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DISPUTING IN ORGANIZATIONS
DISPUTE DOMAINS AND INTERACTIONAL PROCESS

Gale Miller
Marquette University

Mid-American Review of Sociology, 1993, Vol XVII, No.2: 1-18

James A. Holstein
Marquette University

This paper offers an interactional perspective on the enrergence and
organization ofdisputes ill organizations. Organizations are analyzed as
interrelated dispute domains which consist ofstandardized and recurring
argumentation practices and constraints, orientations to interactions and
relationships, and role formats. The paper considers how organization
members orient to and treat disputes as disruptions of preferred
organizational routines and realities, and attempt to sustain the routines
and realities in the face of ongoing disputes. Two additional
implications of the perspective are also considered: how disputes are
transformed when they are reconsidered within differentdispute domains,
and how the rhetorical resources available to disputants vary withir and
across dispute domains.

Aspects of the research were supported by the Fund for Research for Dispute
Resolution, Grant No. G4-90-32.

All social interactions and relationships hold thepotential for arguments and
\ disputes. This is especially true of formal organizations and street-level
r bureaucracies (Lipsky, 1980; Miller, 1991) which are characterized by diverse

I
I perspectives and agendas, and fraught with major and minor conflicts. This

.'. paper develops a sociological approach to the emergence and resolution of
-I' everyday disagreements by treating them as normal and routine aspects of the

organizational interaction. Specifically, we treat disputingas one way in which
organization members formulate, express and justify their positions on practical
issues.y Disputes, are embedded.in. and-emerge from ongoing organizational
interactions and relationships which disputants define and redefine as they
formulate, express, and negotiate their arguments. They may emerge within
otherwisemundane and unremarkable interactions, or may take place in settings
explicitly organized for disputing, such as administrative hearings, court
proceedings, or mediationsessions.

I

I
I

James A. Holsein ("Disputing in Organizations: Dispute Domains and
Conflict Process") is Associate Professor of Sociology at Marqueue University.
His research brings an ethnomethodologically-informed constructionist
perspective to a variety f topics, including mental illness, social problems,
family, the life course, and dispute processing. With Gale Miller, he edits the
research annual PERSPECTIVES ON SOCIAL PROBLEMS.

Peter A. "Remender is chair of the Sociology Department at the University
of Wisconsin Oshkosh.

Leda McIntyre Hall ("Detroit's Urban Regime: Composition and
Consequence") is an assistant professor in the School of Public and
Environmental Affairs at Indiana University at South Bend. Her research
interests include nonprofit sector management issues and urban housing policy
strategies. Her most recent articles appear in the The Nonprofit and Voluntary

Sector Quarterly and Shelterforce.

Melvin F. Hall (UDetroit's Urban Regime: Composition and Consequence")
is an assistant professor of Sociology at Indiana University South Bend. His
research focuses on social movements, collective action, and urban housing
policies related to home mortgages and gentrification. His book on poor
people's social movements, The Goal is 10 Will, is forthcoming from Praeger
publishers.

Mark W. Worrell is a graduate student at the University of Kansas. His
interests in cultural sociology are informed through the application of qualitative
methods and classical sociological theory.

Gale Miller ("Disputing in Organizations: Dispute Domains and Conflict
Process") is Professorof Sociology at Marquette University. His recent research
has focused on issues in social problems theory, organizational behavior and
interaction, and organizational conflict and disputing. Recent publications
include a study of rhetoric and everyday life in a Work Incentive Program

--.{Ii-NfQRCb~G TMF_.WORK ETHIC). and (with James. A.. Hols.cin) .two
collections of essays concerned with the social constructionist approach to social
problems (RECONSIDERING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM and
CONSTRUCfIONIST CONTROVERSIES).




