
Poor Sleep May Fuel Conflict at Work, 
Especially up the Hierarchy 
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Poor sleep may int eract  w it h hierarchy t o increase t he l ikelihood of int erpersonal conf l ict . That  is t he claim of a new st udy 
of U.S. Army soldiers by Professor Brian Gunia of Johns Hopkins Carey Business School, along wit h Paul Bliese of t he 
Universit y of Sout h Carolina and Amy Adler of t he Walt er Reed Army Inst it ut e of Research. They f ind t hat  sleep problems 
were associat ed wit h more int erpersonal conf l ict  at  work, and t he ef fect  was most  pronounced for conf l ict  w it h higher- rank 
individuals. The st udy suggest s t hat  t his patt ern may ref lect  t he self- cont rol required t o manage conf l ict  w it h senior 
colleagues, combined wit h t he fact  t hat  poor sleep weakens t hat  self- cont rol. 

Now w hat ?
- Review workload and scheduling pract ices t hat  may be undermining employee sleep. 

- Set  clearer norms around aft er- hours communicat ion and rest  expect at ions ?  for example, by adopt ing 
policies t hat  prot ect  employees who choose not  t o respond t o work- relat ed messages out side st andard 
working hours. 

- Use sleep- support ive leadership pract ices t o communicat e t he import ance of sleep and help employees 
prot ect  rest  and reduce fat igue- relat ed conf l ict . 

- Treat  sleep as part  of broader conf l ict  prevent ion and safet y st rat egy, especially in hierarchical sett ings. 

LINK TO THE STUDY

Why it  mat t ers

Int erpersonal conf l ict  is cost ly for organizat ions because it  
disrupt s collaborat ion and can undermine morale and 
performance. This st udy suggest s t hat  promot ing healt hier 
sleep is one organizat ional lever t hat  may help reduce 
conf l ict , especially in hierarchical sett ings where employees 
are expect ed t o exercise rest raint  in int eract ions wit h senior 
colleagues. 
The f indings also suggest  t hat  support ing healt hy sleep may 
do more t han improve wellbeing or alert ness. It  may also 
reduce t he risk t hat  fat igue t urns int o conf l ict  w it h 
higher- ranking colleagues as well as ot her problemat ic 
behaviors requiring self- cont rol. 

How w e know

The paper uses mult iple st udies and analyses f rom U.S. 
Army samples. It  begins wit h a preregist ered pilot  st udy 
t est ing people?s int uit ions about  sleep, conf l ict , and rank, 
t hen report s a primary survey of 480 enlist ed soldiers using 
generalized l inear mixed- ef fect s models t o examine conf l ict  
w it h higher- , same-, and lower- rank colleagues. The aut hors 
also ran a cross- lagged analysis in a separat e sample of 1,116 
soldiers t o examine direct ionalit y, analyzed open- ended 
descript ions of negat ive event s f rom 2,721 soldiers, and 
reanalyzed addit ional measures f rom t he Army dat aset  t o 
examine conf l ict - management  st rat egies and ot her 
indicat ors of self- cont rol. 

What  researchers found 
- Sleep problems w ere associat ed w it h more conf l ict  overal l : 

In t he primary Army survey, soldiers wit h more sleep 
problems report ed more f requent  disagreement s at  work. 

- The associat ion w as st rongest  upw ard: Sleep 
problems were more st rongly l inked t o conf l ict  w it h 
higher- rank colleagues t han wit h same- rank or 
lower- rank colleagues. 

- Hierarchy changed t he pat t ern: When sleep problems 
were low, conf l ict  was low across rank levels. However, 
when sleep problems were high, conf l ict  w it h 
higher- rank colleagues rose most  sharply. 

- Sel f- cont rol is t he aut hors? proposed explanat ion: The 
aut hors argue t hat  conf l ict  w it h higher- rank colleagues 
requires more self- cont rol because workplace norms 
st rongly discourage it , and t hat  sleep problems 
compromise t hat  self- cont rol. 

What  t his means

- For managers: Support ing healt hy sleep may help 
reduce conf l ict  w it h supervisors, especially in 
hierarchical t eams where rest raint  matt ers most . 

- For CHROs: Sleep should be t reat ed as part  of conf l ict  
prevent ion and ef fect ive management  of human 
resources, not  just  a wellness issue. 

- For organizat ions in high- st akes set t ings: 
Fat igue- relat ed conf l ict  may be especially cost ly where 
t eamwork and safet y depend on discipl ined behavior.  
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