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Introduction

　Wilson and Hanna (1993)2) say that conflict is everywhere 
and an unavoidable consequence of life in groups.　In 
2011, I interviewed 14 university nursing students 
(volunteers) about conflicts in class and found that some 
of them were influenced by Japanese cultural values, for 
example, avoiding eye contact, gender differences and the 
vertical relationship between seniors and juniors or younger 
and older people.　Sometimes their attitudes suggested that 
the conflict was rooted in individual personality or emotion, 
the likes and dislikes of group members, the nature of the 
tasks and their different opinions.　In one case a member of 
a pair group complained about her male partner, before they 
completely stopped studying as a pair.　Some students do 
not like to criticise their partners, even indirectly, because 

they are afraid of adverse comments from their partner or 
they are concerned not to hurt their partner's feelings.　As 
regards their perception of conflict, my nursing university 
students seem not to recognize the concept in this context, 
because they have been listeners and recipients there for so 
long, and teacher have monopolised the discourse.
　In 2012, I asked more university students about the 
degree of conflict in 19 areas and how they solved them.　
388 university students from 7 locations − Gifu, Niigata, 
Tokyo, Ibaraki, Gunma, Kagawa and Hokkaido − responded 
to my questionnaire.　The data were analyzed by factor 
analysis and three factors were retained.

Nature, Sources and Functions of conflict

Nature of conflict
　Since conflicts exist everywhere, Japanese university 
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Abstract

　This study asked whether pairing students for classwork is likely to produce conflict.　By interviewing fourteen Japanese 
university nursing students (volunteers) in 2011, I learned of five reasons for conflict: avoiding eye contact, gender difference 
and partners who do not bring the right books, have low motivation or refuse to express opinions.　However, conflict in 
groups is ubiquitous (Forsyth, 1999)1); moreover, Wilson and Hanna (1993)2) often discern its positive outcomes.　I wondered 
what kinds of interpersonal conflict affect Japanese university students, knowing that, poorly handled, conflicts become group 
problems while remaining personal for individuals (ibid. p. 273).
　From questionnaires to seven Japanese universities (388 respondents) in 2012, I gathered data to assess the level of conflict 
in 19 areas and students' strategies for handling it.　Factor analysis, using the Rotation Method, Promax, Kaiser Normalization 
and the Factor Correlation Matrix, yielded three factors: 1) Self-centeredness (alpha = .800), 2) Intolerance (alpha = .818) and 
3) Low input (alpha = .875).　The Cronbach's Alpha result was. 929, but the cumulative percentage was only 57.952, not high 
enough.
　Significantly, the respondents lacked tolerance of others' opinions.　I found that what brings them into conflict are also 
such things as communication difficulties, misunderstandings and false perceptions, incompatible personalities and clashes or 
differences in values, objectives, expectation and motives.　They have not found adequate strategies to deal with the conflicts.
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develop more.　As a result, they often debate the equality 
norm.　They debate which of the members should get 
more rewards or resources.
　Wilson and Hanna (1993)2) argue that the sources of 
conflict are ideational, matters of status and power or the 
nature of goals.　They say that knowing the source of 
conflict may help us isolate its causes (p. 267), because we 
can then find strategies to deal with it and to decide what to 
do.
　Dörnyei and Murphey (2003)4) argue that the most 
common causes of conflict are: 1) communication 
difficulties, misunderstandings and false perceptions; 2) 
disagreements over the way to do tasks or go about things; 
3) disagreement over rules or policies; 4) personality 
in compatibilities and clashes; 5) differences in values, 
objectives, expectations and motives (including hidden 
agendas ); 6) unfair or competitive reward allocations; 7) 
scarce resources; and 8) the leader's inappropriate leadership 
style, competence or authority (p. 136).　According to 
Tuckman and Jensen (1977)5), groups go through 5 stages; 

forming ; storming ; norming ; performing : and 
adjourning .　Conflicts occur in the second stage, 
storming .　As groups mature, other conflicts arise during 

the process, for instance, in the storming  stage or in a 
transition  between stages.
　Ehrman and Dörnyei (1998)6) also argue that conflicts 
arise when built-in tensions exist between students in 
groups, when they are rivals, when they compete for the 
teacher's attention, when they struggle for leadership and 
status, encounter sexual tensions, or sense differences in 
social class, education, and values (p. 127).　Conflicts 
are fueled by disagreements over values, goals, ideas, and 
opinions, as well as by incongruities of personal styles and 
needs (p. 128).
　However, conflict is not merely negative.　It has certain 
functions, as the next section shows.

Functions of conflict
　Wilson and Hanna (1993)2), realizing the effectiveness 
of conflicts, show that it has at least five functions; 1) 
conflict increases involvement, such as lively debate, 
taking risks more, saying more and drawing more people 
into discussion; 2) it provides an outlet for hostility; 
members are allowed to express both positive and negative 
feelings, and they can be released from tension; 3) it 

students also may be expected to experience them in 
their English classes.　There are three kinds of conflict: 
intrapersonal and interpersonal (for individuals) and 
intergroup.　Intrapersonal conflict which is concealed by 
members but arises when people engage in a psychological 
struggle over opposing ideas or actions.　When group 
members openly express their differences over ideas, 
values, and scarce resources and/or goals, interpersonal 
conflicts will emerge.　They usually follow an observable 
sequence of communication behaviors (Wilson and Hanna, 
1993, pp. 263 - 264)2).　Wilson and Hanna define conflict 
as a struggle involving opposing ideas, values, and/or 
limited resources (p. 261).　Figure 1 shows a typical 
conflict cycle, according to Forsyth (1999, page 237)1), 
drawn by the writer.

　In the next section, I discuss the sources of conflict.

Sources of conflict
　As Figure 1 shows, for Forsyth the typical cycle 
begins when routine group interaction is disrupted by 
disagreement, discord, and friction among the members; 
this conflict often escalates as the group members become 
more involved in the dispute, but in time it declines as 
problems are resolved.　He also says that 35% of group 
members in a college class have conflicts whose source is 
targeted disputes over workload (p. 249).　Hyde (1993)3) 
argues that pair-work is unpopular because there is often 
someone who does all the work whereas the other person 
only pretends to .　This, called free riding  by Forsyth (p. 
250)1), causes conflict in any group.　For example, when 
a group has completed its work, members often dispute 
who should get credit for it and who should get blame.　
When there are limited resources, they themselves have to 

Figure 1.　The typical conflict cycle, as seen by Forsyth
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indicated high correlation among three factors.　For Self-
centred students ,α= .800; for Intolerant students ,α
= .818; and for Low input students ,α= .875.　Table 
1 shows the results of factor analysis.　The cumulative 
percentage is 57.952 which is not high enough.　It may 
imply that there are other areas of conflict between Japanese 
university students and their peers or other members of their 
groups.　Therefore, I needed to find what these conflicts 
might be.　Factor analysis shows that there is a high level 
of internal consistency among 3 factors.　Table 1 shows 
the result.

　These results are discussed below.

Discussion

　As noted above, I had two aims in this research: 1) to 
know what areas of interpersonal conflict a wider group of 
Japanese university students had in their language classes; 
and 2) how they dealt with them.　Wilson and Hanna 
(1993)2), Forsyth (1999)1), and Dörnyei and Murphey 
(2003)4) argue that conflicts are not always damaging, but 
can serve a variety of useful purposes such as increasing 

promotes cohesiveness, when people cooperate under 
difficult conditions.　By working through conflict, they 
increase their productivity and cohesiveness, after which 
they can manage conflict successfully; 4) it increases 
group productivity: when time is spent in conflict, it often 
yields a better product; and 5) it increases the chance of 
genuine commitment; if members feel free to express their 
opposition and arguments, they remain committed to any 
resulting consensus (pp. 266 - 267).　These functions are 
of course highly positive.　It must be recalled that Forsyth 
(1999)1) also argues that conflict is a natural consequence 
of joining a group (p. 263).　When Japanese university 
students handle conflicts positively, the resulting product is 
in this sense better.　Hence, teachers should not avoid the 
production of conflict among students in their classes.

Participants

　In May, 2012, I mailed questionnaires by a home-
delivery service to Japanese university teachers of English 
in 7 different locations.　To every teacher I explained the 
purposes of my research and asked each to administer the 
questionnaires in class for students to answer.　Having 
answered them, the students immediately afterwards put the 
responses into envelopes which I had prepared in advance, 
and sealed them so that nobody could read what had been 
written.　All the envelopes were returned to me by the 
home-delivery service before the end of July, 2012.　I sent 
out 426 questionnaires and received 388 responses.　The 
rate of responding was 91%.

Data analysis and results

　To find the level of conflict in 19 areas in English classes 
at Japanese universities, I used the Factor Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy, which showed a 
result of .937.　This is very close to 1 and thus suitable for 
factor analysis.
　Next, I examined the data using the Rotation Method, 
which was Promax with Kaiser Normalization and Factor 
Correlation Matrix.　Three factors were chosen for study.　
I named them by the Pattern Matrix and screen criterion.　
The first factor is named Self-centred students , the 
second, Intolerant students  and the third Low input 
students.   The Cronbach's Alpha result was .929, which 
indicates a high level of internal consistency for the scale 
with this specific sample and the Item-Total Statistics also 

Table 1.　
Factor Analysis for Conflicts in Japanese University EFL Classrooms (n = 
388)



4
桐生大学紀要．第25号　2014

prepared for authentic communication in the new language.　
Tudor (2001)7) argues that acknowledging the identity 
of participants both as individuals and as members of a 
given community clearly offers a much more promising 
path in educational terms (p. 25).　Learners should accept 
diversities in their peer groups.
　Factors 1 and 3 show that Japanese university students 
can sometimes be apathetic and irresponsible and can 
be affected by their personal likes and dislikes within 
their groups.　Apathetic students in class negatively 
influence the others.　At first, learning English through 
pair work allows Japanese students to get to know each 
other's similarities and differences and varying the pairs 
at each class meeting broadens their minds.　Knowing 
their classmates helps them to understand others without 
misconceptions or false perceptions.　As the groups 
develop from forming, storming, norming, and performing 
to adjourning, cohesiveness and productivity appear.　
Dörnyei and Malderez (1997)8) argue that group cohesion 
contributes significantly to the learners' L2 motivation.　It 
is also assumed to have a positive effect on classroom 
interaction, which from the perspective of communicative 
language teaching is central (p. 73).　In group or pair 
work, students will perhaps be motivated by the other 
members of their group and attend class more regularly.　
Tsui (2001)9) argues that pair work and group work provide 
more opportunities for students to learn.
　 It was found that compared to teacher-fronted 
interaction in whole class, both pair work and group 
work provide more opportunities for learners to initiate 
and control the interaction, to produce a much larger 
variety of speech acts and to engage in the negotiation of 
meaning  (p. 122).

　The teacher as the whole-group leader should help 
them work together when a group leader's inappropriate 
leadership style, competence or authority causes conflicts 
among students.　To enhance learning, teachers should be 
democratic.

Limitations

　The Cumulative % of 57.952 is not high enough.　This 
may suggest that there are areas of conflict other than the 19 
listed here.　Therefore, I need to find what other conflicts 
arise in EFL university classrooms.　Japanese university 

student involvement, providing an outlet for hostility, and 
promoting cohesiveness and group productivity; they need 
not be avoided per se.
　I combined 3 factors into 2 because factors 1 and 3 
are close to each other and seen as different from the 2nd 
factor.　The 1st and 3rd factors pertain to unmotivated or 
irresponsible students, who demotivate those students who 
want to learn the target language.　However, the 2nd factor 
pertains to group members who have different entrenched 
opinions or values from the rest of the group and arouse 
their intolerance.　It is sometimes hard to recognize that 
students come to class to learn languages with different 
levels of motivation, lifestyles, learning styles, expectations, 
likes and dislikes, anxieties, uncertainties, identities and 
personalities.
　Factor 2 appears to indicate that Japanese university 
students find it hard to accept different opinions and values 
and are prone to personality conflict; Dörnyei and Murphey 
(2003, pp. 136 - 138)4) show this in action.　These two 
writers say that personal likes and dislikes do not always 
translate into group conflict, because the group is powerful 
enough to override the initial negative feelings that 
members may have about each other.　However, these 
Japanese university students seem to carry their likes and 
dislikes into the group to such an extent that conflicts are 
produced.　This may suggest that Japanese university 
students have not had enough group or pair discussions or 
interaction at school to have learned to be more tolerant 
in language classrooms.　This may be why most of my 
student respondents in the present study rarely mentioned 
their strategies for overcoming conflict in these 19 
areas.　Under an authoritative teacher in school, students 
are accustomed to being recipients and listeners and not 
to having much peer interaction.　Therefore, students 
at school should learn the language (English) in groups 
or pairs to get used to the idea that people tend to have 
different opinions and values.　Learning in groups helps 
Japanese students to develop their communication skills.　
They also learn the importance of persuasion with good 
manners and logic, not blaming poor performance on others 
or avoiding those with different opinions.　Inadequate 
communication may lead to misconceptions and false 
perceptions about the motives and goals of others.　In 
the EFL situation, students learn the target language 
(English) mostly in classrooms.　Even so, they should be 
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students who are apathetic, late for class and absent from 
class will probably give rise to other conflicts, so I want to 
investigate this by interviewing them.

Conclusions

　I have found that Japanese university students have many 
areas of conflict as they study English in class, but they 
rarely have strategies in place to deal with them.　One 
significant problem is that they are not tolerant towards 
people with different opinions from theirs.　Through factor 
analysis, I found that what causes conflict among Japanese 
university students are such things as communication 
difficulties, misunderstandings and false perceptions, 
incompatible personalities and clashes or differences in 
values, objectives, expectations and motives (including 

hidden agendas ) − see Dörnyei and Murphey's list of 
causes of conflict (2003, p. 136).
　As the Cumulative % is not high enough, it may be the 
case that Japanese university students have conflicts about a 
group leader's inappropriate leadership style, competence or 
authority.　Therefore I want to add these areas of conflict 
to the present questionnaire before sending it out again.
　Dörnyei and Malderez (1997)6) argue that group cohesion 
contributes significantly to learners' L2 motivation and 
Tsui (2001)8) argues that pair work and group work provide 
more opportunities for students to interact.　In Japanese 
schools and universities, the implementation of pair work 
and group work in classrooms is urgently needed, so that 
Japanese university students will communicate better and 
accept different values and opinions more readily than they 
have so far done.　They will also learn how to cope with 
diversity in their classmates.
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　Your strategy:  
4. Working with a student who is intolerant of others' 

opinions
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
5. Working with a student who insists on his/her opinions or 

ways
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
6. Working with a student who asks many questions one 

after another
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
7. Working with a student who never expresses his/her 

opinions
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
8. Working with a student who agrees with everything said 

by others
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
9. Working with a student who talks only with his or her 

favorite group members
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
10. Working with a student who is of the opposite gender
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
11. Working with a student who only pretends to understand 

everything
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
12. Working with a student whom you envy
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
13. Working with a student who makes you feel competitive
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Appendix

Questionnaire submitted to Japanese university students 
of English
　How much conflict do you feel with your partner in pair 
work or members of your group when you encounter each 
of the items on the list below?  Please circle a number 
to show the degree of conflict you feel in each case.　If 
you have other conflicts, please describe them in the item, 
Other.  There are 3 pages of questions.

1. Working with a student who is intolerant of other 
students' personalities

　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
2. Working with a student who wants to dominate the 

conversation
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
3. Working with a student who has many opinions and 

never agrees with others
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
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　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
18. Working with a student who comes to class late
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
19. Working with a student who lets everyone else carry out 

the task
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
20. Other:  
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 5　　4　　3　　

2　　1　　0 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  

　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
14. Having too little time to do the task in hand with your 

group or partner
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
15. Feeling apathetic or bored with group work or pair work
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
16. Working when a student is absent from the pair or group
　Feeling the strongest sense of conflict 6　　5　　4　　

3　　2　　1 Feeling no sense of conflict
　Your strategy:  
17. Working in a group or pair with a student who takes a 

nap

日本人大学生の講義内における 
対人関係のコンフリクトについて：因子分析を使って

Interpersonal Conflicts among Learners of English  
in Japanese University Classrooms: Using Factor Analysis

松本　恭代

要　約

　2011年の研究調査において，英語講義内における学生達が抱えるコンフリクトについて5項目あることが判明し

た。それらはアイコンタクトを避けること，異性間におけるコンフリクト，パートナーとのコンフリクト，教科書

を持って来ないこと，学習のモーティベーションが低いこと，そして発言することに躊躇することであった。

　コンフリクトはあらゆる場合に起こることは先行研究においてわかっており，避けることはできないものであ

る。この研究では，日本人大学生達388人の回答者（7大学）を被験者とし，彼らが19項目のコンフリクトにどのよ

うな対策を駆使し，どの程度のコンフリクトを抱えながら，学習しているかを調査した。データは因子分析の手法

を使って行った。3つの要因結果は 1）自己中心さ α = .800，2）寛容さの欠如 α = .818，3）モーティベーション

の低さ α = .875であった。

　結果として，日本人大学生達は講義内でコンフリクトを抱えながら学習しているが，かれらはその対策方法を

持っていないことが分かった。特に，意見の異なる相手には寛容さが欠けていた。

キーワード：相互間コンフリクト，日本の大学講義室内，学習者，因子分析，質問紙


