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Past conflict research and theory has provided insight into the types of
conflict and styles of conflict resolution in organizations and groups. A
second generation of conflict research is now needed that recognizes that
the type of conflict present in a group relative to the other types present
(proportional conflict composition) and the amount of conflict perceived
relative to the amount perceived by other members (perceptual conflict
composition) may be critical to group functioning. Therefore, we propose
two types of conflict composition in teams and investigate the links
between proportional and perceptual conflict composition conflict, and
team effectiveness (i.e., individual and team performance, commitment,
cohesiveness, and member satisfaction) in two organizational samples. We
find group conflict compositions consisting of high levels of task-related
conflict compared to relationship and process conflict (proportional task
conflict) are high performing, satisfied teams. In addition, when team
members disagree about amounts of conflict present (high perceptual
conflict), we find evidence of negative group outcomes. Implications for
managers and group members are discussed.

For individuals, groups, organizations, and nations to function effectively they must
manage conflict effectively. A recent review of academic research on conflict reveals,
however, that the most common conceptualization of conflict may be incomplete and
hinder the usefulness of the research (Jehn, in press). Boulding’s (1963) definition of
conflict is that it is an awareness by employees involved in the conflict that discrepancies,
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or incompatible wishes or desires, exist among them. Recent research has focused on the
absolute level or total amount of conflict present in groups or organizations and how such
conflict influences group performance and satisfaction (e.g., Jehn, 1994, 1995; Amason,
1996).We propose that understanding the absolute level of conflict fails to fully depict
the nature and effects of conflict within groups.

Conceptualizations of Team Conflict

Three distinct types of conflict have been identified, and researchers have typically
assessed absolute levels of each conflict type to predict various group outcomes
(Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1995; 1997; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999; Pelled, 1996a).
Relationship conflict involves disagreements based on personal and social issues that are
not related to work. Task conflict describes disagreement about the work that is being
done in the group. Process conflict centers on task strategy and delegation of duties and
resources. This framework has usefully distinguished among different types of conflict
and identified their differential effects on team outcomes. But, researchers rarely consider
the combined effects of these types of conflict, particularly the type of conflict relative to
the other types and the overall profile of conflict types in a group. While some work has
suggested that conflict types cannot be examined in isolation (Amason, 1994; Amason &
Sapienza, 1997; Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, & Bourgeois, 1997), this idea has not been fully
developed or used in empirical research.

Further, group members may have unique perceptions about the amount or type of
conflict that exists in their group. Past research has identified the types of conflict that are
likely to arise in group settings, but has not examined how the conflict types interact with
total amounts of conflict and members’ unique experiences.

In this paper we define proportional conflict composition and perceptual conflict
composition and develop hypotheses linking them to team effectiveness. Team
effectiveness can be defined in terms of three aspects: (1) the extent to which the
productive output of the group meets performance standards (e.g., individual and group-
level performance), (2) the extent to which the team develops processes that enhance the
capability of members to work together again (e.g., commitment, cohesiveness), and (3)
the extent to which group members’ experience in the team is satisfying (e.g., member
satisfaction) (e.g., Hackman, 1987). We examine the effects of proportional and
perceptual conflict composition on team effectiveness across two different work team
contexts (management teams and production units).

Proportional Conflict Composition

Comparing the levels of the three different types of conflict within a group is a
crucial aspect of a team’s conflict composition. Proportional conflict composition
describes the relationship among the three types of conflict (task, relationship, and
process), as the level of each type of conflict proportional to the other two and to the
overall level of conflict within the group, rather than as an absolute level or amount of
any one type. A simple example demonstrates how members may experience the work
group differently depending on the amount of each type of conflict that exists in
proportion to other types. A group of members who experience a moderate amount of
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constructive task conflict and no other conflict (no relationship or process conflict), for
example, will have a different experience than will members of another group with the
same amount of task conflict but also a high proportional level of relationship conflict. In
the former group, members should experience less stress, less distraction, and less
animosity, all things associated with relationship conflict (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1994,
1995), than should members of the latter group containing moderate levels of both task
and relationship conflict.

To continue with the above example, when both task and relationship conflict exist,
members will be less able to focus on task debates, more distracted by interpersonal
conflict, and less certain about whether to interpret criticism as either constructive or
disparaging (Argyris, 1962; Kelley, 1979). Similarly, members of a group experiencing
moderate levels of relationship conflict but no task or process conflict will engage in
bickering about non-task issues and attacks about one another’s personalities or
individual habits (Jehn, 1997). We, therefore, propose that it is important to consider the
overall composition of the three types of conflict in terms of the level of each compared to
the other two and to the overall level of conflict within the group.

This view of interrelated dimensions of a construct (task, relationship, and process
conflict), or a conflict composition, is similar to other multidimensional constructs in the
organizational behavior literature. For example, demography researchers have argued
that examining the mere presence of demographic characteristics among members of a
group and predicting team outcomes based on these is inadequate (e.g., Pfeffer, 1983).
Instead, relational demography assesses the distributional differences of members’
demographic profiles within various groups. This is important because knowing the
comparative similarity or dissimilarity in given demographic attributes of members of a
group may provide insight into the members’ attitudes and behaviors and the process
through which demography affects group and job outcomes (Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989, p.
403). Further, failing to examine profiles of demographic differences would lead to
various errors of omission. For example, if researchers examined members’ race but
ignored their sex, they would erroneously assume that, for example, Asian women and
Asian men would behave similarly in group contexts. For this reason, theorists and
researchers have examined the diversity composition of members and teams rather than
one demographic characteristic alone (Chatman, Polzer, Barsade, & Neale, 1998; Jehn,
Northcraft, & Neale, 1999; Lau & Murnighan, 1998; Pelled, 1996b; Thatcher & Jehn,
1998).

Idiographic approaches to assessing personality and organizational culture are
based on similar assumptions. Indeed, personality research has been widely criticized for
failing to address how people may differ from one another in terms of the way that their
traits, values, abilities and motives are related to each other (e.g., Chatman, 1989)—or
the relative profile of the traits. One solution has been to use methods that simultaneously
allow for an internal comparison among traits, while still enabling a standardized
comparison across people, or a semi-idiographic approach (e.g., Chatman, Caldwell, &
O'Reilly, 1999). Similarly, researchers have argued that organizational culture is
multidimensional and that depicting culture accurately requires assessing the uniqueness
of patterns of values across people and organizations, or value composition, rather than
individual values that are not explicitly related to one another (Chatman, 1991; Chatman
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& Jehn, 1994, O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). We believe that conflict, as well,
must be examined by taking into account the profile of conflict types present (the team
conflict composition), rather than examining one type of conflict without considering the
effects of the other types present. Thus, in contrast to previous models of conflict
(Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1995, 1997), our model does not assume that the three types of
conflict are independent of one another. In fact, we propose that they are interrelated in
such a way that the presence of one type of conflict changes the effect that a different type
of conflict will have on group processes and outcomes. For instance, if we take into
account only task conflict without examining the relationship conflict present as well, we
may assume that a group with high levels of task and relationship conflict will perform as
well as a group with high levels of task conflict and low levels of relationship conflict.

Proportional Conflict Composition and Group Effectiveness

Past research finds that disagreement about a task is the most beneficial type of
conflict (e.g., Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Jehn & Mannix, in press). Task conflict
often includes constructive debate that leads to better decision-making and work
outcomes. Disagreements about the task that focus solely on content-related issues, can
improve performance. For example, avoiding candid discussions about conflict
surrounding a task can lead to conditions of “groupthink” in which a lack of critical
questioning hinders a group’s ability to come up with interesting, creative, and effective
solutions to problems (e.g., Pratkanis & Turner, 1999). Norms that support constructive
and open debates regarding task issues increase the likelihood that group members will
offer and evaluate various solutions, thus reaching optimal decisions and outcomes (e.g.,
Gruenfeld, Mannix, Williams, & Neale, 1996). However, if relationship conflict is
present, it will detract from the positive effects of task conflict. Similarly, the distractions
caused by fights about resources, fairness, and delegation of duties (process conflict) will
also lessen the effects of the positive attributes of task conflict. Therefore, we propose
that groups with higher levels of task conflict proportional to relationship or process
conflict will be more effective than groups with no task conflict, or more relationship or
process conflict than task conflict.

Past research suggests that moderate levels of task conflict alone, with no
relationship or process conflict present, will lead to the highest performance (e.g., Jehn &
Mannix, in press). Therefore we hypothesize that the proportion of task conflict to the
other types (proportional conflict composition) will predict group effectiveness.
Specifically, higher task conflict will be more effective when it is combined with lower
levels of relationship and process conflict. Thus, groups with task conflict and
proportionally high amounts of relationship or process conflict may not experience the
same benefit from the task conflict as groups experiencing high task conflict and low
levels of relationship and process conflict (a high proportional task conflict composition).
Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: The existence within a group of a proportional conflict composition
dominated by task conflict will lead to increased group
effectiveness; that is, a higher relative proportion of task conflict
compared to relationship and process conflict will be positively
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related to group effectiveness (member commitment, cohesiveness,
satisfaction, individual performance, and group performance).

In contrast to task conflict, relationship and process conflict constrain creative
problem solving and members’ motivation to complete the task (e.g., Jehn, 1995, 1997).
Thus, we predict that when these types of conflict exist in a high proportion to task
conflict, group effectiveness will be impaired. Relationship conflict, typified by
disagreements and struggles among group members about personal issues that are not
task-related, increases the amount of time members spend avoiding or resolving
interpersonal problems (Evan, 1965; Baron, 1991; Pelled, 1996b). Such process losses
expend energy and effort that could, alternatively, be directed toward task completion.
Negative emotional reactions to relationship conflict also effect members’ satisfaction
(Walton & Dutton, 1969; Jehn, 1995), which decreases their willingness to engage in the
group and constructive task conflict. Therefore we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: A proportional conflict composition with a high relative proportion
of relationship conflict compared to task and process conflict will
be negatively related to group effectiveness (member commitment,
cohesiveness, satisfaction, individual performance, and group
performance).

We propose competing hypotheses regarding the amounts of process conflict
proportional to task and relationship conflict. To begin with, process conflict includes
disagreements about task allocation that may encourage member discussion about skills.
The debate about task delegation may result in the best fit of skills and duties within the )
team (Jehn, 1997) that can enhance performance (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). In
addition, team planning has been shown to increase goal accomplishment, to decrease
uncertainty, and to increase overall group performance (Weingart, 1992). We first
propose that the disagreements about the task completion process will involve planning
discussions, member skill-duty fit, and uncertainty reduction that will positively enhance
team performance and morale.

Hypothesis 3a: A proportional conflict composition with a high relative
proportion of process conflict compared to task and relationship
conflict will be positively related to group effectiveness (member
commitment, cohesiveness, satisfaction, individual performance,
and group performance).

However, current research has shown that process conflict negatively affects per-
formance and morale (Jehn & Mannix, in press; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999;
Kabanoff, 1991). For example, arguments among members about resource allocation or
duties and responsibilities may detract from effort that would be more usefully spent
engaging in debates about the task itself (Kramer, 1991). In addition, disagreements
about who is capable of doing what and how resources should be allocated often cause
extended delays and heated discussions about members’ contributions and worth that
negatively influence morale (Jehn, 1997). Therefore, we predict in contrast to Hypothesis
3a that:
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Hypothesis 3b: A proportional conflict composition with a high relative pro-
portion of process conflict compared to task and relationship
conflict will be negatively related to group effectiveness (member
commitment, cohesiveness, satisfaction, individual performance,
and group performance).

We also propose that a team conflict composition with low levels of all types of
conflict has an important influence on group effectiveness. Because moderate levels of
task conflict are required for groups to be effective, low levels of all types of conflict is
presumed to lead to low or moderate performance, but not high levels of performance
(Amason, 1996; Cosier & Rose, 1977; Jehn, 1995). Research on strategic decision-
making reinforces this claim—a paucity of constructive debate about the decision or task
leads to suboptimal strategic planning, low financial performance, and decreased
organizational growth (Bourgeois, 1985; Schweiger, Sandberg, & Rechner, 1989;
Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990). While low levels of relationship conflict and process
conflict will be advantageous (Jehn, 1997), the lack of constructive debate will constrain
decision-making quality and team performance.

Low levels of all types of conflict, however, make for a group atmosphere that
individuals often prefer, thus increasing satisfaction and morale (Jehn & Mannix, in
press). Despite the beneficial aspects of task conflict for performance, members still are
less satisfied in groups characterized by moderate or high levels of any type of conflict
(Jehn, 1995). Baron (1990) has shown that critical evaluations often cause negative affect
regardless of the actual performance outcome. Therefore we propose that while low
levels of all types of conflict may hinder performance, members in these groups will be
more satisfied, cohesive, and committed to the group than if conflict of any type were
present.

Hypothesis 4: The existence within a group of low proportional conflict
composition (that is, low levels of all types of conflict) will lead to
decreased individual and group performance and increased
commitment, cohesiveness, and member satisfaction.

Perceptual Conflict Composition

Past research on group conflict assumes that members within a work group
perceive conflict identically (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1994, 1995). But members may have
vastly different perceptions of team interaction (e.g., Barrick, Stewart, Neubert, & Mount,
1998). One potentially useful way of conceptualizing the amount of conflict that one
member perceives and how that differs from the amount other members perceive is
perceptual conflict composition. Again, this is comparable to the construct of relational
demography in diversity research. Relational demography is the degree to which each
individual in a group is different from other members of the group on demographic
characteristics (Tsui, Egan, & O’Reilly, 1992). Perceptual conflict composition
examines the degree to which each individual in a group perceives levels of conflict
differently compared to other member perceptions in the group. Perceptual conflict
composition compares each member’s perceptions of conflict to all other members’
perceptions in the group. This construct represents the variance in perceptions of conflict
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noted in recent conflict research (Simons & Peterson, 2000). It can also be viewed as
meta-conflict construct (conflict about conflict) in that low levels of agreement among
members about perceptual conflict composition will be associated with conflict over how
much conflict exists.

An illustration may clarify what we mean by perceptual conflict composition.
Imagine that two team members in an eight-person team perceive arguments in the group
pertaining to the task while the other six members do not detect such conflict. According
to our conceptualization, the first two members experience more task conflict in relation
to the other members. These members would receive a larger “perceptual conflict
composition score” than those members who agreed that there was no task conflict.
Based on conceptualizations and empirical research of individual-to-group level
aggregation (Barrick, Stewart, Neubert, & Mount, 1998; Kenny & LaVoie, 1985),
within-group agreement (Kozlowski & Hattrup, 1992), and conceptual disagreement
(Cheung, 1999), we propose that perceptual conflict composition will provide a more
fine-grained accounting of individual member s’ satisfaction and performance than will
an assessment of conflict aggregated to the group level (which, again, assumes all
members view conflict similarly).

Research in social cognition suggests that members may view conflict as more vivid
depending on the extent to which they are personally involved in the particular issue
stimulating the conflict (e.g., Bazerman, 1998; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). This
salience argument is comparable to the logic of tokenism in relational demography terms.
Token members in a group are more identifiable and perceive that the characteristics on
which they differ from the group are more salient (Chatman et al., 1998; Thomas & Ely,
1996). Similarly, when one or two members are identified as directly involved in an
interpersonal conflict, they will experience the conflict more vividly than other members.
Therefore, members may experience the same conflict situation differently based on their
position/role in the conflict and their felt experience.

Disagreements in perceptions about conflict level will negatively influence team
effectiveness as well as individual member attitudes. Drawing on procedural justice
literature, employees who experience different levels of conflict will be less satisfied, that
is, when they experience conflict but those around them do not the discomfort and
inequity will cause dissatisfaction with the group experience (Lind & Tyler, 1988).
Members who believe they are experiencing something that is not validated by other
group members will question their own sense of reality, and this may decrease their
motivation, effort, satisfaction and performance (Swann, 1996).

These differences in views of conflict may cause member dissatisfaction and
misunderstandings, and, ultimately, reduce group effectiveness. When group members do
not agree on the magnitude of each type of conflict or what the disagreement is about, we
propose that this meta-conflict (conflict about conflict) will negatively influence group
process and outcomes. We, therefore, suggest that variance in the amount of conflict
members experience in the group (perceptual conflict composition) will be negatively
associated with team effectiveness, or, more specifically,

Hypothesis 5: High levels of perceptual conflict composition will be negatively
associated with group effectiveness (member commitment, cohe-
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siveness, satisfaction, individual performance, and group per-
formance).

Method

We examined how members’ perceptions of how much and what type of conflict
existed in their workgroup influenced effectiveness in two samples: production units and
management teams in a large household goods moving company.

Samples and Research Design

The sample consisted of 545 employees in one of the top three firms in the
household goods moving industry. Respondents’ age averaged 37.8, and 32% of the
sample were male. Respondents worked in the firm’s international headquarters which
houses all functional areas including the marketing, sales, accounting, information
systems, domestic, and international operations divisions (see Jehn, 1995 for more details
about this sample).

The firm formally designated work units as production units or management teams.
We, therefore, examined management teams and production units separately based on
past research showing that the effectiveness of conflict is often influenced by the type of
task the team performs (Gladstein, 1984; Jehn, 1995). The production units mapped
directly onto the supervisors' and employees' view of who their fellow group members
were, as did the management teams. Work units completed all functions within the
organization, from sorting and delivering mail to developing corporate strategy,
including, for example, sales units that engaged client corporations by handling the
physical moving of their employees to other domestic and international locations; data
entry and coding units who processed this information; and, groups who oversaw the
governmental regulations regarding state and international cross-border transit.

Measures

As a starting point in constructing proportional conflict composition and perceptual
conflict composition, we developed baseline levels of relationship and task conflict
following past research using the “Intragroup Conflict Scale” developed by Jehn (1995).
These survey items asked participants to report the amount and type of relationship and
task conflict they believed existed in their work unit or team. The 12 items focusing on
the presence of conflict were rated on a 5-point Likert scale anchored by 1 =“None” and
5 = “Alot.” Four items measured relationship conflict (“How much friction is there
among members in your work unit?”’ “How much are personality conflicts evident in your
work unit?” “How much tension is there among members of your work unit?’ “How
much emotional conflict is there among members in your work unit?”). Examples of the
five items measuring task conflict included: “How frequently are there conflicts about
ideas in your work unit?’ and, “How often do people in your work unit disagree about
opinions?’ The coefficient ats for relationship and task conflict were .90 and .88,
respectively.

Three items measuring process conflict were taken from Shah and Jehn (1993):
“How often do members of your work unit disagree about who should do what?”’ “How
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frequently do members of your work unit disagree about the way to complete a group
task?” and, “How much conflict about delegation of tasks exists within your work unit?”
The coefficient o for process conflict was .78. Given the intercorrelation of the three
conflict types, we tested the discriminant validity of the constructed variables. Past
research has examined the discriminant validities of the conflict variables using Howell’s
(1987) approach (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999). This test of discriminant validity
computes the upper limit for the confidence interval of the observed correlations and tests
whether this limit is smaller than the maximum possible correlation between the scales as
computed from their reliability coefficients. All of the conflict construct pairs met the
discriminant validity test at p < .002. In addition, we conducted a factor analysis with
oblique rotation and found results similar to Shah and Jehn (1993), Amason (1996) and
others (Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Janssen, Van de Vliert, & Veenstra, 1998) who used
the Intragroup Conflict Scale and found that relationship, task, and process conflict items
load separately (see Simons & Peterson, 2000, for a review of these studies and the
intercorrelations between the types of conflict).

Proportional Conflict Composition. We constructed the measurement of
proportional conflict as the ratio of the level of conflict type (task, relationship, or
process) to the general level of conflict within the group. If group members reported a
high level of task conflict (level =35), little to no relationship conflict (level = 1), and
low levels of process conflict (Ievel = 2), the proportional conflict score would be: task
conflict/ (task + relationship + process); or proportional task conflict =5/(5+1+2) =
.633. Proportional relationship conflict in this group equals 1 /(5 + 1 +2) or.133 and
proportional process conflict in this group equals 2/ (5 + 1 + 2) or .25. A second group
has the same level of task conflict (5), but also has high levels of relationship (5) and
process conflict (5). In this second group, proportional task conflict (as well as
proportional relationship and process conflict) is .33 compared to .633 in the first group,
despite the same traditional level of task conflict.

Perceptual Conflict Composition. We measured perceptual conflict composition
using the relational demography scoring method for continuous variables. These scores
represent the difference between a subject and all other subjects in his or her group on
perceptions of the types of conflict. Following Tsui and OReilly (1989), perceptual
conflict composition was measured using the following equation: [1/n X (x;— xj)z]"’,
where: x; = the focal individual's score on the dimension (e.g., task conflict); x; = each
other member’s score on that dimension; and n = the number of subjects in the group. We
calculated distinct scores for perceptual task, relationship, and process conflict. Each
score reflected the difference on a specific type of conflict between an individual and all
other individuals in the same group. All of the perceptual conflict composition scores
were created such that the larger the score, the larger the difference between that
individual and other members of the group. The perceptual conflict composition task
conflict scores in this sample ranged from O to 1.50. The perceptual conflict composition
relationship scores and process scores ranged from O to 1.75 and 0 to 1.61, respectively.

We took various steps to ensure the reliability and utility of our perceptual conflict
composition measures by addressing the typical concerns raised about using difference
scores. In particular, we reduced potential unreliability and spurious associations by
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examining differences between component scores derived from two different sources,
focal individuals and remaining group members, rather than scores derived from the same
subject (Johns, 1981; Cheung, 1999). We also found that the correlations among the
component scores were slightly positive but not significant (average r = .10) suggesting
that ours is a conservative test since positive correlations among components lead to
underestimates of the reliability of a difference score. Finally, we calculated reliability
scores for each component independently (self and group), and found them to be high
(average as = .72 and .79, respectively; Johns, 1981). Further, following others (e.g.,
Wagner, Pfeffer, & O’Reilly, 1984; Burt, 1982; Blau & Alba, 1982), our purpose was
not to claim the superiority of this method to identifying variance explained by each
component, rather we were interested in examining the distribution of perceptions of
conflict to augment existing findings that examine each type of conflict independently. In
this sense, our analytical approach was dictated by our theoretical perspective, which
required that we use a combination of the two components (self and group perception)
rather than two single component measures.

Group Effectiveness

In the production units of the moving firm, performance was measured by
departmental records provided and standardized by the firm’s quality development
analysts. Performance among management teams was measured with supervisors’ (most
often a vice president) ratings of performance, consisting of a 7-point Likert scale from 1

= “Not at all effective” to 7 = “Very effective.”

Commitment, cohesiveness, and satisfaction were measured using 7-point, Likert-
type scales ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree.” Commitment
was measured with two items: “T am committed to this work group,” and “I plan to
continue working in this group.” The average overall Cronbach o was .78. Cohesiveness
was measured with four items such as “I generally like the other members of my work
unit,” and “There is group spirit in our work unit.” The average Cronbach ¢ across
samples was .80. Satisfaction with group membership was measured with a 5-point scale
and the Kunin (1955) faces scale which asked group members to circle the face which
indicates how happy the member was working in their group. The Cronbach ¢ was, on
average, .91 in the two samples.

Results

Table 1 shows the correlations among the proportional conflict composition
variables and the perceptual conflict composition variables in each sample. There were
consistent, negative relationships among proportional relationship conflict, proportional
process conflict, and proportional task conflict across samples. There were no consistent
patterns among the correlations of perceptual conflict and proportional conflict. There
were consistent, positive relationships among perceptual relationship conflict, perceptual
process conflict, and perceptual task conflict across samples.
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Proportional Conflict Composition and Group Effectiveness

Table 2 provides the correlations for proportional conflict and team outcomes. We
found support for Hypothesis 1, that the existence within a group of proportional conflict
composition dominated by task conflict led to increased cohesiveness, group
performance, and satisfaction among production units. In management teams, we found
similar results supporting Hypothesis 1; the existence within a group of high proportional
task conflict increased commitment, cohesiveness, individual performance, group
performance, and satisfaction.

Table 2
Correlations Between Proportional Conflict Composition
and Group Effectiveness
Proportional
Relationship Task Process
Conflict Conflict Conflict
A. Production Units (n = 326)
Commitment —.14%* -.09* — 18k
Cohesiveness —14%* A7** =20k %%
Individual performance -07 .01 -.02
Group performance -.09* J2* —.13%*
Satisfaction —]2%* Q5% — 1G***
B. Management Teams (n = 230)
Commitment —3]1%%* 30%k* -.04
Cohesiveness —-.16%* 4% .00
Individual performance -.07 14> -17*
Group performance -13 2% -14
Satisfaction —20%* 20% .06

*p < .05. **p < O1. ***p < .001. (two—tailed)

In addition, Hypotheses 2 and 3b were also supported in both samples (with the
exception of proportional process conflict in management teams): high proportions of
relationship conflict and process conflict were negatively related to team member
commitment, cohesiveness, group performance, and member satisfaction. Hypothesis 32,
that proportional process conflict would be positively related to group effectiveness, was
not supported.

Table 3 provides the correlations between perceptual conflict and team outcomes to
examine Hypothesis 4. We found that individuals in production units who had a different
view of the level of relationship and process conflict were less likely to be committed and
satisfied. They were also less likely to feel that their team was cohesive, less likely to feel
that they performed well individually, and were less likely to be in groups that performed
well. Thus Hypothesis 4, that groups with high perceptual conflict compositions are less
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effective, is partially supported. In addition, perceptual task conflict was significantly,
positively correlated with performance in management teams.

Table 3
Correlations Between Perceptual Conflict Composition
and Group Effectiveness
Perceptual Perceptual Perceptual
Relationship Task Process
Conflict Conflict Conflict
A. Production Units (n = 326)
Commitment —.18** .06 —.20%%*
Cohesiveness -.12% -.02 —. 1 8%*k
Individual performance ~.10* -.03 -.09
Group performance -.10* -.02 —.15%*
Satisfaction —.13%x -.03 —. 19k
B. Management Teams (n = 230)
Commitment -.02 .01 -01
Cohesiveness -.10 .04 -.12%
Individual performance -.10 .03 -.03
Group performance -.05 .18* -.06
Satisfaction -.07 .05 -.08

*p < .05.%*p < 01. **+*p < .001. (two-tailed)

Discussion

Past conflict research and theory has focused on types of conflict and styles of
conflict resolution, neglecting a more complete conceptualization of the interplay and
influence of various types and amounts of conflict on group effectiveness. In this
research, we present two new conflict constructs based on the proportion of conflict types
present compared to the overall amount and other types of conflict (proportional conflict
composition) and the extent to which workgroup members perceive similar or different
amounts of conflict (perceptual conflict composition). Past research based on traditional
baseline conflict constructs are misleading because it has assumed that conflict types are
independent from one another. Our conceptualization and empirical results suggest that
conflict types are interrelated, leading researchers who examine one type of conflict
independent of other types to predict group outcomes to draw incorrect inferences. For
instance, we found that task conflict was more beneficial when low levels of relationship
and process conflict also existed, compared to when all three types of conflict were high.

In management teams, proportional relationship conflict (higher levels of
relationship conflict compared to overall levels of conflict) and proportional process
conflict were negatively related to commitment, cohesiveness, satisfaction, and individual
performance. Proportional task conflict (higher levels of task conflict compared to overall
conflict) was positively related to performance and member attitudes, as predicted. In
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production units, the results were similar, proportional relationship conflict was
negatively related to group performance and member attitudes while proportional task
conflict was positively related to member attitudes and group performance. This is
inconsistent with Jehn's (1995) findings and explanation that all types of conflict are
viewed negatively in routine and nonroutine task settings. We found that members
appreciated task conflict, if not associated with relationship or process conflict. Our
current findings may also be more valid since our assessment of conflict constructs and
group effectiveness preclude the existence of common source bias (as in Jehn, 1995 and
other conflict research; Amason, 1996; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999) and utilize a
more useful conceptualization of a system of conflict types and their interaction. We note
that proportional task conflict increased individual performance in management teams but
not production units. We suggest that this could be due to the different metrics used to
measure individual performance in the different samples.

We also found that team conflict composition characterized by low levels of all
three types of conflict within a production unit or management team increases member
commitment, cohesiveness and satisfaction, but that these profiles are not positively
correlated with performance. This implies that a complete absence of all types of conflict
is not beneficial to group and individual performance. It also provides support for
theories of innovation and change, groupthink, and escalation of commitment suggesting
that disagreement and challenging of assumptions is critical to move thought forward
(Flynn & Chatman, in press; Janis, 1985; Schweiger, Sandberg, & Rechner, 1989).

Perceptual conflict composition conflict, or the variation among team members in
their perceptions of the type and level of conflict, also proved to be important in
predicting team effectiveness in production units. We found that the more members
disagreed about the levels of relationship and process conflict that existed, the lower their
performance and more negative their attitudes. However, this was not true in the
management teams. It may be that different conflict resolution techniques or norms about
disagreement existed among managers such that differences in perceptions about levels of
relationship and process conflict were not as salient or distracting in management teams.
We can speculate that this is due to the higher tenure of the management teams compared
to the production units. This explanation is particularly likely since there was no less
disagreement in general in management teams than production units (see Table 1 means
and standard deviations). This suggests that managing conflict is closely related to the
more general process of managing team norms (e.g., Flynn & Chatman, in press). Future
research should examine differences between types of teams more systematically (e.g.,
varying team task and type) to specifically identify the reasons for this difference.

As aresult of our findings, our recommendations for conflict management vary from
those provided in past research. For instance, our framework views conflict as a system,
or profile, of conflict types. As such, one cannot simply attempt to resolve negative types
of conflict without influencing the overall conflict composition. This may require
addressing the relative levels of conflict rather than the absolute level of only one type of
conflict. Thus, rather than attempting to reduce the amount of process conflict, for
example, managers may, instead, increase task conflict.

In addition, we address the differences individuals experience when involved in a
conflict situation (perceptual conflict composition) and suggest that conflict management
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needs to address relationships between member expectations about conflict and
individual and team effectiveness. Ironically, the implication from this study is that certain
levels and types of conflict might be effective in a team as long as members agree about
how much conflict actually exists, and as long as the conflict is somewhat balanced, or
equivalently spread among all members of the team. It also suggests that this approach to
conflict research should include a consideration of the demographic composition of the
work team to identify the causes of higher levels of perceptual conflict composition
conflict. It may be the case that people who are more demographically different from
other members are more likely to perceive more conflict in teams (Chatman etal., 1998).
People who are more demographically different from their teammates may also, in fact,
be more involved in such conflict because of the historical differences in how people
from different demographic categories are treated and the resulting differences in
perceptions, ideas, and expectations (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999; Pfeffer, 1983).
Future research should continue to examine these two conflict composition
constructs using additional analytic approaches. Observational techniques might be
useful for gaining greater insight into cases in which conflict is unbalanced, that is, when
itis experienced only by a few members of the group. Experimental techniques might be
useful for varying the specific proportions of certain types of conflict compared to others.
Such research will contribute greater insight into the role of conflict in work teams.
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