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/ ABSTRACT

Conflict is an inevitable aspect of human resource management, particularly in large State-Owned Enterprises
(SOEs) such as Zambia’s electricity utility company, ZESCO. Managers are often challenged to resolve disputes
in ways that balance fairness and organizational efficiency. Traditional approaches management decisions and
trade union judgments have proven limited in fostering win-win outcomes. This study explores the potential of
arbitration as an alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanism within ZESCO. Guided by a positivist research
paradigm, the study employs qualitative, quantitative, and case study methods, with findings validated through
triangulation. Results reveal that while arbitration offers a more equitable process, its high costs hinder
accessibility for employees, limiting its practical adoption. The study contributes to business and management
scholarship by demonstrating how legal concepts can be applied to workplace conflict resolution and by addressing
a critical gap in understanding conflict management strategies within SOEs.
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L INTRODUCTION

Workplace conflict is an inevitable feature of modern organizations, arising from interpersonal differences,
competing interests, structural pressures, and organizational change. As organizations become more diverse and
operationally complex, disputes between employees, supervisors, and management increasingly affect
productivity, morale, service delivery, and organizational reputation [1]. If poorly managed, workplace conflicts
can escalate into grievances, litigation, absenteeism, and high staff turnover, thereby imposing significant
financial and social costs on institutions [2]. Consequently, organizations are increasingly seeking alternative
dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms that promote efficiency, confidentiality, and sustainability in resolving
workplace disputes.

Arbitration has emerged as one of the most structured and authoritative ADR mechanisms in employment
relations, offering a legally binding, neutral, and procedurally fair process outside the traditional court system [3].
Unlike litigation, arbitration is generally faster, less adversarial, and more adaptable to organizational contexts,
making it particularly suitable for resolving workplace disputes involving disciplinary actions, contract
interpretation, unfair dismissal, and collective bargaining disagreements [4]. By emphasizing procedural justice
and impartial decision-making, arbitration contributes to restoring employment relationships while safeguarding
organizational stability and compliance with labour standards.

In developing economies, including Zambia, workplace conflict resolution mechanisms are increasingly shaped
by labour law reforms, industrial relations frameworks, and the growing emphasis on institutional accountability
[5]. State-owned enterprises, such as the Zambia Electricity Supply Corporation Limited (ZESCO Ltd.), operate
within complex organizational environments characterized by unionized labour structures, regulatory oversight,
service delivery pressures, and public accountability obligations [6]. These dynamics heighten the likelihood of
workplace disputes while simultaneously necessitating dispute resolution mechanisms that balance organizational
efficiency with employee rights and procedural fairness.

Despite the growing institutional reliance on arbitration, limited empirical research has examined its practical
effectiveness in resolving workplace conflicts within public utility organizations in Zambia. Existing studies have
largely focused on collective bargaining processes, litigation outcomes, or mediation frameworks, with
insufficient attention given to arbitration as a standalone or integrated dispute resolution mechanism in
organizational contexts [7]. This knowledge gap constrains policy development and limits evidence-based
improvements in workplace dispute management strategies.
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This study therefore investigates the role of arbitration in workplace conflict resolution, using ZESCO Ltd. as a
case study.

1.1 Problem Statement

The workplace brings together individuals from diverse backgrounds, cultures, genders, and predispositions who
must collaborate to achieve organizational goals, particularly profitability and shareholder wealth maximization
in business organizations [7]. While such diversity strengthens organizational capacity, it also creates conditions
in which workplace conflict is inevitable. These conflicts must be resolved effectively and amicably to foster
cooperation, maintain productivity, and ensure mutually beneficial outcomes for all parties involved [8].

Several mechanisms exist for resolving workplace conflicts, most commonly through the involvement of an
independent and knowledgeable third party [9]. This third party may act as an arbitrator, mediator, or judge. An
arbitrator seeks to bridge the gap between disputing parties by delivering a binding decision, while a mediator
facilitates dialogue and mutual understanding without imposing a judgment. In contrast, a judge adjudicates
disputes through formal legal processes, with outcomes that must be followed regardless of the parties’ satisfaction
with the decision [10].

The core challenge, however, lies in determining the most appropriate dispute resolution mechanism among
arbitration, mediation, and litigation. Each method presents distinct advantages and limitations, particularly in
terms of cost, time efficiency, procedural fairness, and the extent to which it satisfies the expectations of the parties
involved [11]. In organizational settings, especially within large institutions such as ZESCO Ltd., the absence of
clear empirical evidence on the effectiveness of arbitration relative to other methods complicates the selection of
the most suitable approach.

This study therefore seeks to address this challenge by examining the role of arbitration in workplace conflict
resolution at ZESCO Ltd., with a view to determining its effectiveness in promoting fair, efficient, and sustainable
dispute resolution outcomes within the organization [12].

1.2 Research Objectives

Main Objective

The aim of this study is to identify the most appropriate method for conflict resolution at the working place.
ZESCO Limited, Zambia’s electricity conglomerate is used as a case in example.

Specific Objective
The primary objectives of this study are as follows:
1) To show that arbitration is one of the key solutions for conflict resolution in a workplace business
environment,
2) To show that conflict resolution in the workplace environment does not necessarily need to end up in
court — a cumbersome and expensive process;
3) To explain the role arbitration plays in the process of conflict resolution at the work place,
4) To show the practical application of arbitration in workplace conflict resolution with the help of a case
study of ZESCO Ltd — one of Zambia’s major state-owned enterprises.

Research Questions
1) What are the recommended workplace conflict resolutions?
2) What are the advantages and disadvantages of conflict resolution in the workplace environment rather
than going to court?
3) What role does arbitration play in the process of conflict resolution at the work place?
4) How practical is the application of arbitration in workplace conflict resolution in Zambia? Use ZESCO
Ltd — one of Zambia’s major state-owned enterprises?

1I. LITERATURE REVIEW
The empirical literature on earnings management demonstrates that the practice is influenced by a combination of
managerial incentives, tax-related motivations, and corporate governance structures. Studies across developed and
emerging economies reveal both opportunistic and efficiency-based explanations for earnings management, with
institutional context playing a significant moderating role.
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2.1 Causes of Conflict in Organizations

Workplace conflict is a pervasive organizational phenomenon arising from differences in employee personalities,
values, perceptions, and expectations [13]. Such conflicts may occur between colleagues, between supervisors
and subordinates, or as a result of disagreements over policies, procedures, and legal or regulatory requirements.
When not addressed promptly, minor disagreements can escalate into serious disputes that disrupt organizational
harmony and performance [14]. Managers therefore require a clear understanding of the underlying causes of
workplace conflict in order to intervene effectively before such disagreements become unmanageable.

One of the most significant sources of workplace conflict is poor communication. Effective communication is
central to mutual understanding, feedback, and collaboration; when communication breaks down,
misunderstandings, mistrust, and misinterpretations arise, increasing the likelihood of conflict [15]. Similarly,
personal differences stemming from diverse cultural, social, educational, and economic backgrounds contribute
significantly to workplace disagreements. Variations in attitudes, values, work styles, and perceptions often
generate friction, particularly in organizations characterized by diversity and interdependence [16].

Another common cause of conflict is the unequal distribution of organizational resources, including salaries,
promotions, workloads, and access to opportunities. Organizations are often unable to provide equal rewards or
working conditions to all employees, which may lead to perceptions of unfairness, dissatisfaction, and resentment,
especially when such disparities are inadequately explained by management [17]. In addition, workplace stress
arising from heavy workloads, job insecurity, personal challenges, or external pressures can intensify emotional
reactions and reduce tolerance for disagreement, thereby increasing the likelihood of interpersonal conflict,
particularly where emotional intelligence is limited [18].

2.2 Implications of Labour Conflict on Productivity and Organizational Survival

As organizations strive to achieve their strategic and operational objectives, they frequently encounter challenges
that require coordinated effort, collaboration, and compromise. Such challenges often create fertile conditions for
conflict among employees, departments, unions, management, and external stakeholders [19]. While conflict is
not inherently negative and may sometimes stimulate innovation and constructive debate, unmanaged conflict
typically produces adverse consequences for both employees and organizational performance [20].

One major implication of persistent workplace conflict is employee withdrawal and turnover. Employees who
experience prolonged frustration or perceive the workplace as hostile or unfair may disengage psychologically or
decide to leave the organization altogether. This is particularly damaging when highly skilled employees,
supervisors, or senior managers exit, as their departure disrupts institutional memory, leadership continuity, and
operational stability [21]. In extreme cases, widespread conflict can undermine organizational legitimacy and
threaten institutional survival.

Conflict also contributes significantly to reduced productivity and organizational effectiveness. Time and energy
that could be devoted to task accomplishment, innovation, and service delivery are instead diverted toward
grievance handling, interpersonal disputes, and emotional coping [22]. Employees may become preoccupied with
gossip, blame, and defensive behaviors, leading to poor coordination, low morale, declining output, and financial
losses. Consequently, organizations that fail to manage workplace conflict effectively risk erosion of performance,
stakeholder confidence, and competitive advantage [23].

2.3 International Review of Workplace Conflict Resolution Practices
The expansion of workplace conflict resolution mechanisms in the United States has had far-reaching implications
for organizations and employment relations globally [24]. A major development has been the widespread adoption
of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) systems, which have significantly reduced organizational reliance on
litigation and managerial unilateralism in resolving employment disputes [25]. These approaches have
increasingly replaced traditional methods that were either imposed through formal legal structures or negotiated
through collective bargaining arrangements.

ADR mechanisms are typically designed, implemented, and administered by organizational management, but they
often provide employees, supervisors, and other stakeholders with enhanced opportunities to participate in dispute
resolution processes [26]. This shift reflects growing recognition of the central role conflict plays in organizational
life and the need for systems that manage disputes constructively rather than suppress them [27]. By
institutionalizing ADR practices, organizations acknowledge that conflict is not an anomaly but a predictable
feature of employment relationships requiring structured and fair resolution frameworks.
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These developments in the United States have influenced workplace conflict management practices
internationally, with ADR models increasingly adopted across Europe, Africa, and other regions [28]. The
diffusion of these mechanisms reflects global dissatisfaction with adversarial legal systems that are costly, time-
consuming, and often damaging to ongoing employment relationships. Consequently, ADR has emerged as a
dominant paradigm for resolving workplace disputes in both private and public sector organizations worldwide
[29].

2.4 Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study encompasses theories from two major academic disciplines: Human
Resources Management (HRM) and Organizational Behavior (OB).

2.4.1 Ability—Motivation—Opportunity (AMO) Theory

The Ability—Motivation—Opportunity (AMO) theory proposes that employee performance is a function of three
core factors: employees’ capabilities, their motivation to perform, and the opportunities provided by the
organization to apply their skills effectively [38]. When these elements are balanced, employees are more likely
to experience job satisfaction, engagement, and positive workplace relationships. Conversely, deficiencies in any
of these dimensions may result in frustration, disengagement, and interpersonal conflict.

In organizational settings, limited training opportunities, inadequate incentives, or restrictive work environments
may trigger grievances and disputes between employees and management or among colleagues [39]. Arbitration
therefore becomes a vital institutional mechanism for addressing conflicts arising from perceived unfairness,
unmet expectations, or blocked opportunities. By offering a structured and impartial resolution process, arbitration
supports the restoration of trust, procedural justice, and functional employment relationships consistent with AMO
theory predictions [40].

2.4.2 Resource-Based Theory

The Resource-Based Theory (RBT) contends that organizations achieve sustained competitive advantage by
acquiring, developing, and effectively utilizing valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources [41].
Among these resources, human capital is regarded as the most strategic, as employees’ knowledge, skills, and
commitment directly influence productivity, innovation, and service quality [42]. Effective management of
employment relationships, therefore, becomes central to organizational performance and long-term sustainability

Workplace conflict undermines the productive utilization of human resources by eroding trust, morale, and
collaboration [43]. From an RBT perspective, unresolved disputes represent a loss of strategic organizational
value. Arbitration functions as a governance mechanism that protects and optimizes human capital by resolving
disputes fairly, efficiently, and authoritatively, thereby preserving organizational stability and enabling employees
to focus on performance objectives [41].

2.4.3 Institutional Theory

Institutional theory explains organizational behavior as shaped by formal structures, norms, values, and regulatory
frameworks embedded within broader social and cultural environments [44]. Organizations adopt practices that
conform to institutional expectations in order to secure legitimacy, stability, and stakeholder confidence.
Workplace dispute resolution mechanisms, including arbitration, therefore reflect both internal organizational
cultures and external legal, regulatory, and societal norms.

In public sector and state-owned enterprises such as ZESCO Ltd., employment relations are particularly
influenced by statutory labour regulations, union structures, and public accountability standards [45]. Arbitration
serves as an institutionalized conflict resolution process that aligns organizational practices with national labour
laws, ethical standards, and governance expectations. Consequently, arbitration enhances organizational
legitimacy while reinforcing procedural fairness and compliance in workplace dispute management.

2.4.4 Agency Theory

Agency theory examines relationships in which one party (the principal) delegates authority to another (the agent),
creating potential conflicts of interest arising from divergent goals, information asymmetry, and opportunistic
behavior [46]. In organizational contexts, principals include shareholders and senior management, while agents
include employees, supervisors, and operational managers. These relationships may generate workplace disputes
over performance expectations, rewards, supervision, and accountability structures.
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Such conflicts are intensified when monitoring mechanisms are weak or when incentive systems are misaligned
[47]. Arbitration provides a formal and neutral governance mechanism for resolving agency-related disputes by
clarifying contractual obligations, enforcing employment standards, and restoring equilibrium in employment
relationships. Through this process, arbitration mitigates agency costs while enhancing trust, accountability, and
organizational coherence.

2.5 Gaps in the Literature

The major body of conflict resolution research traditionally focused on grievance procedures in unionized
workplaces. More recently, a stream of research has emerged examining conflict resolution procedures used in
non-union workplaces, which exhibit much greater variation in structures and processes.

Research has also increasingly moved beyond institutional descriptions of procedures to examine usage and
outcomes of conflict resolution processes, often involving more advanced quantitative data collection and
analysis. The growing sophistication of research in this area is also evident in recent work examining the rise of
conflict management systems.

However, there is little, or no research conducted to show a conflict resolution method that has successfully been
implemented in an organization, especially those from developing countries. In this case, the selection of the case
study of ZESCO — Zambia’s monopolist in the generation, transmission, and distribution of power throughout the
country. This means that the company is one of the biggest employers in the country with an estimated total 7000
employees, countrywide. As such, the workplace environment exhibits a high level of conflict-generation
conditions.

III. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological framework adopted to investigate the role of arbitration in workplace
conflict resolution at ZESCO Ltd. It presents the research design, philosophical paradigm, methodological
approach, data collection procedures, sampling strategy, data analysis techniques, and ethical considerations. The
chapter concludes by highlighting the study’s limitations and the measures taken to ensure methodological rigor
and ethical compliance.

3.2 Research Design

Research design refers to the overall strategy that integrates the different components of a study in a coherent and
logical manner, ensuring effective addressing of the research questions while maintaining procedural integrity
[48]. This study adopted a structured design that combines quantitative and qualitative approaches to generate
comprehensive insights into arbitration practices within organizational contexts.

3.2.1 Research Paradigm

A research paradigm represents a researcher’s philosophical worldview regarding the nature of reality, knowledge,
and the methods appropriate for investigating social phenomena [49]. Two dominant paradigms in social science
research are positivism and interpretivism. Positivism emphasizes objectivity, measurement, and empirical
observation, while interpretivism prioritizes meaning-making, contextual understanding, and subjective
interpretation [49]. In organizational research, paradigm selection determines the research methods employed and
the nature of conclusions drawn [48].

3.2.2 Positivism as the Selected Paradigm

This study adopted the positivist paradigm, as it seeks to examine workplace arbitration through measurable
variables derived from primary data and supported by secondary evidence [49]. The positivist orientation enables
systematic data collection through structured questionnaires and facilitates statistical analysis of employee
perceptions and experiences regarding arbitration practices at ZESCO Ltd. Additionally, historical organizational
records are examined to identify observable patterns in conflict occurrence and dispute resolution outcomes [50].
This paradigm is therefore well suited to generating generalizable findings grounded in empirical evidence.

3.3 Research Approach and Methodological Strategy

This study adopted a mixed-methods (hybrid) approach that integrates quantitative, qualitative, and case study
methods to enhance analytical depth and ensure methodological triangulation [49]. Quantitative methods facilitate
the measurement of employee perceptions and experiences through structured questionnaires, while qualitative
analysis of existing literature and institutional documents provides contextual understanding of arbitration
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practices [50]. The case study approach enables in-depth examination of arbitration processes within ZESCO Ltd.,
thereby strengthening internal validity and contextual relevance.

3.4 Data Collection Methods

Data were collected using structured questionnaires containing closed-ended items measured on Likert-type
scales, allowing for systematic quantification of employee attitudes and perception. Questionnaires were
administered to selected employees across different departments within ZESCO Ltd., ensuring coverage of diverse
organizational units. Secondary data were also obtained from organizational documents and academic literature
to supplement primary findings and enhance analytical rigor.

3.5 Sampling Technique and Sample Size

The target population comprised approximately 8,000 ZESCO Ltd. employees. A simplified Yamane formula was
used to estimate an ideal sample size of 367 respondents; however, due to financial, logistical, and time
constraints, a final sample of 100 respondents was adopted, which is considered adequate for descriptive
organizational research. Stratified random sampling was employed to ensure proportional representation across
organizational departments, after which simple random sampling was used to select participants from each
stratum. This approach enhanced representativeness and minimized sampling bias [51].

3.6 Data Analysis and Presentation

Quantitative data were coded and analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 27.
Descriptive statistical techniques, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were used
to summarize responses and identify patterns. Results were presented using tables, bar charts, and pie charts for
clarity and interpretability. Qualitative data derived from document review were analyzed thematically through
categorization and pattern identification to complement quantitative findings and enrich contextual interpretation.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical principles of informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation were strictly
observed throughout the study, in accordance with the University of Zambia’s Code of Conduct for Research.
Participants were informed of the study’s purpose and assured that their responses would be used solely for
academic purposes.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations. The final response rate was 67% (67 completed
questionnaires), which may introduce non-response bias and limit generalizability [51]. The cross-sectional nature
of the data also restricts causal inference. Additionally, the study focuses exclusively on arbitration, excluding
other ADR mechanisms such as mediation and negotiation. Nevertheless, the findings provide valuable empirical
insights into arbitration practices within a public utility organization and offer a foundation for future research
into broader ADR systems [52].

IV.DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
4.1 Arbitration as a Key Solution for Workplace Conflict Resolution
The findings demonstrate that arbitration is widely recognized as a credible and viable mechanism for resolving
workplace disputes at ZESCO. Although management decisions (40%) and trade union judgment (33%) were
more familiar to respondents, arbitration emerged as the second most preferred formal dispute resolution
mechanism, reflecting growing confidence in neutral third-party intervention.

Respondents emphasized arbitration’s procedural fairness, impartiality, and enforceability, particularly in cases
where internal processes are perceived as ineffective or biased. These findings confirm that arbitration constitutes
a key component of ZESCO’s workplace conflict resolution framework (see Figures 1 and 2).
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Fig.1. Recognized methods of conflict resolution by the respondents
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Fig. 2. The preferred method of conflict resolution by the respondents
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4.2. Workplace Conflict Resolution without Resorting to Court Processes

The findings further reveal that employees strongly prefer internal and alternative dispute resolution (ADR)
mechanisms over litigation. Most respondents associated court processes with high costs, procedural delays, and
adversarial outcomes that undermine workplace relationships. Instead, grievance procedures, trade union
judgment, and arbitration were perceived as faster, more affordable, and more conducive to preserving harmonious
working relations.

This preference demonstrates that workplace conflicts at ZESCO can be effectively resolved without resorting to
formal court systems, thereby supporting the objective of promoting non-litigious and cooperative conflict
resolution approaches.

4.3 The Role of Arbitration in Workplace Conflict Resolution

The study establishes that arbitration plays a critical bridging role between management authority and employee
representation at ZESCO. It was considered particularly valuable in situations involving contested management
decisions, divergent interpretations of collective agreements, and unresolved disputes between unions and
management.

Arbitration was further associated with enhanced procedural justice, fairness, and trust in outcomes. However,
concerns regarding costs, limited awareness, and potential abuse of procedures were identified as barriers to
broader uptake. Overall, arbitration functions as a neutral, structured, and confidence-enhancing mechanism
within ZESCO’s conflict management system.
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4.4 Practical Application of Arbitration in Workplace Conflict Resolution at ZESCO

The findings indicate that arbitration is practically applicable within the ZESCO context, although its current
utilization remains limited. While grievance handling and disciplinary procedures dominate dispute resolution
practices, respondents recognized the need for arbitration in complex disputes involving procedural violations,
rights-based claims, and unresolved management—union disagreements.

Furthermore, effective institutionalization of arbitration would require strategic policy commitment,
organizational sensitization, and employee education on arbitration processes and benefits. These findings confirm
that arbitration is both feasible and contextually relevant for strengthening workplace conflict resolution practices
in Zambia’s major state-owned enterprises (see Figures 3 and 4)

Fig. 3. Opinion on working atmosphere at ZESCO
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Fig. 4. Identified major sources of conflict at ZESCO
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4.5 Discussion of Research Findings

The findings of this study demonstrate that workplace conflict is a significant organizational challenge at ZESCO,
driven mainly by differences in working conditions, interpersonal tensions, and perceived inequalities. Despite
the presence of established grievance and disciplinary systems, a substantial proportion of employees reported
that the work environment remains conflict-prone, highlighting the need for more structured, inclusive, and trusted
conflict resolution mechanisms. This confirms that unresolved workplace disputes can undermine employee
morale, productivity, and organizational harmony if not addressed effectively.

The study further reveals a strong preference among employees for alternative dispute resolution (ADR)
mechanisms over formal litigation. Management decisions and trade union judgments remain the most familiar
approaches; however, arbitration emerged as a credible and increasingly preferred option due to its neutrality,
procedural fairness, and enforceability. Employees viewed arbitration as particularly valuable in situations where
internal mechanisms fail or where disputes require independent resolution, reinforcing its role as a key
complement to existing workplace conflict management systems.
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Finally, the findings indicate that arbitration is practically applicable within the ZESCO context, although its
uptake is constrained by limited awareness, cost concerns, and fear of procedural misuse. Respondents emphasized
the need for organizational sensitization, policy commitment, and employee education to enhance trust and
accessibility of arbitration processes.

V. CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Conclusion

The study established that management decision-making remains the most preferred method of conflict resolution
at ZESCO, closely followed by arbitration. Arbitration, while recognized as a credible and structured approach,
is currently less favored due to employee concerns over perceived high costs and limited understanding of its
processes. Trade union judgment was also identified as a trusted mechanism, reflecting employees’ desire for
impartial and representative dispute resolution.

The findings indicate that arbitration has the potential to become a widely accepted conflict resolution method if
employees are adequately educated on its benefits, limitations, and associated costs. Successful implementation
would require strategic endorsement from top management, coupled with comprehensive awareness and
information campaigns to build confidence and trust among staff.

Overall, arbitration presents a feasible, neutral, and effective approach to workplace conflict management at
ZESCO, provided it is supported by clear policies, organizational commitment, and employee sensitization. Its
adoption could enhance procedural fairness, reduce reliance on internal biases, and complement existing grievance
and disciplinary systems.

5.2 Recommendation
The following are the steps to be undertaken by ZESCO in the process of implementing arbitration as a method
of conflict resolution at the workplace:
e  Undertaken a senior management board resolution to adopt arbitration as the main method for conflict
resolution
e  Undertaken an information campaign amongst employees to show them the advantages and
disadvantages of arbitration and explain all their fears.
e Leave room for employees to accept or refuse arbitration as a conflict resolution method in any case in
which they are involved,
o Involve external arbiters to facilitate the impartiality of the procedure.
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