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CONFLICT, IDENTITY AND SENSE OF COHERENCE IN MANAGERS.
A CASE STUDY FROM SOUTH AFRICA

C-H Mayer (Department of Management, Rhodes University)
CM Boness (Pädagogisches Seminar, Georg-August-Universität)

The purpose of this paper is to initiate the discourse on conflict, identity and health, specifically with regard to
the sense of coherence (SOC) in South African Coloured managers, thereby contributing towards improving
these issues in a culture-specific, organisational context. More specifically, the aim is to present selected
research results from an explorative qualitative case study in the frame of recent theoretical discourses.

Certain components of the SOC contribute to managers’ coping with, and staying healthy in cross-cultural
conflict situations. Results from the case study demonstrate how the identity of South African Coloured
managers is affected in (cross-cultural) conflicts, as well as how these managers create SOC components,
such as comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness, to constructively cope with cross-cultural
conflicts, thereby enhancing their personal health.
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INTRODUCTION

In the new paradigm of globalisation, diversity and health concept organisations have

changed both the way business is conducted and how organisations are managed.

Simultaneously, the potential for cross-cultural conflicts is increasing. Such

organisational changes require a new focus, as well as new research approaches, to

better understand the complexity of the situation, particularly as there is an increase

in organisation-specific cross-cultural conflicts.

Identity has been highlighted as a conflict research topic (Alvesson 2000; Dutton et al

1994) and is viewed, in constructivist theories, as ‘patchwork identities’ (Keupp

1988:425) which form the depending equivalent to the social and organisational

multiplicity which either create synergies and ‘Kreativitätsspielräume’ (creativity

spaces) (Keupp 1994; Keupp 1997) or conflict and tension (Rahim 2002:207),

thereby rendering an impact on health. Variables associated with (ill-) health and

stress in occupational settings has been discussed (Michie & Williams 2003; Spector

et al 1998; Vahtera & Kivimäki 2008); however, research on (cross-cultural) conflict,

identity and health is rare.

The need for this research is obvious: Organisations are riddled by conflict (Pondy

1992), often rooted in identity (Kriesberg 2003), which can result in intra- and

interpersonal distress; distraction from work; difficulties in decision-making and

interpersonal contact; and a negative affect on effectiveness, productivity and

creativity (Cowan 1995:24).
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These phenomena have rarely been explored in the South African context in the past

(Mayer 2008; Mayer 2008a). The study of (cross-cultural) conflict in South African

organisations, subsequent to South Africa undergoing tremendous change through

globalisation and post-apartheid changes at societal, political, economic and

individual levels (Hart 2002), has grown (Booysen 2007); however, such studies were

rarely with regard to aspects of identity and health (Mayer 2008).

The purpose of this article is to provide a deeper understanding of the described

contents, by exploring perceptions of South African Coloured managers in a selected

organisation in the Eastern Cape of South Africa. More specifically, the aim is to

contribute to culture-specific research on the above mentioned issues, within a

selected South African organisational context, and to present selected research

results from an exploratory, qualitative single case study. This study aims to fill the

void in management research on Coloured managers and their attitudes towards the

above-mentioned issues. To achieve this aim the article focuses on the following

research questions:

 Which cross-cultural conflicts do the selected managers experience?

 Which identity aspects are mentioned in these conflicts?

 Which health components play a role for the managers?

The research results introduce new perspectives and stimuli on cross-cultural

conflict, identity and health in the South African managerial context of Coloured

managers and can serve both the development of a follow-up research study and to

create cross-cultural training tools.

In the following, the theoretical background, the research methodology and selected

research results will be presented. Finally, a conclusion will be drawn and

recommendations will be given.

CONFLICTS ACROSS CULTURES

A wide range of research on (cross-cultural) conflict and its management, particularly

in organisational contexts and management (Francis 2003; Pondy 1967; Rahim

2001; Rahim 2002), has been developed worldwide (Coleman 2003; Miall et al

2000).

This study focuses on conflict research in the frame of constructivist theories which

view the reality as a construct created by the mutual inter-relationships between

individuals and the environment (Aggestan 1999; Applefield et al 2000; Demmers
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2006; Lederach 2000; Wallensteen & Sollenberg 1995). Conflict can be defined as ‘a

feeling, a disagreement, a real or perceived incompatibility of interests, inconsistent

worldviews, or a set of behaviours’ (Mayer 2000:3). ‘Conflict is a psycho-social

process’ (Northrup 1989:54), which includes social interactions and which is shaped

by individual and cultural meanings (Augsburger 1992; Avruch 1998; Lederach

2000). These cultural meanings are constructed through ‘perceptions, interpretations,

expressions and intentions’ (Lederach 1996:9) which can create conflict and ‘conflict

situations are those unique episodes when we explicitly recognize the existence of

multiple realities and negotiate the creation of a common meaning’ (Lederach

1988:39).

Conflict is linked to the inner processes of individuals and their relationship with the

environment and is an integral part of organisational life. It is not only an external

reality, but rather a result of how each individual perceives and approaches existing

problems (Gaziano et al 1996). Conflict is, therefore, at least partly a result of a

‘cognitive-affective process dynamics’ (Mischel & Shoda 1998:251) in relation to the

organisational and socio-cultural context (Kumar & van Dissel 1996; Rahim 2002;

Schermerhorn et al 1997).

Intra- and interpersonal conflict processes are created through the human mind and

consist of ‘different parts … the psyche, the value system and the behaviour’ (Folger

et al 2001:45). According to Rahim (2002:207), ‘an interactive process does not

preclude the possibilities of intra-individual conflict, for it is known that a person often

interacts with self’. Conflict in organisations, therefore, often relates to issues of

identity and may start when an individual or a group perceives differences to, and

opposition between the self and the other about interests, beliefs, needs and values

(De Dreu et al 1999).

MANAGING CONFLICT AND IDENTITIES

Conflict management is the art of appropriate intervention for settling conflict (Nye

2005). It is the positive and constructive handling of difference and divergence.

Conflict management ‘addresses the more realistic question of managing conflict,

namely, how to deal with it in a constructive way; how to bring opposing sides

together in a cooperative process; and how to design a practical, achievable and

cooperative system for the constructive management of difference’ (Bloomfield &

Reilly 1998:18). Consequently, conflict management assists in designing effective

strategies toward both minimising the dysfunctions and enhancing the constructive

functions of conflict, thereby increasing learning and effectiveness (Rahim 2002:208).
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Conflict management theories and practical tools (Miall et al 2000) have been

developed toward this end.

In management studies, the notion of multi-layered (organisational) identity

constructs has recently gained weight (Albert et al 2000; Ashforth & Mael 1989; Pratt

& Rafaeli 1997). Identity has become a well-explored and prominent domain (Albert

& Whetten 1985; Albert et al 2000a; Gioia et al 2002; Hatch & Schulz 2002; Rothman

1997; Whetten & Godfrey 1998) within constructivist theories (Cobb 2003:Internet;

Kriesberg 2003) which promote the idea of identity as an external-internal reality

process (Beech 2008; Sennett 1998; Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003; Watson 1994;

Watson 2008), impacting positively on organisational conflict management (Mayer

2008; Mayer 2008a).

Research on identity in organisations emphasises the valuable contribution of

identity, revealing shared organisational identity as an attractive resource (Brown

2001), both essential to organisational success (Collins & Porras 1996) and

enhancing pro-activity (Gioia & Thomas 1996:396). It serves as a major tool for

managing critical incidents in organisations (Oliver & Roos 2003). Simultaneously, it

provides a major force for activating, prioritising and deploying core capabilities and

resources in the organisation (Glynn 2000:295).

The relevance of identity in constructing, de-constructing and managing conflict,

whilst still underestimated when attempting to understand and manage conflict

issues, are becoming more important (Lederach 2003; Seymour 2003:Internet).

Understanding the increased complexity of identity patterns and conflict (Williams &

O’Reilly 1998) has gained significance, especially in view of global trends (Burton

1990).

CONFLICT AND HEALTH

Parallel to conflict and identity issues, conflict is often viewed as a potential ‘stressor’

with destructive health effects for the individual (El-Sheikh & Harger 2001; Kiecolt-

Glaser et al 1993; Kiecolt-Glaser et al 1997).1 Individuals involved in conflict develop

more health problems; higher cardiovascular reactivity (El-Sheikh & Harger 2001);

immunological down-regulation (Kiecolt-Glaser et al 1993; Kiecolt-Glaser et al 1997);

and psychological ill-health and sickness (Michie & Williams 2003). Cross-cultural

1
Selye (1957) defines stress as the pressures, efforts and nuisances that a person experiences on a daily basis
and that bring the person into a state of inbalance (Vester 1976:14). It is a ‘reaction to adapt’ (Possemeyer
2002:148). Critical changes in life situations (Schaufler 2000) can cause stress, reduce general manageability
for a person and lead to physical illness (Zimbardo 1995). Minor stress experiences, such as those caused by
conflicts, can accumulate and lead to a reduction of physical and psychological health (Zimbardo 1995).
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communication and conflict, particularly, create tension and stress (Berry 1992;

Oberg 1960) which is detrimental to health (Berry & Kim 1988). It has been pointed

out (Newsome 2003:Internet; Ren et al 1999; Williams & Collins 2001; Williams et al

1997) that racial, cultural or social discrimination cause stress, resulting in a decline

in health status. Compas et al (1993) emphasise that chronic stressors play a key

role in health. Constructively managed conflict, however, (re-) contributes positively

to job satisfaction, the experience of work-related stress (Friedman et al 2000:32),

well-being and health (De Dreu et al 2004:15).

A change in health sciences (Hurrelmann & Laaser 1993) towards to end of the past

century led to the concept of ‘positive health’ (Breslow 1972). This emboldened the

World Health Organization (1946) to define health more comprehensively as

‘physical, mental and social well-being, not merely the absence of disease or

infirmity’. Health has become a social category, defined through the relationship of

body and psyche (Faltermaier 1994) which depends on both one’s perception and

existing means of dealing with stress. Thus, health is not only a physical

phenomenon, but a socio-cultural and individual construct. It is ‘the subjective well-

being and the health-oriented behaviour of a person’ (Bengel et al 1999:15).

Antonovsky (1979) revolutionized health research by asking ‘What keeps people

healthy?’. With this question he introduced the concept of salutogenesis, viewing

health as an active, dynamic self-regulating process in a human being (Bengel et al

1999). An individual's state of health or disease is largely determined by a single

psychological factor which is very much connected to a person’s identity: His/her

general attitude toward the world and his/her own life (Antonovsky 1993:972; Blättner

2007). Even if there are external factors that are detrimental to health, such as war,

starvation or poor hygienic conditions, individuals experiencing the same conditions

may display different states of health. If the external conditions are comparable, then

the individual state of health depends on how pronounced one’s cognitive and

affective motivational perspective is on life. This life-orientation, in turn, influences the

strength of one's position to utilise the resources available to maintain one’s health

and well-being. This basic life-orientation is called ‘sense of coherence’ (SOC)

(Antonovsky 1979).

THE SENSE OF COHERENCE

The SOC as a life-orientation refers to consistency, congruence and harmony. The

more pronounced a person’s sense of coherence, the healthier s/he will be and the

more quickly s/he will regain health. Antonovsky (1987) describes the SOC in a

metaphor as follows:
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The sense of coherence is a global orientation that expresses the extent to which

one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that (1) the

stimuli deriving from one’s internal and external environments in the course of

living are structured, predictable, and explicable; (2) the resources are available to

one to meet the demands posed by these stimuli; and (3) these demands are

challenges worthy of investment and engagement).

The SOC consist of three main components (Antonovsky 1979):

1. The sense of comprehensibility

This component describes the expectation or the ability of a person to process

familiar and unfamiliar stimuli as ordered, consistent, structured information and not

as chaotic, random, accidental and inexplicable. This comprehensibility component

results from experiences of consistency that support the classification, categorisation

and structuring of information.

2. The sense of manageability

A person with ‘the sense of manageability’ is convinced that difficulties are solvable.

The sense of manageability consists of confidence and ‘...the extent to which one

perceives that resources are at one’s disposal, which is adequate to meet the

demands posed by the stimuli that bombard one’ (Antonovsky 1987:17). This SOC

component develops through the experience of one's own resources and the belief

that strains can be kept in balance and managed. It also depends on the assumption

that other people or a higher power will help to overcome difficulties.

3. The sense of meaningfulness

This component describes ‘...the extent to which one feels that life makes sense

emotionally, that at least some of the problems and demands posed by living are

worth investing energy in, are worthy of commitment and engagement, are

challenges that are ‘welcome’ rather than burdens that one would much rather do

without’ (Antonovsky 1987:18). Meaningfulness is fostered by the feeling of having

influence on the shaping of situations. It is considered to be the most important

component, because without meaningfulness life is experienced as a burden (Bengel

et al 1999).

The strength of the SOC is dependent on the environmental, historical and living

circumstances, socialisation and acculturalisation, as well as the individual processes

and the availability of ‘general resistance resources’ (GRRs) in society (Antonovsky

1993). ‘What the person with a strong SOC does is to select the particular coping

strategy that seems most appropriate to deal with the stressors being confronted’

(Antonovsky 1987:138).
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This process serves the intention of salutogenesis, ‘the self-organisation and the self-

renewal of the health system of an individual’ (Mussmann et al 1993:9). A high SOC

provides a person with a fundamental confidence that the situation will work out

(Antonovsky 1990). It is associated with less subjective body complaints, somatoform

symptoms and, in general, with minor health-related problems (Eriksson & Lindström

2006; Schumacher et al 2000). A strong SOC enables a person to:

 judge a particular stimulus to be neutral, when the same would cause tension in

persons with a weak SOC (primary appraisal I);

 judge a stimulus to be a stressor, while at the same time determine whether the

stressor is threatening, favourable or irrelevant (primary appraisal II);

 classify the stressor as favourable or irrelevant which means that tension is

perceived, but simultaneously expected to cease without the activation of

resources (Antonovsky 1979). The stressor is thus redefined as a non-stressor

(primary appraisal III) and individuals experience and define problems and

conflicts in a more differentiated way. They experience emotions as less diffuse,

more focused and less paralysing than individuals with low SOC (Faltermaier

1994:53). High SOC individuals react flexibly to threatening situations with

appropriate and directed feelings that can be influenced by actions.

It is obvious that the SOC is highly interlinked with an individual’s identity (Keupp

2003) and his/her cultural schemes – all which render an impact on health (Landrine

& Klonhoff 1992). Cross-cultural training can both reduce health disparities and

contribute to the improvement of SOC in diverse organisations (Mayer 2007; Mayer

2008a).

THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

Identity has become a topic of major research interest (Roefs 2006, Thom & Coetzee

2004) in South Africa, partly indicating that ‘South Africans are schizophrenic about

their identity’ (Nuttall & Michael 2000:110) and highlighting an ‘identity crisis in the

new South Africa’ (Alexander 2002:82).

South African managers face the challenge of attempting to bridge differences in

social identity groups, as well as identity crises and conflicts in organisations which

might be based on societal conflicts that spill over into organisations (Booysen &

Nkomo 2007; Chrobot-Mason et al 2007). Such conflicts and identity crises often

relate to the process of ‘double transition’ (Webster & Adler 1999) created by post-

apartheid South Africa and globalisation transformation. These transformations result

in South African managers’ exposure to a high level of diversity deriving from
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multiplicities in cultural origins, racial constructions and differences in identity and can

lead to managers experiencing identity-related conflict. The often contradictory

processes of globalisation have led to wide-ranging changes in identity formation,

particularly in members of minorities and/or marginalised groups (Bornman 2003).

These identity changes are often bound to changes in perception, experience or

definition of identities (Korf & Malan 2002), identity constructions, social norms and

power shifts (Booysen 2007; Cilliers & May 2002).

COLOURED IDENTITIES

The identity issue in recent literature is often bound to Coloureds and Coloured

identity which is seen as a social and racial construct between the Black and White

groups (Du Toit 2002:Internet; Erasmus 2001; Martin 2001). This study focuses

explicitly on Coloured managers, both to resume the debate on Coloured identities

(Frenkel 2008; Golding 1987; Seekings 2008) and to expand it to the issues of cross-

cultural conflict and SOC in the managerial context.

South African history shows the emergence of a clear racial order from the earliest

stages of European settlement in South Africa (Elphick & Giliomee 1989). In the 19th

and 20th century a specific cultural group, the Coloureds, was created through

colonial forces and inherited members of different cultural groups and mixed origins.

By the end of the 1880s, the concept of ‘Colouredness’ was firmly entrenched in the

South African society and particularly in the Western Cape (Adhikari 1994:104). After

the end of Apartheid, the term Coloured was seen as a political and socio-cultural

construction implying negative stereotypes (Mayer 2005). Sonn and Fisher (1998)

highlight that Coloureds often refuse to be labelled ‘Coloured’ due to the colonial

impact and negative associations and stereotypes from within the group itself and

from members of other cultural groups; however, they still have internalized negative

labels and stereotypes associated with their racial status.

At present, for most South Africans, the existence of four distinct racially-defined

races, namely White, Coloured, Indian and Black, remains a normal state of affairs

(Vincent 2008:2). At the same time, the meanings of these racial categories change

even if they seem resilient in the new ‘rainbow nation’ (Ansell 2004:4). Bekker et al

(2000:7), however, point out that ‘race is rarely the primary source of meaning and

indeed only becomes primary in specific circumstances’. Cultural affiliations, defined

by ethnic origin, language, cultural belonging and tradition, are viewed in contrast to

racial affiliations and emerge as particularly meaningful. Also, religion seems to be

more important than ethnic belonging in selected groups (Hanson 2003).
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Given the qualitative nature of this research, the phenomenological and interpretative

paradigms are most relevant (Collis & Hussey 2003). Within these paradigms, the

theoretical and methodological approaches used are founded on the epistemological

tradition of constructivism (Berger & Luckmann 2000) and interpretative

hermeneutics (Gadamer 1990; Habermas 1999) which postulate the objective world

as a construct of social interaction (Jonassen 1991). Various theoretical stances

reflect a post-modern epistemology and can be grouped under terms such as

‘constructivism’ or ‘social constructivism which share the notion of multiple realities’.2

This case study is based on the post-modernist premise that not one true reality

exists, that there is no absolute truth (Becvar & Becvar 2006) and that different

‘realities’ vary quite dramatically across cultures, time and context (Gonzalez et al

1994:Internet) and through constantly changing relationships (Becvar & Becvar

2006).

This qualitative research focuses on gaining a deeper understanding of the research

issue (Cheldelin et al 2003), deep data and ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz 1987).

Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003:1164) assert that few studies address ‘the

understanding of specific processes and situations of identity construction in and

around work and organizations’. This single-case exploratory study was used to

collect and evaluate data on conflict, identity and SOC by employing research

questions; focusing on the subjective experiences of managers; and developing

useful explanations and interpretations of the described subject, according to the

following levels of text reconstruction (Ricoeur 1979; Wolff 2000:87):

Level 1: The manager experienced the conflict situation.

Level 2: The manager narrated the ‘story’ during the interview.

Level 3: The researcher transcribed the in-full-length recorded interviews and

categorised this transcribed text through content and key word analyses.3

The transcripts were viewed as selective constructions and were

transcribed according to Steinke (2000:327) in a ‘manageable’ way which is

‘simple to write, easy to read, easy to learn and to interpret’. The

transcription procedure focused mainly on the verbal aspects of the

communication in the interest of analysis and evaluation controlled by

2
Here, constructivism is used as an umbrella term for both constructivism and social constructivism (McLeod
1996).

3
Key words are defined as words that occupy key positions in text through the import of their content, their
significance in the text structure and conception or repetition or other emphasis.
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factual words. Analytical data evaluation was implemented (Level 4),

subsequent to the texts being transcribed.

Level 4: The researcher interpreted the categorised text through content analysis

(Mayring 2003) based on a systematic approach to accidental perceptions.4

Depth and understanding of reality in this research was achieved by the researcher

and managers through their mutual relationship. Research results were created

through the inter-dependent relationship between the ‘issue of research’ and the

‘process of research’ (Stellrecht 1993:36). In this study, the issue of research

pertained to conflict, identity and health, while the ‘process of research’

encompassed the identification of keywords and the hermeneutical reconstruction,

presentation and interpretation of the mentioned concepts.

Sample and sampling procedure

Data was collected through in-depth individual interviews (Babbie & Mouton

2006:291) with a sample of ten South African Coloured managers from a selected

business organisation operating in the Eastern Cape of South Africa, as well as

document and text analysis. Coloured managers were selected as target group due

to the strong theoretical debate on conflict and, particularly, identity in the Coloured

community of South Africa. The selection of this organisation as a case study was

based on the following reasons:

 regional organisational involvement and standing in business;

 diversity and conflict-handling policies were in place and well managed;

 management profile; and

 permissible access to the organisation.

The managers were selected by the Human Resource Department of the

organisation according to the specific selection criteria, namely (1) interviewees

viewed themselves as ‘Coloured’ and belonging to the ‘Coloured’ community; (2) they

were managers from top, middle and lower management; and (3) they proved willing

to participate voluntarily in the research.

Eight of ten managers originated from Port Elizabeth (PE) and two from Cape Town

(CT). Table 1 summarises the biographical data of the ten managers.

4
Content analysis comprises a subjective process between the text and the person coding the text: ‘Verifying
the reliability of content analysis is primarily done by inter-individual and intra-individual verification’ (Yin
2002:45). Objectivity in analysis was guided by adhering to particular rules and regulations of content and key
word analysis.
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Table 1: Biographical data

No.
Place

of birth
Nationality Age Gender

Marital
wtatus

Level of
education

Occupation

1 CT SA 42 F Single MA HR Manager/Consultant

2 PE SA 40 M Married MA Instruction Manager

3 PE SA 29 F Single MA HR Manager

4 PE SA 40 F Single MA Director

5 PE SA 43 F Single MA HR Manager/ Consultant

6 PE SA 29 M Single MA Research manager

7 PE SA 41 M Married MA Deputy Director/ Supervisor

8 PE SA 27 M Single MA Director

9 CT SA 37 F Single MA Production manager

10 PE SA 36 F Married MA Sales manager

Source: Author’s own construction.

RESEARCH RESULTS

The research results contain 18 narrated conflicts relating to identity and health from

the managerial perspective. The research questions will be answered in the following

sections.

Cross-cultural conflict

By answering the research question on which cross-cultural conflicts the selected

managers experienced, 18 conflicts could be identified and clustered into six conflict

categories, namely (1) work, (2) class, (3) socio-cultural environment, (4) family, (5)

political history and (6) spirituality. Not all of the conflicts are explicitly bound to

culture or race, but are rather classified as cross-cultural conflict as the narrator

defined the conflict as such.

Table 2: Identity’s impact on conflict and its management

Conflict category Interview number and conflict issues

1. Work I3:

I7:

I8:

I9:

I10:

I4:

Old leadership styles

Affirmative action

Radio station manager’s behaviour

Racial issues at work

Accused of being perpetrator

White lady speaking on behalf of blacks

2. Class I2:

I3:

Middle class structure

Middle class

3. Socio-cultural environments I2:

I2:

I4:

I5:

Assisting people

My own resources

Educational settings for children

Racial issues at party

continued
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Conflict category Interview number and conflict issues

4. Family I1:

I3:

I3:

My uncle, my father and God

Family responsibility

‘Peaceful family’ being unpeaceful

5. Political history I1:

I2:

My political struggle

Being part of the oppressed groups

6. Spirituality I1: Difference is created by God

Source: Author’s own construction.

In category 1, managers described work-related conflicts which were invariably

related to racial identities, the country’s history and politics. These conflicts were

related to experiences of ‘old’ leadership styles; ‘affirmative action’ in the

organisation; treatment of a Coloured-Chinese manager by a White manager; racial

issues at work; accusation of perpetuation; and Black-White communication.

The category Class includes conflicts related to the struggle of climbing up the class

strata or sustaining the current class status. This is strongly connected to educational

and racial identity. Coloured managers acknowledged that they could improve their

class status through higher education but, at the same time, felt bound to a class

‘lower than whites’ due to skin colour. Class is, therefore, strongly determined by

birth and can hardly be elevated by education.

In conflict category 3, conflicts in different socio-cultural environments, such as

parties, functions and educational settings, were viewed as ‘boiling down to race’. At

the same time, managers recognized the privileges of being part of the non-poor; as

people who can assist others; and who can use their individual resources to

overcome conflicts.

Conflict category 4 contains conflicts relating to family issues and included many

references to identity and values at work. Family-related conflicts impact strongly on

identities and values, such as tolerance, openness, responsibility and peace. These

unfulfilled values play a main role in cross-cultural conflicts.

Two conflicts are related to the history of apartheid (I1, I2) in category 5, namely the

political struggle and feelings of being oppressed and discriminated against due to

race.

Finally, one conflict stands in the context of religion and spirituality (category 6) and

is, therefore, categorised in the category Spirituality. The conflict relates to managing

cross-cultural conflicts through the spirit of God, mutual respect and the

acknowledgement of difference.
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Defining identities in managers’ narratives

Ten identity categories were developed, namely individual values, race, national

belonging, social belonging, political belonging, religion/belief, global belonging, job,

being a human being and cultural competence (refer Table 3).

The results demonstrate that each manager’s identity definition aims at creating an

individual identity through highlighting individual values, such as honesty, equality,

justice, integrity, kindness and self-respect. Those values are associated with

individual characteristics, such as having a strong personality, being a leader or a

person with visions and purpose, goals and desires. Being a human being, as

created by God, proved highly important to several of the interviewed managers. This

reveals that a person’s identity is also part of the spiritual sphere and refers to self-

transcending identities.

In addition, race is an important part of identity. Five of the ten managers explicitly

viewed themselves as Coloured, whilst one manager (from Coloured-Chinese

background) defined himself in negation as ‘neither Black nor White’. National and

social belonging, including the living environment (location, community and region),

as well as family and class belonging further proved important. Four managers

mentioned political aspects in their identity: ‘being Black’ (referring to the concept of

‘Black consciousness’ of Steve Biko), the ‘Southern identity’ (referring to Che

Guevara) and the African identity (referring to Pan-Africanism). These social

identities were viewed as alternatives to racial identities. Religion and belief, such as

the Christian faith and a belief in ancestors, spirituality and God, proved important

aspects of, and impacted on identity. The concept of the person was directly

connected to the creator God, to Christian faith and to the belief in ancestors and

spirituality. Two other managers referred to the concept of each person as a human

being of God. Only two managers mentioned that the job impacts strongly on their

identity. Even though interviews were conducted regarding the work context, the

spiritual aspect in creating identities seemed to be more important than the job itself.

Seven managers mentioned cross-cultural competence, gained through family

upbringing, as part of their identity. I1 stated that she finds it very ‘easy to move

between cultures’ and that she is ‘very aware of her cultural prejudices’ due to her

open and tolerant family upbringing. Others (I3, I5, I6) stated that they were brought

up in a mixed area where they learned to be tolerant and understanding. One

manager (I3) highlighted her private school education which supported her

developing cross-cultural competence. I6 was shaped through his social environment

and his individual identity work: ‘I shape myself individually.’ Finally, one manager

stated that his cross-cultural competence is based on spirituality and on ‘having
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peace within oneself’: Spiritual people can communicate respectfully and integrate

with diverse people openly without any barriers through the power and positive

energy of God.

Table 3: Defining identities in managers

Category Interview No. Frequency Statements included

1. Individual values I3

I4

I5

I6

I7

I10

10 My values

Individual identity

Honesty

Strong personality and leader

Honesty, equality, justice

Person with vision and purpose

Person with goals and desires

Rational and cross-cultural

Self-respect and communicating

Integrity, kindness, equality

2. Race I1

I2

I3

I5

I8

I10

6 I am Coloured

Coloured

Coloured community

Coloured background

Don’t belong to blacks or Whites

Coloured

3. National
belonging

I2

I3

I6

I8

I10

5 South African

South African

South African

Chinese/South Africanised Chinese-Coloured

South African

4. Social belonging I2

I3

I3

I1

I2

5 Where I live

Family

My community

Western Cape

Middle class

5. Political
belonging

I1

I2

I7

I9

4 Political identity (Che Guevara)

I am Black

Black and fighter

Being African

6. Religion/ Belief I2

I4

I8

I9

4 Christian faith

Spiritual person

Chinese ancestors and cultural belief

Created by God

7. Global belonging I1

I3

I6

3 I am internationalist

Global village person

Western Universal / Euro-American

8. Job I3

I5

2 My job

Work identity

continued
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Category Interview No. Frequency Statements included

9. Human being I2

I9

2 Human Being

Human Being

10. Cross-cultural
competence

I1, I3, I5, I6

I2, I3, I6, I10

I3

I7

10 Family and upbringing

Individual identity work

Educational background

Spirituality

Source: Author’s own construction.

These results show that Coloured managers define themselves mainly through self-

transcending and spiritual values, rather than focusing on racial, national, social or

political identities. They define their identities both through:

 transcending identity concepts, such as individual, global and spiritual identity

aspects; and

 traditional culture-based and national-historic identity concepts, such as racial,

national, political and religious identity aspects.

Managers aimed at ‘managing the inner diversity constructively’ and finding a

‘positive balance’ (I1, I2). One manager (I2) hoped to improve his cross-cultural

competencies; live according to White standards; and use his own Coloured

resources.

Four managers expressed the desire to improve on their self-control and severity and

turn it into patience and sensitivity. One manager wanted to reflect on her own ethnic

origin, whilst two other managers wanted to focus on their gender identity to improve

their self-understanding.

Coloured managers try to manage cross-cultural conflicts through religious and

spiritual belief: ‘Human beings just need to accept that difference is created by God.

Then everything would be easier’ (I1). Four managers aimed at developing a civil

society and overcoming apartheid through changing social interactions.

SENSE OF COHERENCE IN COLOURED MANAGERS

The third and final research question focuses on health and particularly on the SOC

components mentioned by Coloured managers.5 Describing identities in cross-

cultural conflicts in organisations, the managers referred to the importance of:

 understanding;

 managing; and

 ascribing meanings to conflicts and identities.

5
1. Sense of comprehensibility (c), 2. Sense of manageability (m), 3. Sense of meaningfulness (mf)
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All narratives included SOC components, as shown in the following two examples

provided by I1 and I2.

I1 highlighted that managing conflicts depends on knowing and understanding ‘where

we come from’ (c) and ‘who I am now, looking at my vision and my future’ (c and mf).

At the same time, it is important how ‘we relate to people’ (m) and ‘how we relate to

the future, moving forward’ (m and mf). She underwent a process of improving her

understanding of other cultures (c) and herself (c); reflecting on what she and others

do (c); and being tolerant and acting accordingly (m), openly and directly with mutual

respect (m).

Another manager (I2) emphasized the importance of understanding his own

intentions behind his actions (c) and integrating different realities of people with

different racial backgrounds (c, m and mf). He believes that ‘if you experience a real

diverse and integrated environment, it is better for your self-esteem and your own

confidence (mf) if you move in diversity…’ I2 is driven to action and to manage cross-

cultural issues in society (m), thereby contributing to civil society (mf). He values

resources which contribute to cross-cultural conflict management (m), such as:

 meta communication (talking about culture);

 taking action (handle the situation, speak out for yourself, manage your own

diversity, learn how to cope with it); and

 strategic management (decide for yourself when you feel the influence of others,

always have a plan).

Table 4 shows the number of quotations relating to the managers and their SOC.

Table 4: Number of SOC-related quotations

Interview
number

Sense of
comprehensibility (c)

Sense of
manageability (m)

Sense of
meaningfulness (mf)

Total number of
SOC-related
quotations

I1 6 5 2 13

I2 2 8 3 13

I3 1 3 1 5

I4 1 2 5 8

I5 1 3 1 5

I6 1 1 1 3

I7 1 2 2 5

I8 1 1 2 4

I9 1 1 0 2

I10 2 1 3 6

I1-10 17 27 20 64

Source: Author’s own construction.
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The above table shows that I1 and I2 referred to SOC components in detail.

Generally, managers referred to the components of manageability (27 statements).

These are highly important in terms of cross-cultural conflict and identities. This

demonstrates that managing conflict appears to be more important than

comprehending and ascribing meaning to conflicts and identities.

Twenty statements referring to meaningfulness were obtained from interviewees.

Meaningfulness is related to individual and social issues, to spirituality, religion and

belief. Meaning is created through individual purpose (vision and future, e.g. I1, I4),

social responsibility (civil society, e.g. I2) and spirituality (spiritual purpose, created

by God, e.g. I4). These results show that creating meaning is of importance to

Coloured managers and their identity in cross-cultural conflict management. The

component of comprehensibility was mentioned the least and, therefore, seems to be

less important than manageability and meaningfulness.

CONCLUSION

South African Coloured managers described cross-cultural conflicts, not only relating

to their work, but within six different conflict categories, including class, socio-

economic environment, family, political history and spirituality. Class and spirituality

were of particular importance due to the managers’ culture-specific, South African

background in post-apartheid South African organisational contexts.

Managers experienced their identities as a form of ‘multiple identity’ which is created

like a ‘patchwork’ (Keupp 1988; Keupp 1994) and which includes different identities

based on individual, racial, national, social, political and spiritual belonging in post-

apartheid South Africa. Finally, belonging to the global community, the job, ‘being a

human being’ and cross-cultural competence were important for identity

constructions. The impact of apartheid is visible throughout the (racial) identity

constructions which strive towards a global orientation, experiencing inner diversity

and the desire to become culturally aware and competent in cross-cultural

interactions. Identity concepts can, however, be distinguished into either individual

orientations or traditional, culture-bound, historic orientations. Most of the managers

tried to integrate both of the orientations as equivalent to the post-apartheid ‘double

transition’.

With regard to health and SOC components, it is obvious that managers contributed

to their health through constructing manageability (27 statements), meaningfulness

(20 statements) and comprehensibility (17 statements) to cope successfully and
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constructively with cross-cultural conflicts and live according to new, post-apartheid

challenges.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The research results and conclusion lead to the following recommendations:

 Organisations in the South African context need to be aware of the specific needs,

challenges and concepts of Coloured managers in terms of cross-cultural conflict,

identity and health. Organisational structures need to be developed to care for

individual identities in cross-cultural conflicts and the management thereof.

Through these organisational identity structures, diverse concepts of managing

cross-cultural conflict can be supported and can contribute to health by improving

cross-cultural comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness.

 Even though South African Coloured managers seem to be highly aware of their

identities and the challenges of coping with identity-related cross-cultural conflicts,

improvements are required in comprehending and managing identities, feelings

and emotions which correspond with the different identity aspects. Through

organisational and individual identities meaningfulness can then be created.

 Identity work, such as self-reflection, collegial discussions, coaching sessions,

supervision and cross-cultural mediation can increase comprehensibility,

manageability and meaningfulness collectively and individually to strengthen

identities in cross-cultural conflict and, therefore, contribute to empower SOC

components.

 In particular, culturally-adapted cross-cultural mediation could support the creating

of a diverse organisation, reflecting multiple identities and constructive cross-

cultural conflict management.

 Culture-specific cross-cultural training, which focus on cross-cultural conflict

management, mediation and identity work in post-apartheid South African

organisational contexts, need to be developed. By improving cross-cultural

understanding, manageability and meaningfulness, cross-cultural trainings in

business organisations can contribute towards improving SOC components and

health in managers.

 According to these recommendations, further follow-up research is needed with

regard to

- culture-specific concepts in cross-cultural communication and conflicts, identity

and health, specifically with regard to SOC in South African organisations;
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- culture-specific concepts of cross-cultural mediation; and

- conflict management within and across cultural groups in South African

organisations.

The future of South African organisations lies in culture-specific cross-cultural conflict

management through identity work which moves beyond the organisational structure

and supports components of comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness of

the individual and organisational identity.
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