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Abstract 
 

As Gozzoli (2016) points out, living together in the company has always 
been a complex challenge, since in organizations people find themselves 
interacting, developing relationships, producing, and share spaces and time, 
with little chance to choose each other, a phenomenon known as organizational 
coexistence. And yet people in the company are asked to cooperate to achieve 
the organizational goals, that is to say, goals set by the company, not by workers 
and employees. The article is a critical review that deals with the concepts of 
operational efficiency (good job performance) and interactive efficiency (good 
organizational climate) in the perspective of organizational coexistence, and 
reaffirms the concept expressed by Bass (1960) that without interactive 
efficiency, operational efficiency is less likely to be achieved.  
 
Keywords: operational efficiency, interactive efficiency, organizational 
coexistence. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 

The Great Resignation phenomenon, which has been talked about so 
much since the pandemic, has brought back both in public debate and in 
scientific research the theme of how people live and live together in work 
organizations (Goetz & Wald, 2022). 

Also known as the Big Quit and the Great Reshuffle, the Great Resignation 
is an ongoing economic trend in which employees have voluntarily resigned 
from their jobs en masse, beginning in early 2021. Possible causes include wage 
stagnation amid rising cost of living, long-lasting job dissatisfaction, safety 
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concerns of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the desire to work for companies 
with better living conditions and remote-working policies (Serenko, 2022). 

Classic concepts such as organizational culture and climate have been 
resurrected to explain the fact that nowadays the so-called human resources 
prefer meaningful jobs in which to feel good, rather than well-paying jobs 
(Tommasi, Toscano et al., 2022). Feeling good also means feeling good among 
themselves as human beings, among human resources, among people at work 
who also go to work with the legitimate aspiration to satisfy personal, relational, 
and social needs and desires, and not just to reach organizational goals (Lysova 
et al., 2019). 

This, in turn, has brought to the fore the issue of the operational efficiency 
of companies and organizations (i.e. how well companies and organizations 
achieve the aims for which they were born) and interactive efficiency (i.e. how 
well people who live and inhabit companies and organizations feel they are 
treated and can collaborate in order also to develop an appropriate sense of 
belonging). 

Against this background, the article aims to be a critical review on the issues 
of operational efficiency and interactive efficiency in the light of the concept of 
organizational coexistence, which reminds us that in organizations people who 
have not chosen themselves are brought together and are asked to collaborate 
to achieve organizational goals. 

How to make sure that these people won’t resign? 
 
 
2. Operational efficiency and interactive efficiency in the perspective of 

organizational coexistence 
 

Operational efficiency is a concept introduced by economists representing 
a measure of the efficiency of profit earned by a company as a function of 
operating costs. As economists have point-ed out since Taylor’s time, the 
greater the operational efficiency, the more profitable a company (Ceschi, 
Rubaltelli et al., 2014).  

On the other hand, interactive efficiency is a concept introduced by 
psychologists, especially work and organizational psychologists, representing a 
measure of the progress of social relations within a work context, where people 
usually find themselves living and working together without the possibility of 
choosing each other (Ceschi, Rubaltelli et al., 2014).  

As Gozzoli (2016) points out (see also Gazzaroli et al., 2019), living 
together in organizations has always been a complex challenge, as people find 
themselves interacting, developing relationships, producing, and share spaces 
and time, with little chance to choose each other. And yet they are asked to 
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cooperate and contribute to operational efficiency by achieving the 
organizational goals together. Goals which are, by the way, set by the company, 
not by workers and employees themselves. 

Indeed, organizations are born to achieve goals and, to do this, they need 
people. To be hired by an organization, people are recruited, assessed, selected, 
assigned roles, and put to work together even if they do not know each other. 
Once they are hired, people become workers and employees, basically 
workforce, or, if you will, human resources with a specific role in the 
organization, a role being the collection of behavioral expectations that 
accompany a particular job position (Ceschi et al., 2017a). 

From the point of view of work and organizational psychology, companies, 
businesses, firms and enterprises, in one word organizations, are places 
inhabited by individuals and groups who find themselves working side by side 
after having been chosen by some methods of personnel selection aimed at 
assessing mainly their skills, not their personal characteristics (Sartori & Ceschi, 
2013; Sartori et al., 2016, 2017). Consequently, people might not get along at a 
personal level. However, based on the role they have in the organization, they 
are supposed to collaborate. This working-side-by-side phenomenon involving 
different people who have not chosen whom to work with is referred to as 
organizational coexistence (Bulc, 2012). 

The concept of organizational coexistence indicates the coexistence, in 
organizations, of roles (with their characteristics) and people (with their 
characteristics) who find themselves having to interact and hopefully 
collaborate to achieve the goals of the organization they belong to (Ceschi et 
al., 2017b). These goals usually pre-exist the hiring of people, are established by 
the organization itself and might not reflect the personal needs and desires of 
workers and employees, who, in fact, from an organizational point of view, are 
supposed to behave more based on their roles and less as people as such, while, 
from an individual point of view, the so-called human resources may go to work 
also to satisfy their own personal needs and desires (Hare, 2003). This possible 
discrepancy between the organizational goals on the one hand, and the personal 
needs and desires on the other can be a first potentially conflicting element in 
organizations. 

The concept of organizational coexistence embodies the possibility, for 
roles and people living together in organizations, to collaborate as well as to 
conflict; and this aspect is relevant from the point of view of both operational 
efficiency, i.e. the ability of organizations and working groups to carry out tasks 
and achieve goals respecting methods, times and costs (good job performance), 
and interactive efficiency, i.e. the ability of organizations and working groups to 
meet the personal needs and desires of their members and to motivate their 
behavior (good organizational climate) (Salas et al., 2014). Every organization 
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values operational efficiency but few organizations excel at designing their 
performance-improvement initiatives by taking into proper account interactive 
efficiency. 

The concepts of operational efficiency and interactive efficiency have been 
combined following observations made on working groups which have shown 
that operational efficiency is unlikely without interactive efficiency (Bass, 1960). 
Furthermore, they can be associated with the concepts of task orientation and 
relationship orientation, whereby exclusively task-oriented leaders and groups 
would mostly aim for operational efficiency, even at the expense of 
interpersonal relationships, while relationship-oriented leaders and groups 
would have a greater focus on climate aspects (Marinova et al., 2019), without 
neglecting the achievement of goals (McGregor, 1960). 
 
Table 1. The two sides of organizations: GOAL (with role, operational efficiency, and task orientation) 
and ORGANIZATIONAL COEXISTENCE (with person, interactive efficiency, and 
relationship orientation). 

GOAL 
(Organizations are born to achieve goals) 

ORGANIZATIONAL COEXISTENCE 
(Organizations need people) 

ROLE 
(Collection of behavioral expectations) 

PERSON 
(Collection of individual characteristics) 

OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY 
(Good job performance/ 

Measure of the efficiency of profit) 

INTERACTIVE EFFICIENCY 
(Good organizational climate/ 

Measure of the progress of social relations) 
TASK ORIENTATION 

(Focus on achieving goals) 
RELATIONSHIP ORIENTATION 
(Focus on people’s needs and desires) 

 
In brief, goal and organizational coexistence, role and person, operational 

efficiency and interactive efficiency, task orientation and relationship 
orientation are the two sides of that same coin that we call organization (and 
company, and firm, and enterprise, etc.). Table 1 shows two different columns 
(GOAL vs ORGANIZATIONAL COEXISTENCE) and three different rows 
that contrast/combine the concepts of role and person, operational efficiency 
and interactive efficiency, task orientation and relationship orientation in 
organizations (Sartori et al., 2018). 
 
 
2.1. Data from recent research 
 

With more individuals wanting their work to be meaningful, rather than 
just a source of income, more organizations recognize that fostering meaningful 
work is crucial for engaging their employees (Tommasi et al., 2020). 
Consequently, scholars from diverse disciplines have made valuable efforts to 
examine how individual, job, organizational, and relational factors contribute to 
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meaningful work. As stated so far, in organizations, where people find 
themselves working side by side with other people they did not have the 
possibility to choose, interactive efficiency drives operational efficiency.  

As a demonstration of this, we cite here the meta-analysis by Hülsheger et 
al. (2009) on the topic of team-level antecedents of job performance in terms 
of creativity and innovation. Results revealed that such variables as support for 
innovation, vision, balance between task orientation and relationship 
orientation, and communication displayed the strongest correlations (r) with job 
performance (r values between 0.40 and 0.50, p < .01), while such variables as 
team composition and structure showed weaker effect sizes.  

Similarly, an article published by Ceschi, Dorofeeva and Sartori (2014) 
presents the results of a longitudinal study conducted during 4 months with 183 
Italian participants, divided into n = 50 teams of three (n = 24), four (n = 19) 
and five (n = 7) members. Participants were involved in a business game in 
which the aim was not only to earn virtual money, but also to learn long-term 
strategies to develop profitable investments without losing sight of economic 
factors. The study investigated the communication and innovation (CI) 
dimension drawn from the Italian version of the Team Climate Inventory (TCI) 
by Ragazzoni et al. (2002). An r value of 0.301 (p < 0.5) between team 
performance and CI was found, while, again, such variables as team 
composition and structure showed weaker effect sizes.  

Similarly, a study by Loewen and Loo (2004) shows that the concept of 
internal communication measured by the TCI is in relation to group climate, 
organizational learning, and, most importantly for our topic, group 
performance. 

Finally, a paper analyzing the factors affecting the operational efficiency of 
the apparel industry in Kenia concludes that communication plays a key role, 
because, as authors underline, an idea or procedure, no matter how great, is 
useless until it is properly transmitted and understood by people working in the 
company (Okwang’a et al., 2015). 
 
 
3. Individuals and groups in the company, their needs and desires 
 

In work and organizational psychology, when we talk about groups, we do 
not mean only the groups of physically co-present people who form 
departments and offices, but also the groups with which each of us 
psychologically identifies, such as the group of managers (those who lead) 
versus the group of operational staff (those who do); the White (or EU) group 
versus the Black (or non-EU) group; the group of males versus that of females. 
These are called social groups and, when even only two people interact based 
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on their respective group identifications, this gives rise to the so-called 
intergroup relationships, which concern the perceptions, attitudes, and 
behaviors people express when they think of themselves and others as members 
of social groups (Tajfel, 1982).  

Table 2 shows the different forms that relationships in the company can 
take, from the more interpersonal ones to the more role ones, from those 
between members of the same working group (intragroup relationships) to 
those between members of different working groups (intergroup relationships). 
 
Table 2. Different forms of relationships in organizations. 

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
(Influenced by personal characteristics) 

ROLE RELATIONSHIPS 
(Influenced by the roles assumed) 

INTRAGROUP REALTIONSHIPS 
(Between members of the same working group) 

INTRAGROUP REALTIONSHIPS 
(Between members of the same working group) 

INTERGROUP REALTIONSHIPS 
(Between members of different working group) 

INTERGROUP REALTIONSHIPS 
(Between members of different working group) 

 
This relational complexity contributes to the potential for conflict inherent 

in the concept of organizational coexistence. The practice of human resource 
management that considers the different diversities present in the company 
(age, gender, background, etc.) and tries to create an inclusive environment for 
each and every one is called diversity management (Sartori et al., 2022). More 
specifically, diversity management is the deliberate effort made by the leaders 
of an organization to hire diverse talents, manage them, and support an 
inclusive workplace that values and protects each of its workers and employees 
equally by providing resources to learn from, connect with and respect 
individual differences (Hayes et al., 2020).  

Individuals and groups, as Mayo (1933, 1945) pointed out long ago, go to 
work also with the expectation of satisfying their own needs and desires, both 
personal and relational, such as those that Maslow (1954) grouped into five 
hierarchical categories according to the so-called actualizing tendency identified 
by Rogers (1951): physiological, safety, belonging, esteem and self-actualization 
needs.  

If we now consider that the needs and desires that individuals try to satisfy 
at work are not the same for everyone, and that groups, according to Tajfel’s 
lesson (1982), tend to give rise to dynamics of mutual support within them 
(ingroup) and of distance or even hostility towards groups that are other than 
themselves (outgroup), it becomes easy to understand how diversity management 
can be challenging, how many forms the relationships between people at work 
can take (see Table 2), and how these can go in the direction of increasing or 
decreasing both interactive efficiency and operational efficiency.  
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In all this, the perceptions that individuals have of themselves, others and 
the surrounding environment play a role, as well as the attitudes assumed as a 
result of these perceptions. The following story, attributed to Peter Shultz, 
exemplifies it:  

 
Three people were at work on a construction site. 
All were doing the same job, but when each was asked what the job was, 

the answers varied. 
Breaking rocks, the first replied. 
Earning my living, the second said. 
Helping to build a Cathedral, said the third. 

 
The first answer is limited to referring to duties and role behaviors 

(Breaking rocks). Simple and flat.  
The second one emphasizes the instrumental aspect of the job, of every 

job, not of this specific one, namely the fact that, by working, one earns a living. 
This second worker seems to be motivated mainly by physiological needs, and 
shows little organizational attachment, which is an affective bond, lasting and 
stable, which has a positive impact on one’s sense of identity and translates into 
a search for psychological closeness with the object of attachment (work, 
organization, colleagues, etc.) (Feeney et al., 2020). Not having developed a 
particular attachment bond with his organization, and being motivated mainly 
by physiological needs, we can easily imagine that this worker, should he find a 
better place to earn a living, will leave without a second thought. Workers like 
this are indeed likely to resign and create an operational efficiency problem for 
the company.  

From an organizational point of view, losing personnel means losing 
competencies, which need to be replaced through assessment, selection, 
training, and development processes that are often challenging and expensive 
(Sartori et al., 2013, 2018, 2022). For these reasons, employee turnover, defined 
as the rate at which workers and employees leave a company and are replaced 
by new ones, is a variable that organizations should keep under control. 
Accordingly, much research has been conducted to investigate the relationship 
between turnover intention, i.e., workers and employees’ plans to leave their 
positions, and classic organizational variables, such as job satisfaction (Tett & 
Meyer, 1993), job performance (Tomietto et al., 2015), leader-member 
exchange (Harris et al., 2005), emotional intelligence (Brunetto et al., 2012), 
organizational commitment (Saeed et al., 2014), but also perceived 
organizational support which refers to employees’ beliefs and perceptions 
concerning the extent to which the organization values their contribution, cares 
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about their well-being, and fulfils their personal and relational needs and desires 
(Costantini et al., 2018). 

Only the third answer of the story (Helping to build a Cathedral) 
specifically refers to the collaboration between people at work (Helping), and 
that only thanks to this collaboration (interactive efficiency) it becomes possible 
to give life to something great (the Cathedral) that otherwise, alone, no one 
could achieve (operational efficiency). Unlike the previous worker, this worker 
seems proud to work for the company, happy to contribute and satisfied to be 
able to create something together with the others. Workers like this are unlikely 
to resign.  

The story contains a message aimed at both individuals and organizations. 
The former should reflect on their attitudes at work and ask themselves how 
they live their job. Organizations, on the other hand, or rather those who have 
the responsibility of a company or a business, such as entrepreneurs and 
managers (Ceschi et al., 2017b; Sartori et al., 2014), should grasp the message 
that, given the concept of organizational coexistence from which this article has 
started, it is necessary to invest in the so-called human resources, for example 
in training and team building actions (Costantini & Sartori, 2018; Sartori & 
Costantini, 2020), so that people at work develop the collaborative and 
participatory attitude exemplified by the third answer of the story. 

Organizations cannot assume that their members already know how to 
collaborate on the basis that they have hired adults, because, in addition of being 
adults, the so-called human resources are also different in many ways, from 
gender and age to geographic origin, background, needs, desires, etc. For 
example, globalization processes and the increase of migrating phenomena have 
led to a cultural diversity that has become more and more evident also in the 
workplace, where it needs to be appropriately managed if the aim is to create 
such an inclusive environment and such a positive organizational coexistence 
that interactive efficiency drives operational efficiency (Gozzoli, 2016). 
 
 
3.1. Data from recent research 
 

Although collaboration between human resources is a classic theme (see, 
for example, Aram & Morgan, 1976), research continues to address it, also 
considering the new forms of remote and smart working. 

For example, a recent study published on the Journal of Occupational and 
Organizational Psychology (Downes et al., 2021) reaffirms the key role that 
collaboration has on job performance, both positively (when it exists, 
interactive efficiency) and negatively (when it is affected by conflicts, interactive 
inefficiency). 
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Another recent study published online (Khasraghi & Hirschheim, 2021) 
suggests that collaboration positively affects team performance even in 
crowdsourcing contests.  

On the same wavelength, a study published in 2010 (Thompson & Ku, 
2010) exploring the relationship between online collaboration and team 
performance goes in the same direction. 

Finally, a study carried out with 155 critical care nurses on nurse-nurse 
collaboration and performance among nurses in intensive care units (Al-
Ajarmeh et al., 2021) reports that the ability of managing conflict is a significant 
predictor of job performance (p = .003). 

More in general, a review published in 2019 (Lysova et al., 2019) suggests 
that to enable individuals to move beyond satisfying their basic needs by 
constructing their own sense of meaningful work, organizations should build 
and maintain work environments characterized by a) well-designed, good-
fitting, and quality jobs that provide opportunities to job craft, b) facilitative 
leaders, cultures, policies and practices, and high-quality relationships, and c) an 
access to decent work. 
 
 
4. Task orientation, relationship orientation and their links to 

operational efficiency and interactive efficiency 
 

As we have already mentioned, operational efficiency can be assimilated to 
task orientation, while interactive efficiency can be compared to relationship 
orientation. Just as operational efficiency benefits from interactive efficiency, 
so task orientation gives better results when balanced with an appropriate 
relationship orientation. 

The story we report in this paragraph exemplifies the relationships between 
task orientation and relationship orientation on the one hand, and operational 
efficiency and interactive efficiency on the other. It is taken from the classic 
book by Paul Watzlawick titled Instructions To Make Yourself Un-happy and is the 
story of a double failure: the one linked to operational efficiency, that is to say, 
the carrying out of tasks and the achievement of goals, and the one linked to 
interactive efficiency, that is to say, the development of positive and functional 
relationships with others: 

 
A man wants to hang a painting. He has the nail, but not the hammer. 

Therefore, it occurs to him to go over to the neighbor and ask him to lend 
him his hammer. But at this point, doubt sets in. What if he doesn’t want to 
lend me the hammer? Yesterday he barely spoke to me. Maybe he was in a 
hurry. Or, perhaps, he holds something against me. But why? I didn’t do 
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anything to him. If he would ask me to lend him something, I would, at once. 
How can he refuse to lend me his hammer? People like him make other 
people’s life miserable. Worst, he thinks that I need him because he has a 
hammer. This has got to stop! And suddenly the guy runs to the neighbor’s 
door, rings, and before letting him say anything, he screams: “You can keep 
your hammer, you bastard!” 

 
In the story, hanging the painting represents the task to be done, while the 

missing hammer represents the problem to be solved to achieve the goal. 
With respect to this problem, the protagonist identifies a relational 

solution: to borrow the neighbor’s hammer. The neighbor may very well be a 
colleague – just set the story in the company. 

Up to this point, the protagonist of the story proves to be oriented both to 
the task (hanging the painting) and to the relationship (asking for help from the 
neighbor). 

If after the third sentence the protagonist had left the house, had rang the 
bell of the neighbor and had asked him to borrow the hammer, everything that 
follows would not be there: the protagonist would have simply asked for what 
he needs and would have exposed himself to the possibility of both a positive 
and a negative answer, as normally should happen. 

But things go differently. The protagonist gets caught up in a series of 
doubts that lead him first to conduct a reasoning that is not a reasoning (given 
the cognitive biases and narrative fallacies present in it, Ceschi et al., 2019) and 
then to fail the goal (operational inefficiency: the protagonist does not even get 
to ask for the hammer, let alone to get it!) and to compromise the relationship 
with the neighbor/colleague (interactive inefficiency: in his mental ruminations, 
the protagonist gets so angry with his neighbor that he verbally assaults him, 
intimating him to keep what he needs instead of simply asking for it).  

It seems that the protagonist has refused what he needs before receiving a 
refusal, and perhaps for fear of it, but above all, for the economy of our 
speeches, during his mental ruminations the protagonist loses sight of the task 
to be performed and the goal to be achieved, becoming less and less task 
oriented. At the same time, by feeding negative emotions through the 
representation of the neighbor as an unavailable person, he relates to the 
neighbor only to reject what he needs and verbally assault him as if the neighbor 
had really and already refused him the favor. Thus, the relationship orientation 
also gets lost during his mental ruminations. 

Beyond caricature and exaggeration, the story is a refined example of how 
interactive efficiency connects to operational efficiency and how, consequently, 
interactive inefficiency leads to operational inefficiency. But be careful there: 
those who have the responsibility of an organization should question which 
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organizational and environmental factors (for example climate and culture) 
relating to their company can make it more likely that dysfunctional 
relationships of this type will be established among their human resources, 
rather than simply attributing facts of this type to the undesirable personal 
characteristics of individuals. Organizational coexistence is primarily the 
responsibility of the organization, not of individuals. 
 
 
5. Conclusions 
 

As we have seen throughout the article, operational efficiency in the 
company depends on interactive efficiency, and this is characterized by 
collaborative and non-conflictual relationships between the so-called human 
resources, whose needs and desires are as well satisfied in the workplace and 
not only those of the company (Tommasi, Perini et al., 2022). 

To avoid considering any conflict as negative, literature in work and 
organizational psychology distinguishes two types of organizational conflict: 
physiological conflict and pathological conflict (De Dreu, 2005) (Table 3). 

 
 

Table 3. Characteristics of physiological conflict and pathological conflict. 
Physiological conflict Pathological conflict 

Task oriented Relationship oriented 
Productive Destructive 

Leads to the improvement of processes and 
innovation (operational efficiency) 

Leads to the wearing down of interpersonal and 
role relationships (interactive inefficacy). 

 
Two people find themselves involved in what has been called physiological 

conflict when their differences of opinion concern how they perform tasks and 
achieve goals. Basically, physiological conflict is task-oriented. 

Although the attitude of being too task-oriented is generally viewed as 
negative and refers to people, particularly leaders, who neglect the relationship 
aspects with their collaborators, remaining task-oriented in the case of 
physiological conflict is positive. This type of conflict is easily resolved when, 
from the dynamic of confrontation between the two parties, an idea emerges 
that both can consider acceptable or even the best on how to carry out tasks 
and achieve goals. Indeed, to the best of its possibilities, physiological conflict 
leads to the improvement of organizational processes and contributes to 
innovation (Sartori et al., 2013, 2018). Physiological conflict is productive. 

Conversely, two people find themselves involved in what has been called 
pathological conflict when the focus is no longer the performance of tasks and 
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the achievement of goals but the destruction of others (their annihilation, 
humiliation, etc.). Basically, pathological conflict is relationship-oriented. 

As you can see, although the expression relationship orientation usually 
refers to a positive attitude, being relationship-oriented in the case of 
pathological conflict means becoming destructive towards others, and 
completely losing sight of tasks and goals. As in the case of mobbing, just to 
give the most striking example. Or in the case of the protagonist of the second 
story reported in this article, where his aim becomes to teach the neighbor a 
lesson. Pathological conflict is indeed destructive. 

In the reality of organizations, conflicts tend to present a mix of the 
characteristics indicated in Table 3. This distinction serves as a reminder that 
operational efficiency benefits from interactive efficiency, but only when the 
mix between task orientation and relationship orientation is appropriately 
balanced and distributed in organizations. 
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