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ABSTRACT 

The Contingent Role of Conflict  

in Organizational Learning 

 

Sanghyun Park 

Strategy 

The Graduate School of Business 

Seoul National University 

Most theoretical studies in organizational learning assume that 

individuals undergo identical learning processes regardless of how 

knowledge is distributed in organizations. However, the knowledge gap 

between a focal actor and learning target may cause conflict and hamper 

knowledge transfer. I raise the following questions: (1) How does 

conflict affect performance in organizational learning and (2) what 

moderates the effect of conflict in organizational learning. Using 

computational modeling, I found that while conflict has a negative 

impact on learning performance in simple environments, it has a positive 

impact in complex environments. 

Key words : organizational learning, conflict, complexity, NK model, 

agent based model 
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INTRODUCTION 

A core mechanism in the Behavioral Theory of the Firm is a 

organizational learning, which enables organizations to develop routines 

through the knowledge transfer which occurs within organizations based 

on the performance feedback process (Argote, 1999; Argote and Greve, 

2007; Cyert and March, 1963; Huber, 1991; Levitt and March, 1988; 

March and Olsen, 1976; March and Simon, 1958). Previous formal 

models on organizational learning have focused on two major factors to 

answer the question of what affects the performance of organizational 

learning: the performance feedback process and environmental 

conditions. In the first stream, which focuses on the performance 

feedback process, researchers have argued that feedback may be 

imperfect (Denrell, Fang, and Levinthal, 2004; Fang, Kim, and Milliken, 

2014; Lant, 1994; Schilling and Fang, 2014; Sterman, 1989; Sterman, 

1994) and that such imperfect feedback may affect learning performance 

(Fang et al., 2014; Schilling and Fang, 2014). On the other hand, in the 

second stream of research, which focuses on environmental conditions, 

previous studies have explored how environmental complexity and 

turbulence affects organizational learning in terms of performance and 
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the likelihood of finding the optimal learning strategy (Fang, Lee, and 

Schilling, 2010; Levinthal, 1997; Posen and Levinthal, 2012; Rivkin, 

2000).  

Most theoretical studies in the organizational learning literature 

assume that individuals in an organization undergo identical learning 

processes regardless of whether they hold similar or dissimilar 

knowledge with their learning target. However, such differences in 

knowledge is a major source of conflict between individuals (Jehn, 

Northcraft, and Neale, 1999; Jehn, 1995), which may hamper the 

knowledge transfer that takes place in organizations. In the presence of 

conflict, individuals are less likely to be engaged in intra-organization 

interactions (Baron, 1991; Pelled, 1996; Pondy, 1967; Jehn, 1995). This 

introduces the possibility that each knowledge transfer in the learning 

process may systematically vary depending on the degree of conflict in 

organizations. 

In this study, I focus on the role conflict plays in organizational 

learning, and include complexity as its boundary condition. Using an 

agent based model, I found (1) that conflict has a negative impact on the 

learning performance in simple landscape by preventing members at 
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periphery from converging to superior knowledge, and (2) that conflict 

has a positive impact on the learning performance in complex landscape 

by allowing organizations to escape from local optimums with broad 

search. With these results, I find that conflict plays a significant role in 

organizational learning and that the overall effect of conflict in 

organizational learning is contingent on the degree of complexity. 

Overall, this paper makes two contributions. First, I suggest that 

conflict serves as a natural vehicle that conducts a double loop learning, 

as this provides individuals the opportunity to deviate from existing 

routines (Argyris, 1976; Argyris and Schön, 1978). In the presence of 

conflict, organizations are able to broaden their search area during the 

learning process, thereby preventing the early convergence of knowledge. 

Second, my findings show that complexity plays a moderating role in the 

relationship between conflict and performance, which may explain for 

the mixed findings which have been prevalent in the previous literature 

on conflict. 

 In the following section, I introduce an organizational learning 

model that focuses on how conflict affects learning performance based 

on the classic March (1991) learning model. I operationalize the degree 
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of conflict with a single parameter that reflects the variance of learning 

rates among individuals with respect to their knowledge differences. 

 

THE MODEL 

The Baseline Model (Code Based Learning) 

 To control model complexity, I start with the classic March 

(1991) learning model. Then, I cross-validate these results with those of 

the interpersonal learning model (Appendix A). 

In the March (1991) learning model, the learning process 

consists of the following two steps: updating the organizational code by 

learning from a superior performer and updating individuals’ knowledge 

by learning from the organizational code. To reveal how complexity 

affects the impact of conflict in organizational learning, I elaborated the 

classic model mentioned above in two ways. 

First, to reflect conflict in the learning process, I assigned 

different learning rates to each interaction with respect to the similarity 

between a focal actor’s knowledge and organizational code. Second, to 
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isolate the impact of conflict from that of the changes in the overall 

learning rate, I controlled for the average learning rate of individuals. 

After that, I will relax this assumption. 

Thus, my model is constructed with three entities – an external 

reality, individuals, and the degree of conflict: 

 1. External reality: Like March (1991), I describe the external 

reality as having n dimensions. Each dimension has a value of 1 or -1, 

and there are 2𝑛 possible sets of dimensions. To reflect complexity, I 

created a performance landscape with the NK-model (Kauffman, 1993), 

which has been widely employed in organizational studies (Sorenson, 

2002). By adopting the NK-model, I can tune the degree of complexity 

with a single control parameter k, which indicates the degree of 

interdependency and ranges from 0 to n – 1. With the given value of k, 

each dimension in reality is interdependent with k other dimensions in 

deciding a performance score. In other words, a greater value of k 

indicates that a constructed performance landscape is more complex. For 

example, when k = n – 1, each dimension in reality is interdependent with 

other n – 1 dimensions. In other words, the performance landscape is 

maximally complex. On the other hand, when k = 0, each dimension in 
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reality is independent with other dimensions. In other words, the 

performance landscape has the simplest feature (Figure 1). 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 2. Individual: In my model, an organization consists of m 

individuals holding n knowledge components about external reality at 

each time period. Each knowledge component has a value of either 1 or 

– 1. To measure the similarity between individuals’ knowledge and 

organizational code, we use the Hamming distance measure (i.e., cosine 

similarity). After that, I modify the similarity to relative similarity, which 

ranges from 1 to m. To be specific, an individual who holds a knowledge 

set that is the most similar with the organizational code will be assigned 

the value of m. On the other hand, an individual who holds the knowledge 

set that is the least similar with the organizational code will be assigned 

the value of 1. For example, given that m = 5 and n = 5, similarity 

between individuals’ knowledge and organizational code can be 

calculated as follows (Table 1). 
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------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 The modification from the similarity measure to relative 

similarity is needed to control for the overall rate of learning. However, 

in the later section, I will relax this setting, and use the similarity measure 

directly. 

3. The Degree of Conflict: Given learning rate (p), at each time 

period, individuals will learn from the organizational code with a 

probability of p. Otherwise, they will explore their surroundings instead 

of learning from the organizational code. 

To reflect for conflict, I assigned different learning rates to 

individuals with respect to their relative similarity to the organizational 

code. For example, when there is no conflict in the organization, 

individuals in the organization will be assigned the same learning rate 

regardless of similarity between their knowledge and organizational code, 

which is equivalent to March’s (1991) learning model. In other words, 

individuals have the same likelihood to learn from their organizational 

code regardless of their similarity to the organizational code. On the 
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other hand, when conflict has an impact on organizational learning, 

individuals with less similarity to the organizational code will be 

assigned a slower learning rate than those with more similarity. In other 

words, learning of individuals who have less similar knowledge to the 

organizational code is slower than that of those who have more similar 

knowledge to the organizational code. 

Such conflict affects the learning process in an organization in 

two different ways. First, individuals in an organization will have 

idiosyncratic learning rates. Second, conflict will lower the overall 

learning rate in an organization. To isolate the two different effects of 

conflict, I fix an average learning rate of individuals in an organization. 

To do so, I assign learning rates to individuals with respect to their 

relative similarity by linear function with the control parameter β. The 

learning rate for the ith individual can be represented as follows: 

𝐿𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑖 = 𝛿 + 𝛼 ∗ 𝛽 ∗ (
𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖

𝑛
− 0.5), where 0 ≤ 𝛽 ≤ 1 

With control parameter β, I can tune the degree of conflict in 

organizational learning. When β equals 0, individuals in an organization 

will be assigned an identical learning rate, δ. However, as β approaches  
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1, the difference in the learning rates between individuals will be greater. 

In other words, the effect of conflict is maximized, and the range of 

learning rates across individuals will be 𝛼, which is constant (Figure 2). 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 After that, I will relax the assumption that an organization has 

fixed learning rates regardless of the degree of conflict. By doing so, I 

can examine combined effects of conflict: (1) individuals with different 

learning rates and (2) slower overall learning rates. In this case, the 

average learning rate in an organization will decrease as the degree of 

conflict increases (Figure 3). 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

------------------------------------- 

Also, we relax the assumption using relative similarity. In other 

words, we directly adopt the cosine similarity measure to reflect conflict. 

The learning rate for the ith individual can be represented as follows: 

𝐿𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑖 = 𝛿 − 𝛽 ∗ |1 − 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖|, where 0 ≤ 𝛽 ≤
𝛿

2
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RESULT 

 I examine whether conflict has a positive or negative impact on 

organizational learning with the varying degree of complexity. To do so, 

I measure learning performance with the following two steps. 

First, to control the effect of a constructed landscape in each 

repeated simulation, I divide each individual score by the greatest score 

in a given landscape, which is considered as a global optimum. Second, 

I calculate the cumulative average performance, which is widely used as 

a performance measure in the learning and adaptation literature (Sutton 

and Barto, 1998). To be specific, I calculate the average performance of 

individuals in an organization during 300 time steps among 10,000 

repeated simulations for each parameter settings. 

I analyzed the learning performance with respect to the degree 

of conflict in two extreme cases: simple landscape (k = 0) and complex 

landscape (k = n – 1). The model parameters are described in Table 2. 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------------- 
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Analysis 1. Simple Landscape (k = 0) 

 Simple landscape is characterized by a system with relatively 

independent components (Simon, 1962). Figure 4 represents 

organizational learning performance with respect to the degree of 

conflict in the context of simple landscape. 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 4 about here 

------------------------------------- 

My results show that conflict has a negative impact on the 

learning performance in the context of a simple landscape when the 

average learning rate is controlled. To further examine these results, I 

compared the learning score of superior and inferior individuals in an 

organization longitudinally (Figure 5). As presented in figure 5(a), when 

there is no conflict (β = 0), superior performer reaches the global 

optimum, which has the value of 1, faster than in the presence of conflict 

(β = 1). This result shows that conflict has a negative impact on the 

learning performance by protracting the search of the global optimum. 

On the other hand, as presented in figure 5(b), the performance of an 

inferior performer is much lower when there is conflict (β = 1) compare 
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to that in the setting of no conflict (β = 0). This result indicates that 

conflict prevents an inferior performer from reaching the global optimum, 

thereby aggravating the learning performance. 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 5 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 When the performance landscape is simple, the correlation of 

performances between two nearby points is relatively high (Kauffman, 

1993; Kauffman and Weinberger, 1989). In other words, the global 

optimum is likely to locate nearby the most superior knowledge set 

among discovered sets. When conflict affects the organizational learning 

process (β > 0), organizations tend to explore distant areas from its 

organizational code. On the other hand, when there is no conflict (β = 0), 

organizations tend to explore closely to its organizational code. In this 

sense, given a simple landscape, conflict has a negative impact on the 

learning performance by searching excessively broad areas and by 

preventing inferior performers from moving toward the global optimum. 
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Analysis 2. Complex Landscape (k = n – 1) 

The complex landscape is characterized by systems with 

relatively interdependent components (Simon, 1962). Figure 6 represents 

the organizational learning performance with respect to the degree of 

conflict in the context of complex landscape. 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 6 about here 

------------------------------------- 

In the context of a complex landscape, my results showed that 

conflict has a positive impact on the organizational learning performance 

when the average learning rate was controlled for. Figure 7 represents 

the longitudinal changes in the performance of superior and inferior 

performers with two extreme values of β. As shown in 7(a), in the short 

term, the performance of a superior individual is higher in the absence of 

conflict compared to when there is conflict. However, in the long term, 

a superior individual outperforms in the presence of conflict. In other 

words, conflict has a positive impact on the learning performance in the 

long term by increasing the possibility of finding the global optimum. 

On the other hand, as shown in figure 7(b), an inferior performer 
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outperforms in the presence of conflict compared to when conflict is 

absent (β = 0). 

 ------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 7 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 When the performance landscape is complex, the correlation of 

performances between two adjacent points is relatively low (Kauffman, 

1993; Kauffman and Weinberger, 1989). In other words, the global 

optimum might locate in the distant area from the most superior position 

among the discovered areas. In the presence of conflict (β > 0), 

organizations are more likely to reach the global optimum in the long 

term as it explores more broadly. On the other hand, in the case of inferior 

performers, my results show that exploring a broader area does not have 

a negative impact on the inferior performer, since exploring a nearby 

local optimum does not guarantee performance in a complex 

environment. In this sense, in a simple landscape, conflict has a positive 

impact on the learning performance in the long term by increasing the 

possibility of reaching the global optimum while minimizing the cost 

incurred from broad search. 
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Analysis 3. Combined Effects of Conflict 

As I mentioned in above section, I examined the combined 

effects of conflict. Figure 8 represents organizational learning 

performance with respect to the degree of conflict in two extreme cases 

of landscapes: extremely simple and extremely complex landscape.  

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 8 about here 

------------------------------------- 

My results showed that the performance has the inverted U – 

shaped relationship with the degree of conflict regardless of 

environmental conditions. In other words, the optimal level of conflict is 

located in between no conflict (β = 0) and extreme conflict (β = 1). In the 

case of no conflict (β = 0), the knowledge of individuals in an 

organization converges quickly before reaching the global optimum. 

Thus, the average performance is degenerated. In the case of extreme 

conflict (β = 1), knowledge in an organization converges slowly even 

after they reach the global optimum. These results are consistent with 

previous studies on the exploration versus exploitation dilemma. 
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However, in the complex landscape, the optimal level of conflict 

is much higher than in the simple landscape. In other words, in the 

complex landscape, a higher degree of conflict is required to acquire the 

optimal learning performance than in the simple landscape, which is 

consistent with the results in the previous section. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, I built an instrumental model to examine (1) the 

relationship between conflict and organizational learning and (2) the 

moderating role of complexity. We found that conflict may have both a 

positive and negative impact on organizational learning, and such 

impacts are contingent on the degree of complexity. To be specific, in a 

simple environment, conflict degenerates the learning performance by 

preventing inferior performers from exploiting existing routines. In a 

complex environment however, conflict enhances the learning 

performance by keeping an organization engaged in broad search. 

Therefore, organizations are more likely to reach better solutions when 

they suffer conflict in the learning process.  
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My theoretical study has two main contributions to previous 

studies. First, my study illuminates the role of conflict in organizational 

learning, which is one of the central concepts in the behavioral theory of 

the firm (Cyert and March, 1963; Fang et al, 2014; Gavetti, Levinthal, 

and Ocasio, 2008: 528). With a few notable exceptions (Fang et al, 2014; 

Schilling and Fang; 2014), most theoretical models for organizational 

learning have disregarded ‘unresolved conflict’ despite the prevalence of 

conflict in organizations. On the contrary, practitioners have highlighted 

the role of conflict in the learning process. For example, Michael Eisner, 

former CEO of Disney, emphasized the importance of conflict in the 

creative process: ‘If [an idea] is just sliding along with no friction, you 

get the easy solution; you get mediocrity’ (Eisner and Wetlaufer, 

2000:118). In this sense, my model provides a mechanism that conflict 

can improve the learning performance by broadening an organization’s 

search area. 

Second, my results provide a boundary condition for the 

confounding results of conflict in organizational performance. Recently, 

scholars argued that conflict can be beneficial to organizations (Jehn, 

1995; Jehn et al, 1999; Tjosvold, 1991; Van de Vliert, E. and De Dreu, 



 

- 18 - 

 

C. K. W., 1994), in contrast to traditional views (Brown, 1983; Pondy, 

1967; Schmidt and Kochan, 1972). However, empirical studies on the 

relationship between conflict and performance have shown mixed results 

(Jehn, 1995: 256). My results show that complexity plays a key role in 

the relationship between conflict and learning performance. To be 

specific, in a complex landscape, conflict prevents organizations from 

early convergence to the local optimum by keeping individuals at a 

boundary to explore. On the other hand, in a simple landscape, conflict 

interrupts the learning process between superior performers and 

individuals at a boundary who tend to have low performance, thereby 

deteriorating the overall learning performance. 

Like other models, we tried to build a simple model, which 

captures the essence of my key research interest: (1) the relationship 

between conflict and learning performance and (2) the moderating role 

of complexity. To do so, I started from March’s (1991) model, and 

extended my model to the interpersonal learning model with a simple 

hierarchical structure. However, knowledge distribution within 

organizations and their structures are closely related. In this sense, future 

research may shed light on how organizational structure and conflict 
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interact in the organizational learning process. Also, I described conflict 

by a reduced learning probability. However, previous studies on conflict 

pointed out that severe conflict among individuals may lead to an 

absence of interaction. In other words, individual may choose others to 

learn based on their relationship rather than their performance. In this 

regard, future research can examine the impact of conflict in the 

organizational learning context, where individuals are likely to interact 

with those who possess similar knowledge. 

Finally, it is noteworthy to mention that many scholars have 

highlighted that there are different types of conflict: relational conflict 

(i.e., emotional conflict) and task conflict. Even though those conflict 

types are closely intertwined, researchers argued that the two conflict 

types have an opposite effect on task performance (Jehn, 1994; Jehn, 

1995; Jehn et al, 1999). Future research may demarcate the controversial 

effects of conflict on learning performance by computational modeling. 
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TABLES AND FIGURES 
Table 1. Example for calculating relative similarity 

 𝑛1 𝑛2 𝑛3 𝑛4 𝑛5 Cosine 

Similarity 

Relative 

Similarity Organizational Code 1 -1 1 1 -1 

𝑚1 -1 1 -1 -1 1 -1 1 

𝑚2 1 -1 1 1 1 0.6 4 

𝑚3 -1 -1 1 1 1 0.2 3 

𝑚4 1 -1 1 1 -1 1 5 

𝑚5 1 1 -1 -1 1 -0.6 2 

 

Table 2. Model parameters 

Parameter Remarks Range of parameter 

values analyzed 

m The number of individuals 10 

k 
The degree of complexity of 

performance landscape 
0, 9 

n 
The number of dimensions in 

external reality 
10 

δ The average learning rate 0.5 

α 
The maximal range of  

learning rate 
0.3 

β The degree of conflict 0 ~ 1 

t Time period 300 
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Figure 1. Reproduction of Figure 1 from Rivkin (2000) 

 

Figure 2. The effect of conflict in learning rate across individuals in 

organization with controlling average learning rate 
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Figure 3. The effect of conflict in learning rate across individuals in 

organization without controlling average learning rate 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Learning performance by varying degree of conflict in the 

simple landscape 
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Figure 5. Intertemporal learning performance of superior/inferior 

performer in the simple landscape 

(a) Superior performer 

(b) Inferior performer 
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Figure 6. Learning performance by varying degree of conflict in the 

complex landscape 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

- 29 - 

 

Figure 7. Intertemporal learning performance of superior/inferior 

performer in the complex landscape 

(a) Superior performer 

(b) Inferior performer 
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Figure 8. Learning performance by varying degree of conflict 

(a) Simple landscape 

(b) Complex landscape 
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Figure 9. Simple organizational structure with VN neighborhood 
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Figure 10. Learning performance by varying degree of conflict in 

the interpersonal learning model 

(a) Simple landscape 

(b) Complex landscape 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A. Interpersonal Learning Model 

Model Description 

Even though the code based learning model has provided keen 

insights of the exploitation versus exploration dilemma (March, 1991), 

some scholars have adopted the interpersonal learning model to describe 

organization structures (Fang et al, 2010; Fang et al, 2014; Shilling and 

Fang, 2014).  

To reflect interpersonal conflict in organizations, I extended my 

model to have a simple hierarchy structure, which has been used in prior 

work (Axelrod, 1997; Fang et al, 2014; Miller, Zhao, and Calantone, 

2006; Rivkin and Siggelkow, 2002; Siggelkow and Rivkin, 2006). To be 

specific, individuals are located on an m by m matrix, and they interact 

with their adjacent neighborhood. For example, if I set the value of m at 

5, this means that there are 25 individuals in an organization. Also, I use 

the Von Neumann Neighborhood (VN Neighborhood) with a radius of 1, 

where the focal actor interacts with 4 adjacent members (Left, Right, Up, 

and Down). 
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------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 9 about here 

------------------------------------- 

With this organizational structure, at each time step, individuals 

will learn from their neighborhood. Specifically, a focal actor will learn 

from the individual who shows superior performance among a focal 

actor’s neighborhood. For example, in the above Figure 9, a number in 

each grid represents an individual’s performance. When the individual 

with a red dotted circle is a focal actor, he has four neighbors. A focal 

actor will especially learn from the individual marked by a blue dotted 

triangle, as he shows superior performance among four neighbors.  

 Moreover, we will use the similarity measure directly rather than 

the relative similarity measure. The learning rate between the ith 

individual and the jth individual can be represented as follows. 

𝐿𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑖𝑗 = 𝛿 − 𝛽 ∗ |1 − 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑗|, where 0 ≤ 𝛽 ≤
𝛿

2
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Results 

Like our baseline model, I use the cumulative average 

performance during 300 time steps among 10,000 repeated simulations. 

I analyzed the learning performance with respect to degree of conflict in 

two extreme cases: simple landscape (k = 0) and complex landscape (k = 

n – 1). 

Figure 10 represents the learning performance through a varying 

degree of conflict in a complex or simple landscape. My results for the 

interpersonal learning model are consistent with the results of the 

baseline model. Overall, in the simple landscape, the performance has an 

inverted U – shaped relationship with the degree of conflict, and the 

optimal level of conflict is relatively low. However, in the complex 

landscape, the learning performance increases with conflict. 

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 10 about here 

------------------------------------- 
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국 문 초 록 

조직 내 갈등과 복잡도가  

조직학습 성과에 미치는 효과 

박상현 

전  략 

경영대학 

서울대학교 

본 논문은 조직내 갈등이 조직학습의 성과에 어떠한 영향을 

미치는지 연구하고 있다. 기존 조직학습 연구는 개인간 지식

이나 관점의 차이와는 무관하게 학습이 이루어짐을 가정하고 

있다. 하지만, 지식 및 관점의 차이는 구성원간의 상호작용을 

저해하는 갈등으로 이어진다. 이 연구는 행위자 기반 모델링

을 바탕으로 조직이 처한 환경이 복잡할 때, 구성원간의 갈등

이 학습 성과에 긍정적인 영향을 줄 수 있음을 보이고 있다. 

주 요 어: 조직학습, 갈등, 복잡도, NK 모형, 행위자 기반 모델 
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