use avoidance 
as conflict management style. All religious groups (Catholics, Protestants, 
Chri stians, lewish, Muslims) prefer to use accommodation or Obl iging as 
conflict management sty le. However, many Bosnian Muslims as compared to 
other religion groups preferred controlling (dominating) as an e ffcctive style. 

Ethnicity is also another factor that has got the attcntion of some researchers. A 
comparative study on the relationsh ip between cthnic identity and conflict 
styles indicated that Asia- Americans and Latino-Americans use avoiding and 
third party intervention morc than Africa Americans; and Asia-Americans used 
avoiding more than European-Americans (Ting-Toomey, Vee-lung, Shapiro, 
Garcia, Wright , and Oetzel, 2000). 

In general, these arc some of the factors that could create variation in people 's 
preference of conflict management styles by detennining the values they seek 
to achieve and expectations regarding the efficacy of various tactics (Ohbuchi, 
Fukushima, and Tedeschi , 1999:5 1). 

The Problem 

As indicated earlier conflicts arise out of interactions among or between 
individuals. In Ethiopian situation, people mainly grow up in collectivist 
cultures. Students from rural areas of Amhara, Oromia, Southern Nations and 
Nationalities, Tigray, and other regions are mainly exposed to cu ltural elcments 
of their regions and have their own languages. While studying in universities, 
these students arc expected to transact with othcr groups when living in 
campuses, sharing rooms, and caring togethcr in cafetcrias. 

As conflicts arc natural, disagreements occur among students. It is not 
uncommon to hear among thc student population and university communities 
that conflicts arc pervasive in campuses. Infonnal communication with 
students and our everyday observat ions revealed that conflicts arc common 
events in higher learning institutions. Though confl icts have been happening in 
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almost all Ethiopian universities and co lleges, the magnitude, sources of 
conflicts, and resolution strategies used to resolve them are not exactly known. 

Of the few studies conducted on the area, Demewoz (2007) reponed that focus 
group discussion with Deans of Students Affa irs of three higher learni ng 
instirutions and an analysis of disciplinary case documents of two higher 
learn ing institutions did not show evidence, except very few cases in one of the 
co lleges, on the preva lence of ethnic conflict in Ethiopian higher education 
institutions,. TerritoriaVregion difference rather than ethnicity was reponed to 
be the source of conflict among srudents though it is unclear how the two can 
be di stinctly separated when regions arc demarcated on lingui stic bases and 
language is the defining construct in the conceptuali zation of ethn ic 
identity/group in Ethiopia. Contrary to Demewoz's findings, Tamirat et al 
(2004) (c ited in Dcmewoz) indicated that about 80 percent of confl icts among 
students of De bub University are related to ethnic origin. 

Besides, empirical evidence on confl ict resolut ion styles on Ethiopian contex t 
is very limi ted. The exist ing evidence centers on traditiona l marital and inter
ethnic confli ct resolution methods (Habtamu, 1998; Tassew, 1998; and Tsega, 
2002). These studi es illustrate the crucial role negotiation and third-party 
meditation play in resolving conflict in Ethiopian context. For example, 
Tasscw ( 1998) indicated that marital conflict resolution among Onhodox 
Chri stians in Addis Ababa usua lly involves arbitration via elderly people and 
friends unless one of the couples takes the case to a coun. Simi larly, marital 
conflict in different parts of Ethiopia is resolved by appealing to Yiiwi! Abm 
(persons who chair and mediate agr-ecments reached between couples during 
marriage), family arbitrators, priests, and elderly people (Remnick, 1973; 
Solomon, 1984; and Genna, 1983 cited in Tassew, 1998). 

tn relation to inter-ethni c confl ict resolution styles, Tsega (2002) reponed that 
the Shanqila, Oromo, Amhara, and Gumuz in Mettekel region usc Micllll to 
establi sh positive relationships and forgive previous misdeeds. Micllll involves 
discussion among elderly people of the various ethn ic grou ps and oaths not to 
attack each other. According to Tsega, it has not only prevented and alleviated 
ethnic confl ict but also created a platfoIm for ethnic integration. In general , the 
above studies indicate that negotiation and third party mediation are commonly 
used traditiona l means of resolving conflic t in Ethiopia. However, none of the 
above srud ies has addressed conflict resolution in view of the various styles 
identified earl ier. 
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Conflict in this study is conceptual ized as interpersonal and inter*group 
disagreements which may range [Tom abusive remarks to physical assault. 
Conflict in higher learning institutions, when sever and remai ns unsolved, is 
aversive to the teaching-learning process; and impedes the psycho-social and 
educationa l progress of students and the normal functioning of the institutions. 
Conflicts could occur within organizations, between countries, among 
individuals or institutions. What is important is resolving conflicts in a healthy 
and effective manner. An understanding orthe sources of conflict and how they 
are rcsolved is of great importance to handle and deal with conflicts. 
Accordingly, this study attempted to answer the following questions: 

I. What arc the major sources of conflict among students of Bahir Dar 
Univcrsi ty? 

2. What arc the students' preferred con fl ict resolution styles? 

3. Are there differences in conflict resolution styles between female and male 
students and among students of different ethnic groups? 

Significance of tbe Study 

SClUtiniz:ing sources of conflict hclps concerned bodies to dcsign proper 
intervention mechanisms. The information unvei led by the study can be used in 
developing projects, training, or forums of discussion that are meant to 
all eviate confl icts. Though avoiding conflicts may be impossible, it is yet 
imperative to identify the sources of conflict to take proper mcasures directed 
in tackling them. Without such measures the teaching learning process or other 
academic activities in educational institutions could be jeopardized. Hence, this 
study is crucial in harnessing the teaching-learning processes. 

Besidc~ , knowing how students manage their conflicts would help to examine 
whether they arc real1y solvi ng their problems or avoiding them. If they are 
solving their problems, are they doing it in an effecti ve and constructive way? 
This could provide useful information for the University and other concerned 
bodies to design proper intervention mechanisms in training students on 
confl ict management styles. 
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Method 

Participants 

The parti cipants were 390 (49 female and 341 male) sophomore (87.7%), 
junior (5.6%), and senior (6.7%) Bahi r Dar uni versity student s. More than 
66.4 percent of the sample students identified themselves as Amhara (n "" 
259), 17.7 percen t Oromo (n = 69), 7.9 percent reported they were Tigray (n 
= 31), and the remaining 8 percent reported that they belong 10 more than 
12 ethnic groups which were categorized as 'Other groups'. The students 
came from almost all comers of the country. They reported that they were 
from more than 55 cities, towns, and villages in Ethiopia. The religious 
composition of the students was 268 (68.7%) Orthodox, 70 (17.9%) 
Protestants, 34 (8.7%) Muslim; "Waqe," "No Rel igion," and Unspecified. 
each 4 ( I %), Adventist, Cathol ic, and Christian each 2 (0.5%). 

Students who participated in thi s study were se lected random ly in their 
regular classrooms. All students who were in their classrooms at the ti me of 
data collection were given the questionnaire after the teachers as well as the 
students were asked for their consents. At first 393 students filled in the 
questionnaires. However, during screening of the data, it was found that 3 
students fail ed to complete the questionnaires and they were rejected from 
the slUdy, which made the number of participants to be 390. 

Measures and Variables 

A questi onnaire, consisting of two parts. was used to assess type of 
strategies students employ to resolve the conflicts. The first part of the 
quest ionnaire dealt with demographic data and opcn·ended questions that 
require students to li st the types and sources of confli cts they themselves or 
thei r friends were engaged in, the reasons why students went into confli cts 
and the nature of conflic t resolution strategies or styles they employ. In this 
part, students were free to desc ribe and express what they knew about 
confl icts and the strategies they used to reso lve the con nicts within their 
groups or with other groups or individuals. Tile second part of the 
questionnaire contains 28 items originally developed by Rahim to measure 
organizational conflict and adapted by Brown & Gi lbert (2002). Some of 
the items of the scale were revised to fit the purpose of Ihis stud y and the 
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cultural contexts of Ethiopia. First the items were translated into Amharic. 
Then the original and the Amharic versions of the scale were given to two 
psychologists (measurement and evaluation experts) and two language 
experts to evaluate the concordance of the translations and to ensure thei r 
face validity. Based on their comments and suggestions, some items were 
revised. 

The scale was rated on a 4·point Likert scale with response values ranging 
fTom 4 (strongly agree) to I (strongly disagree), when statements were 
positively worded. Otherwise, reverse coding was used. The scale was 
meant to measure 5 conflict resolution styles; namely, integrating, avoiding, 
dominating, obliging and compromising. Originally, 7 it ems were used to 
measure integration but one item that correlated very low and suppressed 
the reliability of the measure was el iminated. Similarly, there were 5 items 
to measure dominance but through item analysis one item was discarded. 
Avoiding, obl iging, and compromise were measured with 6, 6, and 4 items 
each, respectively. Finally 26 items were retained for the final analysis. 

The students were asked to indicate the level of their agreement for each 
item on the scale values . Their responses indicated the types of conflict 
resolut ion strategies used or preferred to be employed by them when 
confronted with conflicts. The internal consistency estimate of integration 
as deternlincd by Cronbach alpha was 0.792, for avoidi Ilg it was 0.568. 
Dominating and obliging scales had alpha coefficients of 0.718 and 0.738, 
respectively. For compromise it was 0.708. The overall rel iability of the 
scale was 0.726. 

Procedure of Data Collection 

The questionnaire was administered to the participants during their regular 
classes after securing their and their teachers' consents. The teachers and 
the students were infonned about the purpose of the study. The students 
were also told that they had the right to refuse filling in the questionnaires 
without any consequences. Fortunately all students who were present in 
their classes at the time of data co llection have participated. Since first year 
students were admitted to the university shortly before the study and had 
not yet fully started classes, they were not included in the st:udy. 
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Data Analyses 

There were two types of data collected through two types of items - open
ended and closed ended. The open-ended items produced qualitative dala. 
These data were analyzed through content analysis particularly, theme 
identifi cation, narration and simple counting of frequencies. The responses 
of the parti cipants were analyzed 10 delennine the conDict reso lut ion slyles 
used by students, Tl1e responses wcre categori zed into conflict reso lut ion 
styles sludents employ. 

The second types of data were obtained through closed-ended items. To 
analyze the results, descripti ve statistics, ANOYA. and trend ana lysis were 
used. Because of high vari ation in the number of cases in the comparison 
groups, Welsh robust tcst of equality, or asymptoti c F was employed. Thjs 
would help to avoid spurious mean difTcrenccs among or between the 
groups. Once a significant F-test was obtained , Tukey honestly significant 
mean difference or Scheffe method was employed to idcntify means that 
significantly differ from each other. 

Results 

The major purpose of thi s study was to investigate sources of conflict and to 
identify major conflict resolution styles employed by Bahir Dar Uni vcrsity 
students. In this section, the findings of the study are presented in two parts. 

Quantitative Results 

In thi s part, group differences in thc types of conflic t resolution strategies 
students employ, and the effects of different background data on the use of 
conflict resolution have been presented. First the means and standard 
deviat ions of the students on the five conOict reso lution strategies are 
indicated in Table 1. 
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Table I. Means and Sta nda rd Deviations of Students on Conflict 
Resolu tion Types 

Variables 

Integration Avoiding Dominating Obliging Compromise 

Mean 3.365 2.821 2.481 3. 193 3.406 

Sd 0.479 0.564 0.723 0.48 1 0.505 

As indicated in Table the most commonly used confl ict strategies were 
Compromise, Integrating, and Obliging, in that order. The least used ones 
were dominati ng and avoiding. Repeated ~rneasurcs analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was carried out to determine whether there ex ist significant 
differences in the type of confli ct resolution used by students, irrespective 
of any group difference. The results indicated that there was an overall 
significant difference in the strategies employed by students. The results are 
presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Summar-), Table fo r Repeated Measures ANOVA fOI" Strategy 
Use 

Sources ofvariatioll 55 Df MS F 
Between strategies 242.884 4 60.721 21 7.3 14" 
Between students 170.923 389 0.439 
Error 434.769 1556 0.279 
Total 848.576 1949 

P < 0.000 1 

To assess which group means contributed to the signifi cance of the overall 
F, a further analysis of mean comparisons using a Tukey honestly 
significant difference method (employing hamlonized n) was undertaken. 
The result s showed that, except the difference between integrat ion and 
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compromise, all differences were signi fi cant at 0.0 1. Based on these resu lts, 
we rank ordered the strategies based on the magnitude students reponed 
they employed. The two most frequently used strategies were integration 
and compromi se followed by obliging, avoiding, and dominating. 

Table J. Summary Table for ODe-way ANOVA for Strategy use by 
Ethnic Groups 

Sirategy Type Sources of Sum of df Mean F Sig. 
Variation Squares Squares 

Between 3.062 3 1.02 1 4.227 0.006 
Groups 

Integration Within 93.209 386 0. 241 
Groups 
Total 96.27 1 389 
Between 1.454 3 OA85 1.53 1 0.206 
Groups 

Avoidance Within 122.259 386 0.3 17 
Groups 
Total 123.7 14 389 
Between 6.706 3 2.235 5.3 78 0.00 1 
Groups 

Dominating Within 160A54 386 OA I6 
Groups 
Total 167.160 389 
Between 0.68 1 3 0 .227 .98 1 OA02 

Groups 
Obliging Within 89.268 386 0.23 1 

Groups 
Total 89.948 389 
Between 0.206 3 0.069 0.267 0.849 

Groups 
Compromise Within 99.003 386 0.256 

Groups 
Total 99.209 389 
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Further analysis was conducted to investigate whether there were 
differences in strategy use of students from various ethnic groups. The 
results from one-way ANOYA (see Table 3) revealed that there were 
signi fi cant mean differences in the use ofIntegration and Dominance. Since 
there were very large discrepancies in the sample sizes of each ethnic group, 
the Welch Degree of Freedom Adjustment method was used to avo id 
spurious significant values ofF. The results were the same [or both cases. 
The multiple mean comparison procedures, as determined by Scheffe' 
method, indicated that the significant differences among the ethnic groups 
in Integration were accounted by significant variation between Amhara 
(mean = 3.3 19) and Oromo (mean"" 3.536) students, where the Oromo 
students tend to use this strategy more frequent ly than the former. The 
difference in Dominating strategy was contributed by the significaJu mean 
di fference between Tigray (Mean = 2.686) and students from "Other ethnic 
group" (mean = 2.218). This shows that students from the Tigray ethnic 
group tend to usc Dominating marc often than those from other minority 
ethnic groups. The rest of mean differences were not statistically 
significant. Sex-wise comparison indicated that significant mean differences 
were not observed between male and female students in four of the five 
strategies employed by students to resol ve their conOicts. The only 
significant variation was obtained in Dominating in favor of males. 

A graphic display of conflict resolution strategy use by ethnic group and sex 
clearly showed that the two most common types of resolution strategies 
were integrating and compromise and the least used in both cases was 
dominating (see Figures I and 2). Though the overa ll use of dominating as a 
conflict resolution is low in all groups, comparatively it has been found that 
members of the Tigray ethnic group, followed by Amhara, reported that 
they tend to usc dominating more than the other ethnic groups. The ethnjc 
group that reported the least use of dominating is "Others", which 
constituted Wolaita, Gurage, Siltie, Agew, Hadiya, Adere, Yem, Dawro, 
Harrari, and other minority groups. The Oromo studcnts reported that they 
used integrating more frequently than other ethnic groups. Sex-wise 
comparison also revealed that males tend to usc dominating more regularly 
than females do. 
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Figure 1. A graphic display of group variation in the usc of conflict 
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Although one of our interests was to examine differenccs in the strategies of 
conflict resolution employed by students of various religious backgrounds, 
we cou ld not nm the analys is because of extreme sample size di fferences 
amo ng diffe rent religious groups. This would not produce dependab le 
resu lts. Hence, we dropped it fro~ the analysis. 

Q ualitative Results 

In addi ti on to the quantitative da.l'a colleted through structured or c1osed
ended items, responses were obtained through open-ended items regard ing 
the types of confl ict among students, the sources of eonnicts, and the types 
of conflict resolution strategies they or other students employ when 
confl icts arise. 

Responses provided by students were tall ied. Uni t of analyses were 
statements, phrases, and words organized by themes. The categories for 
analyzing the strategies of conflict resolution were those used in the 
quantitative analysis. Besides, whi le tallying students' responses an 
additional category emerged, whi.ch is a confl ict reso lut ion using a third 
party. In analyzing the sources of confl ict, categories were developed by 
merging students' response to major components that they refer to . For 
instance, the category labeled as disrespecting rules was developed based on 
sources of confl ict like not keeping ones turn in lounge, cafeteria, or other 
facility provisions. Love and sexual afTairs represents confl icts caused by 
love re lationsh ips among students, refusal to accept a request fo r sexua l 
relationship, having more than one sexual partner, and so on. Scarcity of 
materials refers to thi ngs like taking books from the library and hiding them 
so that other students do not get them. By doing so, ten major categories 
were identi fied and students' responses were grouped under these 
categories. 
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Tablc 4. Frequency of Sources of Conflict among Bahir Dar Uni ve rsity 
Students 

Sources of Conflict 

Ethnic di fferences an,d problems (Related to 
downgrad ing other ethnic groups, evo lving 
personal differences in to ethnic differences) 
Disagreement over religious issues 
Defying regulations in cafeteria, lounges, and 
other service rovisions 
Disrespecting others and interfering in others 
rights in dormi tories (D0rnlitory based sources) 
Sexua l and love affairs 
Politica l disagreement (Related to being a 
supporter of the government and various 
opposi tion parties ) 
Scarcity o f materials (Mainly related to 
textboo ks shortage ) 
Tension due to academic d ifficu lti es 
Drugs 

Frequency 

248 

178 
144 

11 7 

11 0 
94 

8 1 

50 
43 

The most frequentl y cited sources of con fl ict among students were ethnic 
problems (248), disagreements over religious issues (1 78), defying regulations 
(144), and disrespecting others and interfering in others' rights in dormitori es 
(117). Students underlir,ed that conflicts arise when students of one cthnic 
group undcnninc the digniry of othcr cthnic groups while interacting in 
lounges, cafeteria, and other social settings. A factor related to th is was con fl ict 
based on regions where students come from . It is not surprising that regions 
become a source of confl ict as they are ma inly demarcated based on ethn ic 
groups. 

With regard to thi s problem, a student stated "conflic ts are mainly based on 
ethnic differences as students do not respect each other and some students fee l 
their ethnic group is better than others." Another student reported, "when I hear 
Someone is speaking in a language I don' t understand, I fec i I am be ing 
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insulted and say something negative toward that ethnic group." Other studenis 
said, "friendship is based on cthnic ily and region, so when one student has 

some problem with another student from a different region, hi s friends join the 
conflict", "students who come from some regions do not trust others, they are 
suspicious of others and quarrel w,ith others on minor differences," and "there 
is a tendency to associate or attribute every problem to one ethnic group:' A 
response from one student may help to exemplify how ethnic related conflicls 
are usuall y created. He wrote: 

Some students (from different ethnic groups) are highly erilllocelllric. 
knowingly or unknowingly. They have the impressioll that their ethnic 
group is beller than other groups and downgrade others. rhey are not 
ready to accepl ideas coming f rom others. They are racists. 

Thcse responses indicate that lack of trust among students of dillcrcnt ethnic 
groups, lac k o f respect, and associating personal differences and problems with 
ethnicity are major sources of con fl ict among students. Given that the political 
administration of Ihe country is based on lingui stic boundaries and historical 
and current fee lings of misdeeds and rivalries, as can be observed in graffiti 
literature, written on toi lets and classrooms' walls, it may not be surprising that 
ethnicilY could be the major source of conflict. 

The second most frequently mentioned source of conflict was rel igion. 
Responses to this category were stated usually in words or phrases. Students 
stated simply ' religious causes and variations' as source of problem without 
further cxplanations. Yet, phrases like not rcspecting others ' rel igion and 
insulting others because of thcir religion were commonly indicated. The third 
mosl freq uently c ited source of conflict was infringement of simple dail y li fe 
procedures and defying rules and regulations like not keeping ones tunt in 
cafeteria, library, classrooms, lounge, and olher service provision centers. 
"When some students want to go into the cafeteria without waiting for their 
tUnt, others will oppose and co nfl icts arise," writes one student. Another 
student a lso stated, "there are some students who rebel against rules. They 
don' t care about others. J hate such ki nds of students." 

Disrespecting others, insulting, intervening in others' ways of living, love and 
sexual relationships, political disagreements, and scarcity of materials were 
also mentioned as sources of conflict by relatively large number of students. 
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Many students reported that lack of mutual respect among roommate in 
dormitories, desire to dominate others, disturbing olhers when they are 
studying or sleeping, ridiculing others based on the sty les and manners of 
speaking or other behaviors caused conflicts among students in the university. 
Genera lly, the sources in this category include factors related to violation of 
personal rights of other students. Love and sexual relationships were also major 
sources of conflict in the university. This happens, according to the majority of 
responses, when two br more students (mainly boys) love one (female) student. 
Problems arise in claiming "ownership" and forcing same student to the request 
of more than one lover, according to the respondents. 

Some students also mcntioned political disagreements as a source of connie!. 
The difficulty the researchers face in analyzing thi s source was in dec iding 
whether it has to do wi th ethnicity or other cross-ethnic issues. Currently, 
political views seem to converge with ethnic identities. l'lence, it wou ld be 
difficult to rule out the ro le ethnicity may have on such disagreements. 
Students' responses were also of lilt Ie help to clarify whether they arc referri ng 
to ethnic problems or not. Responses like "students support different political 
groups and Ihat causes a conflict" and "some students use derogatory terms 
towards students belonging to other pOlitical groups" were common. 

Other facto rs that were mentioned by students include scarci ty of materials, 
tensions resulting from academic tasks, drugs like drinking too much alcohol 
and chewing ' Khat ', and stealing or laking the properties of others, and not 
reluming borrowed money. With regard to scarcity of materials, like difficulty 
to gel books in suffi cient number, and hiding books that arc borrowed from 
library by other students were mentioned by students. Competing for chairs and 
desks in TV rooms, lounges, and classrooms and other services were also listed 
as sources of conflict. Students also stated that when some students rind life 
difficult in the University, they tend to quarrel with other students. Moreover, 
students claimed that frustration in academic performance, stresses during 
exam times, and fail ing to join ones choice in selecting a field of study caused 
confl icts among students. 

In order to triangulate the data gathered through c1ose~ended questionnaire on 
students' conflict resolution styles, students were asked to state the con fl ict 
resolution styles they used in the university. Some students listed down two or 
more responses that could fa ll to the dirferent categories. Some others fai led to 
respond to the question, and still others did not respond to the question 
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properly. The result in Table 5 indicated that students do not resolve their 
conO icts much of the time (98), i.e., they employ avoidance. The second type 
of confli ct resolution reported by the students was a thi rd party mediation 
strategy (67), and sometimes they try to discuss the issue and reach a 
compromise (63). Still others resolve through dominatio n ( 16). However, no 
one studen t has mentioned obliging and only a single student mentioned a style 
which can be categorized as integrating. 

Table S. Types of Conflict Resolutio n Strategies Reported by Babir Dar 
University St ud ents 

Conflict reso lution strategies Number of ti mes the conflict resolution 
type mechanism was mentioned by students 

Avoidance 98 
Compromise 63 
Third-party mediation 67 
Dominating 16 
Integrating 1 
Obliging 0 

Compared to the five strategi es presented in the quantitative part, avoidance 
was reported to be the commonest way of resolving confl ic t amo ng University 
students. Responses like "keeping in heart", "stopping to tal k with the student", 
"not going to the place where I meet himlher", " leaving the problem for God", 
"ca lming down oneself', and "ignoring differences and keeping away from 
each other" were some of responses that students have listed which illustrate 
avoidance as way of conflict resolution. 

Thi rd-party mcdiation refers to strategies that involve appealing to dean of 
students, guidance and counselors, advisors, proctors, and close friends . TIlere 
was no indication whether Ihe ou tcome was avoidance, compromise, or any 
other thing. Responses like " Ilell the issue to dean of students", "appealing to 
guidance and counseling office", " telling the problem to the proctor", "talk ing 
to hislhcr elose friends and find a solution", "pmying to God to look for tht: 
best solution", and "going to religious places and ask ing religious people to 
serve as mediators" were some of the responses under thi s category. 
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Compromise was also reported to be one of the common ways of resolving 
conflict. Responses like "tolerating each others differences", "asking fo r 
excuses and respecti ng each others' ri ght", "discussing differences through 
close friends and reaching at some mediating so lutions", and "putting 
boundaries to their interaction and friendship, talking onl y on similar ideas" 
were under this category. Some students also stated that they use domination to 
resolve conflict. " If s9meone annoys me, I prepare myse lf to light", " I like to 
fight with people who insult my ethnic groups", and "some become superiors 
and others will accept that" indicate domination. 

With regard to kinds o f conflict, insulting, aggressive debates, and physical 
assau lts were the three mentioned types. 

Discussion and Implications 

Some of the findings of the study arc consistcnt with previous research reports. 
Male students tend to prefer dominant confli ct reso lution strategy as compared 
to female students. Similar findings have been reported by other researchers 
(Brewer, Michtel, and Weber, 2002; Ohbuchi, Fukushima, and Tedeschi, 
[999). Sociall y acceptable strategies such as compromise and integration have 
been reported as preferred strategies of resolving conflict and the findings of 
this study also confirmed this in the quantitative analysis. Conversely, the 
quali tative anal ys is indicates avoidance and dominance, which were reported to 
be the least preferred strategies in the quantitative ana lysis, were the first and 
third frequently used strategies. 

This could be due to different reasons. Fi rstly, it could be that the respondents 
mtcd socially desirable strategies of resolving con flict rather than those whieh 
they actually usc in their daily life interaction when they were given the options 
10 rate. In deed, the tendency to report soc ially desirable responses by educated 
people, which is called 'acquiescent response bias,' has been indicated in 
studies which deal with ethnocentrism and other human behavior (Wagner and 
Zick, 1995, cited in Coenders and Scheepers, 2003). However, in the 
qualitat ive part, students have to generate by themselves the ways which they 
or their fri ends have used or could usc in resolvi ng conflict as there arc no 
options to be rated. Hence, there is a possibility that respondents come up with 
actual confl ict resolution mechanism in the qualitative response. Strengthening 
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this assumption, third party mediation which was not included in the 
quantitative part was disclosed in the qualitative aspect in the fonn of 
responses like consulting and reporting to deans' office, asking friends for 
mediation, praying for God, and so on. The second explanation could be related 
to respondents' inability or difficu lty to articulate features of integrating and 
obl igi ng in the qualitative part. Respondents were simply asked to state how 
students resolve confl icts. Such questions may pose difficulty to clearly 
mention characteristics ofthe aforementioned strategies . 

Moreover, the way the questionnaire items were staled fo r the qual itative and 
quantitative parts could be more explanatory and persuasive. The inconsistent 
fi ndings on the qualitative and quantitative analyses alerted us to be aware of 
one major di fference in the manner questionnaire items were stated in the t""o 
parts. [n the open-ended part (q ualitative part), the item reads as ' How do 
students resolve conflicts when they happen?' In close-ended part 
(quantitati ve), on the other hand, students were asked to express their level of 
agreement, in a four point rating scale, to what extent the items ' reflect their 
own behavior'. So, the open-ended item elicits responses which students 
assume are used by other students whereas the rating responses show students' 
own reported pract ices of handling confl icts. Therefore, when students were 
asked to agree or disagree to items which are assumed to reflect their own 
conflict resolution strategies, they might have more positively rated the items 
in socially acceptable ways of resolving con fl ict - integrating, compromise, 
and obliging - than domi nating and avoidance which could be perceived as 
unsocial. Whereas when students were asked to simply describe the conflict 
resolution strategies of others, they may have taken into consideration what 
actua lly happens in reality rather than social desirability. Albeit inconsistent, 
the find ings of this study could be explained from a number of perspectives. 

A common denominator in analyzing the use of confl ict resolution strategies is 
culturc. The qualitative analys is revealed that students use or prefer to use 
avoidance, third party mediation, and compromise, according to that order. 
TIlis is consistent with previously established generalizations that people in 
coll ectivist culture tend to use strategies that are hannonious, indirect, and non
competitive (Triandis, 1994). However, in view of the quantitative findings, 
except for obliging, the other stratcgies that have been reported as most 
frequently used - compromise and integrating - arc also reported to be inhercnt 
in individualist cultures as well. 
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Even so, despite the difficulty to explain the whole findings of this study in 
view of culture, il is still possible 10 cons ider the pervasive effect o f cu lture in 
some of the findings. One consistent result both in the quali tative and 
quantitative findings was the less frequent usc of dom inating. It is well 
documented in the literature that people in coll ecti vist culture want to avoid 
confrontati onal strategies whereas those in individualist prefer to usc assert ive 
and direct tac tics (Trubisky, Ti ng-Tommey, and Lin , 199 1). Students may not 
wa nt to hurt their future relationship with their friends ; implying a less frequent 
use of dominating. Hence, Ethiopia 's coll ectivist culture Tllay be the reason 
behind this finding. Another finding which cou ld be exp licated in light of 
culture is the re latively high mean value for avoidance (2.82) in the quantitative 
part . As it stands, the mean va lue of avoidance is very close to the category of 
'Agree' , which was represented by 3. Add to this tht! fact that avoidance was 
the most frequently used strategy by students, as reported in the qual itativc 
anal ys is. It could, then, be concluded that snldcnts frequentl y employed 
avoidance as a confl ict resolution strategy. This fit s very well with previous 
findings and generalizations that indicate co ll ectivists prefer to avoid connicts 
that confront them (Ohbuchi, Fukushima, and Tedcschi, 1999). 

The mosl interesting and challenging finding in this study is the fac t that the 
qualitative and quantitative analysis differently indicate two oxymoron connic\ 
reso lution strategies - avoidance and integrating - as most frequently used by 
the students. If students arc frequentl y using integrating (finding of the 
quantitative ana lysis) as a connict resolution strategy, conn icts are being 
solved in a win-win scenario. If students are using avoidance, connicts arc not 
solved , though not worsened. So it is a lose-lose situation . The two cannot go 
hand in hand in a real world. So, what? It could be, as stated abo ve, b(.."Causc 
students rated socially desirable rather than daily used strategi es of resolving 
confli ct when rating items. This needs further investigation using other 

research methods. 

Another important finding of the study is the variation in conflict resol ution 
strategies among students of difTereOl ethnic groups. When seen in temlS of 
preference, students of different ethnic groups do no t vary much. Compromise. 
imegrating, obliging, avoidance, and dominating are the preferred strategies, on 
that order; the only difference being with Oromo and 'Others group ' students 
faVOring integrating to compromise but vice versa for T igray and Amhara 
students. Significant differences were observcd in integrating and dominating 
among the different ethnic groups. Oromo students had the highest mean score 
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for integrating and comparatively Amhara and Tigray students had the least. In 
dominating Tigray and Amhara students had the highest and ' Others groups' 
had the least It is not simple to explain this result. However, the Amhara and 
Tigray elites have been politically dominant forces for many years in Ethiopian 
hi story which could probably have a spill over effect on the c.onflic t resol ution 
style of students. Supporting this 'line of argument, Polkinghorn and Byrne 
(200 I :26) state that "young adults often remain entrapped within stati c 
soc ieties, their conflict management styles conditioned by their socio-cultural 
and pol itica l milieu." The lowest mean sco re by ' Others groups' - minority 
ethnic groups - for dominating could be because minori ty ethn ic groups would 
prefer strategies that work best for co-existence and respect fo:r others. 

With rega rd to the sources of confli ct, it has been found that e thniciry, reli gion , 
defying rules, disagreements while living in donnitori es, sexual and love 
affairs, political disagreement, scarcity of materials, academic tensions, 
political disagreements, dru gs like ' Khat' , and steal ing properties were reported 
to be the major ones. Many of these fac tors could be addressed through some 
rules and regulation and by enacting strict measures against those who violate 
rules and regulations. Some of them may not be as pervasive as ethnicily and 
reli gion. Ethnicity is a major source of conflict in mulliethnic soc ieties like 
Ethiopia . In interethni c in teraction altruism and tolerance are very important; 
yet evidence shows that the more di versi fied the groups are the rarer these 
values figure in relationships, resulting in conflict and vio lence (Hannigan, 
1990; Varshney, 2001). 

This is not to say multiethnic countries arc always destined to ethnic conflict. 
Rather, if interactions among members of different ethnic: groups are not 
handled in such a way that symbiotic relationships are encouraged, conflicts 
will recur. Conversel y, when individuals from various ethnic groups interact in 
a positive environment, it is believed that it will have a strong impact in 
tackling prejudices towards others. So, what is worth invt:stigating is why 
ctbni ci ty becomes a very pervasive source of conflict among students of Bahir 
Dar University. It is possible to come up with many postulates. It could be 
because students have been living in regions where their ethni c group is the 
dominant one before joining higher etlucation. In the University, they have to 
interact with students of different ethnic groups which was not the case before. 
Th is could result in transgressing the rights of others. Secondly, as 
ethnocentri sm, though low or high it could be, appears to be a phenomenon of 
human behavior (Triandis, 2000), students could side with in-group members 
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when different problems arise among students for various reasons. concea ling 
the real and inherent problems via ethnic differences. Past historica l events 
could also be the source of conflict between students of some et hnic groups. 

Contrary to the findings of this study, Demewoz (2007) contends that ethnicity 
is not a major source of conflict in Ethiopian higher education institu tions nor 
is ethnic conflict prevalent despite hue and cry by various loca l media, Results 
of other studies in Ethiopia are also inconclusive. Tamira t ct al (2004), cited in 
Demcwoz, reported that about 80 pcrcent of the causes o f conflict reported by 
Debub (Southern) University students arc related to elhn icity. Quite the 
reverse, in his analysis of the Amharic newspapers from 1991 10 2005, Kebede 
(2006). cited in Demcwoz, recorded on ly 20 small individual conflicts. We 
believe that differences in the conceptualization of ethnicity and ethnic conflict 
rather than va riation in existing situations of Ethiopian higher learning 
institutions contributed to the inconsistent findings o f some of these studies. 

What arc the lessons from the research? An interesting area of further research 
could be in the way future conflict resolution strategies have to be studied . In 
the study of conflict resolution strategies. in addition to self-repo rted strategies, 
it could be more revealing to rriangulate such studies by putting the poim of 
reference on a third person so that respondents could corne up with strat egies 
which are used by others. Such diversion in the point of reference may ease 
response biases that could come from soc ial desirability. 

As far as the practica l implications are concerned, it has been indicated that 
conflicts are pervas ive in every soc iery; and are unavoidable. Some of the 
Sources of conflict in this study are manageable by stipulating rules and 
regulations with corresponding punishments. However, the most frequent 
reasons such as ethni city, religion, and love relationships require a coordinated 
effort . With regard to cthniciry, we feel that in current Ethiopia dim:rcnces 
rather than similarities, past misdeeds rather than positive contributions and 
achievements, are emphasized by political groups, civic associations, and mass 
media, which would rcsult in the creation of ethnic prejudices and antagonistic 
feelings, Such feelings would definitely surface in universities. 

J To rectify the sources of conflict and conflict resol ution sryles among students, 
a coordinated effort ranging from families' upbringing sty les to adapti ng the 
education systems to the demands of multicultural citizens is imperative. 
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l ienee, our suggestions consider what we th ink are missing elements III 

Ethiopian society. This entails: 

Organizing forma l and informal educational forums in which students 
learn the various ways of conflict resolution strategies to enable them to 
weigh the relevance of each sty le in promoti ng mutual respect and 
peacefu l co-existence. There is adequate evidence that role-playing and 
other fomls of Ira ining in confl ict resolution produces considerable 
changes in students' behavior (Avery, 200 1). However, such 
intervention should be designed beginning from earty years of 
schooling as atti tudes and values at that age are flex ible to be changed 
and developed. 

• A voiding any kind of derogatory and inflammatory comments on 
ethnic groups in political speeches, publications, and any other 
interactions and coming up with stri ct rules which would be enacted 
when people fa il to do so. The university could stipulate disc ipl inary 
measu res for such kind of behaviors. When students fai l to adhere to a 
proper way of behaving, sanctioning rul es and regu lations would at 
least help to minimize problems. 

Creating interethnic cl ubs and associations so that students of different 
ethnic groups could ga ther on common interests and share ideas. Such 
interactions would help to develop posi tive attitude and erode 
prcjudices. In vacations students from one region may be sent to other 
regions so that they experience the cu ltural atmosphere, living 
conditions, and artifacts of other ethnic groups or nationa lities. This is 
extremely important in developi ng mutual understandi ng and tolerance 
fo r differencc. 

• While it is necessary that students shoul d realize similarities and 
differences in multicultural soc ieties, similariti es rather than 
differences, achievements rather than misdeeds need to be emphasized 
in schools and other scttings. This is not saying promoting assimi lation 
or imposing ones values on others but preaching ethnic group ' A ' has 
di vergent va lues and attitudes to ethnic group 'B ' deviates not only the 
individualistic nature of human beings but results in more cultural 
distance which in turn causes conflict. Research on multiculturalism 
and tol erance indicated children develop positi ve attitude toward out-
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group members when similarities rather than differences are 

emphasized (Borba, 200 I ; Vrig, Akehursl, and Smi th, 2003). 

Civic education courses need to address ethnic prejudices and negative 

feel ings in a systematic manner. Tolerance, respect fo r others, and 

commonalities need to bc inculcated in students. Educational visits to 

other regions that would give students the opportunity to get acquai nted 

with students of other ethnic groups whi le they are in schools could 

facilita te the deve lopment of posi tive attitude toward e .. ' other. 

• App ly Ihe principles of mu lticultural education in curriculum 

development and other school acti vities. Morrow and TOITCS 

( 1995: t 25) state, "education shou ld always include the plurality of 

values, voices, and in tentions of subjects ... with all sort s of 

contradictions, tensions and confl icts among themselves." 

A word of caution to the reader. This research is a survey study that is 

conducted on single un iversity students, though the sample size was large 

enough to make some generali7..ations. Othcr research that sample many of the 

existing universities should be carried oul to strengthen the results of thi s study 

using mu hi -method data collection. 
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