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Abstract

Conflict management has emerged as a major subfield of organization behavior in
which researchers have presented numerous models and approaches to deal with con-
flicting situations. In this context, leadership has been identified as one of the promis-
ing approaches to effectively deal with conflict. Built upon the strong and constant in-
terplay that exists between leadership and conflict management this paper presents a
conceptual argument that the “phronesis centered leadership” is more likely to play an
effective role in managing the conflict because phronetic leadership abilities help the
leaders to make quick and righteous decisions in problematic situations. This proposi-
tional paper outlines that how a conceptual model of phronesis centered leadership
can be applied to conflict management. This paper concludes with a discussion that
wisdom of senior transformational leader and as well as distributed wisdom in an or-

ganization play an important role in managing conflict.
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Introduction

Just as an inbuilt part of our social life,
conflicts are also part of organizational rou-
tine activities. It ranges from mild to severe
in their intensity depending upon their caus-
es and potential outcomes. Organizations
take prompt actions for dealing with con-
flicting situations so that their performance
is not hindered. Conflicts can happen at mi-
cro level in the form of personal conflicts up
to the macro level referred to as organiza-
tional conflict. On the subject of conflict
management, literature has descriptively
explained in terms of definition, types, and
causes. In addition, certain ways have been
suggested in order to deal with conflicting
situations that may arise at any point of time
(Baron, 1997; Deutsch, 1990; Follett, 2011;
Wall & Callister, 1995). Thus, conflict man-
agement has now emerged as one of the key
sub-fields of organizational behavior studies
(Hendel, Fish, & Galon, 2005). The art of
dealing with conflict is referred to as con-
flict management. Though the term conflict
may imply itself here as something undesir-
able which organizations should always tend
to avoid, but conflicts also serve as the
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source for learning and knowledge creation
through constructive dialogue. While work-
ing in teams, individuals often disagree with
their colleagues on certain issues and when
they disagree, they engage in dialogue in
order to seek a better solution through
knowledge sharing. Such constructive form
of conflict that gives rise to knowledge shar-
ing through productive dialogue and is re-
ferred to as ‘substantive conflict’ (Rahim,
2002). Jehn (1995) states that organizations
must maintain a sufficient level of substan-
tive conflict because it encourages the indi-
viduals to engage in debate and discussion
activity which is healthy for groups as it en-
ables them to achieve superior performance.
This substantive conflict is achieved and
maintained through leadership and fostering
a knowledge-friendly culture.

The role of leadership in conflict man-
agement is an important element. Leaders,
using their qualities, abilities and skills in-
fluence individuals and teams in order to
effectively handle the conflict situations.
Leadership and the mode of dealing with
conflict management may strongly impact
the organizational performance (Hendel et
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al., 2005). Several studies have been made
in order to conceptualize the strong and con-
stant interplay that exists between leadership
and conflict management (Hamlin &
Jennings, 2007; Hotte & Pierre, 2002; Van
Schijndel & Burchardi, 2007).

The present study moves parallel to the
similar lines but departs from the conven-
tional investigation of studying the role of
traditional leadership in conflict manage-
ment. It introduces the concept of ‘phrone-
sis’ in the context of leadership and presents
the argument that such leadership that con-
stitutes phronesis at its heart will be more
effective in managing the conflict as com-
pared to traditional leadership styles. More
specifically it attempts to explain that how
phronesis embedded leadership can play a
key role in maintaining a moderate quantity
substantive conflict (the constructive form)
and reducing affective conflict (that arises
when organizational members’ emotions and
feelings are incompatible with that of other
colleagues on various issues). A ‘phronesis
embedded leadership’ is more likely to play
an effective role in managing the conflict
because phronetic leadership abilities help
the leaders to make quick and righteous de-
cisions in problematic situations.

In addition to conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between leadership and conflict
management, keeping phronesis as the cen-
tral phenomenon, this study also attempts to
make a second contribution. Acknowledging
the excellent work done by Nonaka and
Toyama (2007) in which they have de-
scribed the phenomenon of phronesis and
knowledge creation with the context of
knowledge creating company. It is important
to note that some degree of transformational
leadership should be practiced by a figure-
head in addition to distributed leadership.
Thus creating a ‘hybrid’ form of leadership
conceptualized as ‘phronesis embedded
leadership’ that draws upon the phronesis
based benefits from both the leadership
streams. This notion is based on the assump-
tion that phronetic leader may deal the con-

flict more effectively because of the pres-
ence of the element of ‘wisdom’.

Primarily built upon the literature, this
paper is arranged as follows. The first sec-
tion discusses the relevant literature within
the domain of conflict management fol-
lowed by a debate on phronesis and leader-
ship. The second section presents a concep-
tual framework of conflict management
from the perspective of phronetic embedded
leadership. The third section discusses the
model of phronesis embedded leadership
and raises two propositions and final section
represents the conclusions.

2. Literature Review

This section thoroughly explains the re-
lated literature review upon which the con-
ceptual framework of this study has been
proposed. Literature on conflict manage-
ment is presented with a brief discussion on
the role that leadership plays in conflict
management, followed by a debate on
phronesis.

2.1. Defining Conflict Management

Historical writers from the area of con-
flict management have identified five differ-
ent levels of conflict (Deutsch, 1990). At a
very basic level personal conflict refers to
the conflict within the person itself. Second
level conflict or interpersonal conflict arises
when two persons are at conflict with each
other. Third level conflict or intergroup con-
flict arises between two or more groups (de-
partments) in the same organizational envi-
ronment. Fourth is the inter-organizational
conflict that characterizes the conflicting
situation between organizations and finally
comes the international conflict, which as
the name suggests is the conflict at an inter-
national level. The present research takes
into account the three specific types of con-
flict i.e. interpersonal conflict, intergroup
conflict and inter-organizational conflict
based on their relevancy with the subject
matter.

According to Wall and Callister (1995)
conflict normally arises when a party (an
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individual or a group of individuals) per-
ceives to be negatively influenced or op-
posed by another party (individual or a
group). In context of organization, Roloff
(1987) defines organizational conflict as,

“Organizational conflict arises
when members of the organization
involve in such actions and practices
that are mismatched with those of
the members that are either within
the network or that are outside the
network but related because of the
very part of the same organization.”

While the term “conflict management”
generally refers to leader’s capability of de-
signing and implementing strategies that
intend to minimize the precarious effects of
conflict. Here conflict resolution should not
be confused with the term conflict manage-
ment since both of the terms carries entirely
different meaning. The former involves re-
duction or even complete removal of the
conflict. The latter on the other hand does
not essentially involve conflict avoidance or
termination, instead, it includes designing
and executing efficient and effective macro-
level strategies in order to enhance the con-
structive outcomes while reducing opera-
tional dysfunctions. Such form of conflict
management strategies contributes to organ-
izational learning and serve as a source of
increased  organizational  effectiveness
(Rahim, 2002).

2.2. Leadership and Conflict Man-
agement

According to Rahim and Bonoma
(1979) the two basic approaches that are
used for dealing with conflict through inter-
vention involve the process approach and
the structural approach. In the process ap-
proach, a series of activities is carried out to
bring about desired results. These include
culture, leadership, communication, decision
making and such. While structural approach
refers to the interventions at organizational
structural level with an aim to reach the de-
sired outcomes.

Organization Theory Review

“Affective conflict” refers to the conflict
that arises when members working in an
organization realize that their emotions and
feelings are incompatible with that of other
colleagues on various issues. The occurrence
of such conflicts not only increases stress
and negative perceptions among organiza-
tional members, but it can also lead to de-
cline in their performance. Such conflict(s)
results in the reduction of group-work com-
mitment, loyalty, and job satisfaction
(Amason, 1996; Baron, 1997). The disa-
greement or difference of opinion of organi-
zational members on their tasks is referred
to as “substantive conflict”. Jehn (1995)
noted that organizations must maintain a
moderate level of substantive conflict as it
encourages the organizational members to
engage in dialogue and healthy discussions
and promotes a culture of dialectic sessions.
Moreover, Amason (1996) has shown that
groups that possess a moderate amount of
substantive conflict are well capable to make
better decisions as compared to those which
have not.

However, organizational norms and val-
ues deeply rooted in dialectical tradition
simply don’t appear out of the blue. Central
to the concept is the role of a ‘figurehead’.
For example, Senge and Suzuki (1994) high-
lighted that leaders play a key role in com-
municating a challenging and a clear vision
for the organization, focus on the develop-
ment of the followers around them, and em-
powering and encouraging them to take
greater responsibility. Psychologists and
economists have always emphasized on the
contingent reinforcement to offer a reward
or some sort of financial reimbursement in
pursuit of achieving a desired outcome.
However, sociologists, historians and politi-
cal writers have conceptualized leadership
as in a sense more than that of mere social
exchange that occurs between the leader and
followers in transactional leadership (Bass
& Riggio, 2005). According to Levinson
(1980) if the follower is just rewarded with
carrots for obedience and punished with
stick if he fails to obey on the agreed-upon
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work to be completed by the follower, the
follower will develop a feeling of itself like
a servant who has no freedom except to fol-
low. In order to involve the follower in his
full engagement and commitment in the ef-
fort at hand, the leader must seriously take
into consideration the sense of self-worth of
the follower. This is where transformational
leadership steps in and adds to transactional
exchange. Transformational leaders help
their followers to develop leadership compe-
tency by empowering them and as well as
responding individually to the personal
needs and issues (Bass & Riggio, 2005).

Transformational leaders hold a totally
different mindset as compared to transac-
tional leaders. Transformational leaders are
the leaders who stimulate and encourage
their followers to not only succeed in ac-
complishing extra ordinary results but also
to build-up their own leadership capacity.
Through empowerment of the followers by
responding to the their individual needs and
aligning their goals with that of himself, the
group and the organization, transformational
leaders actually nurture their followers to
grow and develop as future leaders. Empiri-
cal research has shown that under the lead-
ership of transformational leaders, follow-
ers’ satisfaction and commitment to the or-
ganization increases and they tend to exhibit
superior performance (Burns, 1978; Kuhnert
& Lewis, 1987).

However, leadership is also distributed
to some extent within organizations. The
concept distributed leadership is based on
the premise that leadership is not restricted
to a particular individual but it’s actually an
emerging property instead of a fixed entity.
It is such type of leadership in which the
leadership practice is shared by all the indi-
viduals of the organization. This essentially
means that the leadership capacity and capa-
bility can be extended from fixed leadership.
However, Harris (2008) noted that distribut-
ed leadership doesn’t implies that the tradi-
tional leadership structure should be re-
placed, instead, it assumes that there exist a
strong relationship between the lateral and

vertical leadership processes. It also implies
that such formal leadership roles act as
‘gate-keepers’ to the distributed leadership
practice in their organizations.

According to Spillane, Halverson, and
Diamond (2004) distributed leadership can
be best described as “a leadership practice
that is distributed over leaders, followers
and their situation and that includes all the
work activities of multiple individuals and
groups through practices.” It proposes a so-
cially distributive face of leadership in
which the leadership practice is performed
through multiple individuals or teams and
tasks are usually completed through the fre-
quent collaboration of multiple leaders.

Distributed leadership has been claimed
to be a source of increased self-development
and increased ability to anticipate and react
to organization’s changing environment.
Even distributed leadership has been found
that it may further enhance the leader’s in-
fluence (Harris, 2008).

However, in addition to leadership, or-
ganizational culture also plays a vital role in
dealing with the conflict. A culture that sup-
ports risk-taking, knowledge sharing and
emphasizes on openness through the under-
standing of each other’s viewpoints and con-
tinuous questioning leads to the quick at-
tainment of conflict solutions. Conflict man-
agement intensely requires risk-taking and
experimentation which can only be provided
if an organizational culture supports so
(Rahim, 2002). We now turn our attention
towards the concept of phronesis.

2.3. Defining Phronesis

The term “phronesis” or “practical wis-
dom”, coined by the great philosopher Aris-
totle has been defined in terms of practical
common sense, moral insight, and practical
intelligence, just to name a few. However,
each of these translations represents a differ-
ent aspect of the popular Aristotelian con-
cept. Focusing on the ethical and moral
character, emphasis is on the imparting at-
tention of rationality, and the nature of per-
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ception and insight of phronimos (prudence
or far-sightedness). Commonly attributed as
practical wisdom, there exists a general con-
sensus among philosophers including Aris-
totle that phronesis is the key driving force
behind successful organizational develop-
ment (Birmingham, 2004).

Today, the concept of phronesis has
earned a unique place in the world of phi-
losophy. This popular concept was presented
by Aristotle in his best known work on eth-
ics titled ‘Book VI’ of the Nicomachean
Ethics. In the translation of Nicomachean
Ethics, Ross (1984) quotes definition of
phronesis given by Aristotle as,

“A true and reasoned state of
capacity to act with regard to the
things that are good or bad for

ER]

man.

In his writing, Aristotle distinguishes
between the three key kinds of knowledge
i.e. techné, episteme and phronesis. Accord-
ing to Aristotle, ‘techné’ is based on instru-
mental rationality and it relates to technolo-
gy, art and technigue. It is the knowhow or
the useful skill that is necessary to be capa-
ble of creating something. Being rational it
actually involves doing things deliberately
or making things in such a way that can be
explained. For example a university is not
constructed for its own purpose; instead, it is
built to provide a learning space for the in-
dividuals for higher studies. ‘Episteme’ re-
fers to the universal truth and is similar to
the modern science principle of universal
validity. Being context specific it primarily
emphasizes on the universal applicability of
the explicit (objective) knowledge inde-
pendent of the space or time. The popular
term of research language ‘epistemology’
has also evolved from this very concept.
‘Phronesis’ is a moral and intellectual virtue
and is defined as the capability to decide and
take on the best possible action in a context
specific situation in order to work for the
common good. Guided by values and ethics,
phronesis is a tacit knowledge of superior
guality that one acquires from the practical
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experience, a knowledge that empowers one
to make careful and far-sighted decisions
and take a suitable and correct action in a
particular situation (Eisner, 2002; Nonaka &
Toyama, 2007).

Phronesis is not about producing things,
it’s about value judgment. According to Ar-
istotle, man’s highest good is ‘happiness’.
Such happiness is ‘a life that is composed of
virtuous human activities’ and phronesis
leads us to such life. Phronesis can be re-
ferred to as an intellectual capability that
enables us to understand that how we, along
with others can reach happiness in our lives.
Therefore, in our appreciation of the concept
happiness, phronesis assumes a central role
(Polansky, 2000).

While talking about phronesis, Aristotle
stresses upon two things. Firstly, the politi-
cal aspect of phronesis and secondly, the
societal role in raising individuals of the so-
ciety. Aristotle argued that the individual
wellbeing is actually dependent upon the
communal wellbeing. Trowbridge (2006)
provided a comprehensive list of ‘excellenc-
es’ required by phronetic individuals, while
Aristotle outlines the key ingredients for
phronesis to happen. Aristotle states that
phronetic individuals should be well raised,
they must not only have exposure to, but
also have consideration of examples of good
people in social circles, well-lived lives, un-
derstanding of different situations, experi-
ence, intelligence and virtue of character.
Phronesis that is deeply rooted in the society
becomes significantly important in situations
that are conflicting because the experience
that is achieved through knowledge and
practical wisdom empowers the phronetic
people to reach decisions for the common
good by looking and thinking beyond the
isolated facts and liner logics. It should be
noted here that seeking for the common
good, one should have a broader vision to
look farther than oneself, even one’s family
or the specific group to which the individual
one belongs (Sternberg, 2000).
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Phronesis, commonly referred to as
practical wisdom, relates to the question that
how individuals perform a particular action
based on their interpretation of a particular
context. Phronesis doesn’t aims to present
rules, regulations and techniques that are
perfect for all circumstances, instead, it
stresses on the adjustment and fine tuning of
knowledge, particularity of a specific situa-
tion. Embodied in character and nurtured in
habit, phronesis is usually expressed through
a certain set of actions as how the individu-
als shape themselves in particular circum-
stances, plan, and perform action. Above all,
phronesis is the moral representation of
knowledge that not only helps us but also
guides us in choosing specific situational
features that we wish to act upon
(Halverson, 2004).

However, the concept of phronesis
cannot be explained without discussing the
concept of “knowledge-triad”. In their recent
paper, Nonaka, Kodama, Hirose, and
Kohlbacher (2014) have argued that phrone-
sis is the factor that acts as an enabler of the
sparling process of the synthesis of tacit and
explicit knowledge. They propose the term
“knowledge-triad” for this synthesis of the
three types of knowledge. Nonaka et al.
(2014) explained this synthesis process as:

“Tacit and explicit knowledge
do not lie on the opposite extremes,
instead both of these lie on a scale.
Sharing of individual’s tacit
knowledge with another individual
result into explicit knowledge and
when this explicit knowledge is
combined with the other explicit
knowledge, it becomes a new ex-
plicit knowledge that can be further
converted into tacit knowledge of
another individual. So, knowledge is
created through the continuity of the
subsequent conversion process.”

As ‘value judgments’ are already the
part of the phronesis, these value judgments
can also be incorporated into the knowledge
creation process that exists as a result of

synthesis of the three types of knowledge.
These value judgments enable the leader to
interpret and create meaning about a particu-
lar context and grasp the essence of it. In the
model of organization, these value judg-
ments are practiced through leadership abili-
ties that not only promote the convergence
of the upward spiral of tacit and explicit
knowledge, but also enhance the contextual
judgment ability of the leader (Nonaka et
al., 2014).

2.4. Leadership and Phronesis

In today’s dynamic world, leaders also
need to dynamically evolve because they
can no longer stick to the traditional static
techniques, practices, and styles. Leaders
need to develop wisdom to extemporize
their actions so that they are able to reach
intended goals particularly when there exists
environmental uncertainity. Grint (2007)
strongly classifies phronesis as an enabler of
such leadership actors that are able to per-
form best even in uncertain situations. Ac-
cording to him,

“Phronesis is something that
matures as leader’s experience
lengthens over a period of time. In
addition to technical knowhow
(techné) and abstract reason (epis-
teme), phronesis actually refers to
the value-judgments which are cen-
tral to the concept of leadership.”

Development of phronetic leadership
abilities help the leaders to make quick and
righteous decisions because leaders are able
to pick-up lead from previously occurred
situation(s), lookout and identify the way to
connect it and through wisdom, maturity,
experience and finally taking subsequent
action that is for the common good (Barge &
Fairhurst, 2008).

In leadership practice, phronesis is re-
ferred to as the wisdom that acts as a guiding
light for the leaders so that they are able to
build-up and modify structures that enable
them to deal with complex and emergent
situations. For an account of phronesis, mere

Organization Theory Review
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transactional capability of leader is not suf-
ficient. The differentiation between techné
and phronesis can be used here for an expla-
nation of this argument. In organizational
context, individuals make use of techné to
create specific types of products, known as
artifacts. For example, employee work
schedules and incentive systems, these arti-
facts are the outcome of techné. Phronesis is
actually the competence of leaders to design,
modify and make use of these artifacts in
such a way that it enables them to effective-
ly reach their intended goals. So, techné is
the capability to develop specific artifacts
whereas phronesis is the leadership compe-
tence to monitor and supervise the use of
these artifacts for the wellbeing of the or-
ganization while also keeping in view the
context and the outcomes. This shows that
phronesis of leadership incorporates techné
in it by deciding that which techné to be
used in which particular context and how the
resulting products can be used for the sake
of doing good to the humanity. Without

Figwre I. Conceptual model

phronesis, leadership is mere an art. It is this
practical wisdom that takes leadership to
next level, at the level where ‘leadership
emerges as a science, having phronesis or
practical wisdom at the heart of it’. Moreo-
ver, Aristotle implies that episteme and
techné are not alone sufficient to represent
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the true picture of leadership unless phrone-
sis — practical wisdom is added into the set.
We do not have to restrict leadership to just
technical issues and abstractions, without
realizing the practical wisdom as an integral
part, we are missing out on the conceptual
essence. Grint (2007) presented his view-
point as,

“It should be noted that wis-
dom without technical knowledge is
directionless and this is an important
issue because Aristotle is clear in his
argument that all three elements i.e.
episteme, techné and phronesis are
critical; the problem is that we rely
often on only episteme and techng,
neglecting the role of phronesis
which is the only element that can
tell us in which direction we should
head for. This is important because
the etymological roots of the Norse
word for ‘Leadership’ — ‘Lead’ im-
ply exactly this direction setting.”
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If phronesis is the competency to find
the right answer that serves the need for
common good in a specific context, a
phronetic leader will be the one having this
very ability. In the context of knowledge-
creating company, Nonaka and Toyama
(2007) has identified six factors that repre-

Volume 1 Issue 1 Fall 2017

Qe — v



Phronesis Embedded Leadership and its Role in Conflict Management

sent a true picture of a ‘phronetic leader’.
The first one is the capability to judge
‘goodness’ which refers to the ability to
make judgment that what is ‘good’ in a par-
ticular context. This ability is embodied in a
good man and it nourishes through different
life experiences. The second factor is the
capability of sharing knowledge with others
to create ‘ba’. According to Nonaka and To-
yama (2007), ba is the space where
knowledge is created, shared and as well as
put into action. Individuals who participate
in such sharing environment listen to the
subject point of views of each other and get
involved. A leader should also need to pos-
sess such ability to encourage others in be-
ing more empathetic and friendly with oth-
ers so that a knowledge sharing environment
can prosper. The third factor is the leader’s
capability to correctly grasping the essence
of a specific situation. When a particular
situation is properly understood and well
recognized, it becomes fairly easier to de-
cide that which action should be taken keep-
ing in view the future. Dialogue plays here a
key role while interpreting the situation.
Fourth factor is the leader’s ability to trav-
erse between the subjective intuition and the
objective knowledge. Reconstructing the
micro particulars into macro universals and
vise-versa requires the capability to concep-
tualize the ‘micro’ subjective ideas into
‘macro’ concepts and primarily articulating
them as a future vision. Fifth factor is the
use of political power for the achievement of
common good. Political power is ability of
the leader to avoid extreme situations and
solve conflicts among team members by
taking moderate and appropriate actions.
Leaders practice political judgment by care-
fully listening and understanding to the ver-
bal and non-verbal communication of others.
The final factor implies that phronesis is
embedded and distributed across the organi-
zation. This practice enables the organiza-
tion to nurture such employees that partici-
pate actively in ba and thus phronesis is fos-
tered at a more magnified scale (Nonaka &
Toyama, 2007).

3. Discussion

Proposed research model 1. In an or-
ganization (knowledge creating company),
knowledge is not only created through dis-
tributed wisdom of distributed leadership,
but also through phronetic leadership of a
senior leader.

At the core of distributed leadership is
that idea the leadership is not a fixed proper-
ty of any single individual, instead it’s a
property shared by groups of people
(Woods, Bennett, Harvey, & Wise, 2004).
This statement totally contradicts the prem-
ise upon which the concept of centralized
leadership is built upon that leadership is
limited to a singular personality. However
our argument highlights that in addition to
‘distributed wisdom’ a senior leader should
also be there in place that exercises phronet-
ic leadership (figure 1). We stress on the
existence of such “hybrid” form that we
term as ‘phronesis embedded leadership’
because when the superior wisdom, intelli-
gence and the practical experience of the
senior leader is communicated and learned
by all the team members working in the or-
ganization, the knowledge creation process
accelerates and turns to be more vyielding.
For example, Harris and Chapman (2004)
investigated the issue of leadership in
schools facing challenging circumstances.
According to them,

“Distributed leadership though
is shared by all the individuals of
the organization, is usually created
by one leader and in the case of
school system, it’s the head-
teacher.”

It is the one senior leader who brings
about this structural change through a proac-
tive process. In their study, Harris and
Chapman (2004) report that the head-
teachers pursued to bring about the follow-
ing actions in their schools:

a) Distributing the internal authorities
through  delegating  responsibilities
among teachers.

Organization Theory Review
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b) Communicating their practical experi-
ences and developing such norms and
cultural values that encourage teachers
to take risks.

¢) Building social relations with other em-
ployees and also motivating others to
socialize with each other.

Thus, it is actually the wise senior leader
who takes up all the responsibility to effe
tively play its role in making his practical
intelligence and wisdom learned by others
across all the organization levels (Harris &
Chapman, 2004).

As apparent from above, the phronesis
oriented initiatives and practical actions of
the senior leader plays a central role in set-
ting possibilities and guiding principles and
in enabling resources to be made available
to others.

Therefore the following proposition can
be presented:

Proposition 1. Knowledge creation in
an organization is exercised through a ‘hy-
brid’ form of leadership in which practical
wisdom of both a senior leader and from
distributed leadership contributes effective-

ly.
Proposed research model 2. Leader-

ship that constitutes ‘phronesis’ plays a vital
role in conflict management.

Out of many top priorities that leaders
have, conflict management is one of the ma-
jor ones. Leaders structure their organiza-
tions in order to avoid or minimize such
conflicts that can result in weakening of the
organizational performance. However, no
matter how powerful measures are under-
taken to avoid such situations, conflict do
arise at some point of time and once a con-
flict emerges, the leadership must take ap-
propriate actions to efficiently deal with it
(Wall & Callister, 1995). In this case, the
practical wisdom of the leadership, primarily
attributed as phronesis may play an im-
portant role in enhancing the leadership ca-
pability to effectively deal with conflict as
the development of phronetic leadership

Organization Theory Review

abilities help the leaders to make quick and
righteous decisions in dealing with conflict
conditions. Leaders do so because they are
better able to pick-up lead from previously
occurred situation(s), they look out and
identify the way to connect it and through
wisdom, maturity, experience they finally
take subsequent action that is not only for
the common good but for the resolution of
the conflict as well (Barge & Fairhurst,
2008; Hamlin & Jennings, 2007).

In an organization where distributed
leadership exists and in addition to it there is
also a senior leader, conflict is dealt by both
the leadership streams. Distributed leader-
ship that is in action also needs to admit and
deal with the conflict with the same energy
as a single senior leader does. Hierarchical
approach in which the senior leader plays a
greater role in dealing with conflict and col-
legial approach in which the team members
having distributed wisdom (through distrib-
uted leadership) work themselves in order to
find solution to the conflict through “dia-
logue” (Woods et al., 2004). In the hierar-
chical approach, the single leader who is at
the top and playing a figurehead role active-
ly engages to balance the conflict. Accord-
ing to Schwartz and Sharpe (2010), such a
phronetic leader knows how to improvise
under stress situations and reach a balance
between in a conflicting situation. He/she
knows so because of greater foreseeing abil-
ity and accumulated past experience that
leads to the development of phronetic abil-
ity. Using his ‘phronetic’ ability he deals
with the conflict in two phases. Firstly he
senses the problem and analyzes it, followed
by interference in which he sets the problem
and formulates and takes subsequent actions
to deal with it. These two phases closely
resemble the process of conflict manage-
ment presented by Rahim (2002).

The distributed leadership embed-
ded with phronesis addresses the conflict
through the collegial approach in which the
team members engage in dialogue seek ways
to effectively deal with the conflict (figure
1). This results in dynamic dialogue sessions
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which may resolve conflicts existing at a
moderate level over a time.

The following proposition can be pre-
sented,

Proposition 2. Phronesis is embedded
in both hierarchical (senior leader plays a
greater role in dealing with conflict) and
distributed approach to leadership (among
team members) that utilizes adialogic ap-
proach towards conflict management

4. Conclusion

Primarily built upon the existing litera-
ture, this conceptual study is first of its kind
to study the phenomenon of phronesis with-
in the context of leadership and its role-
playing in conflict management. The contri-
bution of this research is twofold, firstly it
presents the argument that a phronesis em-
bedded leadership comprises the ‘wisdom’
that comes from two main leadership
streams i.e. distributed leadership and cen-
tralized leadership (in which there is a senior
transformational leader that works with the
team). Acknowledging the work done by
Nonaka and Toyama (2007) in which they
have very well described the phenomenon of
phronesis and as well as knowledge creation
in context of leadership by implying that
through distributive leadership this all pro-
cess effectively takes place, this study con-
ceptualizes that though distributive leader-
ship effectively contributes to knowledge
creation that proves fruitful in dealing with
conflict, but at least some degree of central-
ized leadership element should be also there
in organization, because without the pres-
ence of a figurehead leading the organiza-
tion, there will not be any way through
which leader’s wisdom would get communi-
cated through the organization.

Secondly, not much of the existing liter-
ature has focused on relating the phenome-
non of leadership with conflict management.
Present study steps in with an aim to fill this
gap through a unique approach i.e. how this
phronesis embedded leadership relates to the
phenomenon of conflict management. Alt-

hough the traditional leadership styles may
prove effective sometimes in managing the
conflicting situations, however based on the
argument built-up in the last section, the
authors stress that such a leadership that at
the heart of which resides “phronesis” is
more viable in dealing with conflicting sit-
uations in organizations.
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