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RELEVANCE OF THE TOPIC: WORKPLACE CONFLICTS

§ Workplace conflicts – most frequent stressors in 
the workplace (Keenan & Newton, 1985; Narayanan, Menon, & Spector, 1999; De Wit, Greer, & 
Jehn, 2012 ) 

– conflicts impair employee well-being and health and eventually 
performance (e.g., Dijkstra, van Dierendonck, & Evers, 2005) 

§ Conclusion: conflicts = “bad” – but always true?
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§ Task conflicts: 
– incompatibilities in opinions 

about task-related issues
– disagreements about the task 

itself (goal component) or about 
the best way to accomplish the 
task (process component)

§ Relationship conflicts: 
– personal animosity and dislike

among team members 
– interpersonal hostility

TYPES OF CONFLICTS (E.G., JEHN & BENDERSKY, 2003; JEHN, 1995) 
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The question is: Do both conflicts have the same
impact on well-being and performance?
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Constructive conflicts

Destructive conflicts

Positive Effect
Negative Effect

Task Conflict 
?

Relationship 
Conflict Job Outcomes

Job Outcomes

(de Wit et al., 2012)

(c.f., Lovelace, Shapiro, & Weingart, 
2001; Porter & Lilly, 1996) 

(e.g., Amason, 1996; Jehn & Mannix, 
2001; Jehn & Chatman, 2000) 

?

!

Relevance – Conflict Episode Model [Simple, Elaborated, Advanced] – Empirical Evidence – Implications 2



2

TYPES OF CONFLICTS (E.G., JEHN & BENDERSKY, 2003; JEHN, 1995) 

RELEVANCE OF THE TOPIC: WORKPLACE CONFLICTS

Constructive conflicts

Positive Effect
Negative Effect

Task Conflict 
?

Relationship 
Conflict 

!
Job Outcomes

Job Outcomes

(de Wit et al., 2012)

(c.f., Lovelace, Shapiro, & Weingart, 
2001; Porter & Lilly, 1996) 

(e.g., Amason, 1996; Jehn & Mannix, 
2001; Jehn & Chatman, 2000) 

?

Relevance – Conflict Episode Model [Simple, Elaborated, Advanced] – Empirical Evidence – Implications 2



EXCURSUS: NO CONFLICT

(de Wit, Jehn, & Scheepers, 2013)

Input

Output

Decision

NOT SHARED

...and performance
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Excursus: Mixed Conflict – Information Exchange

(de Wit, Jehn, & Scheepers, 2013)
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...and performance
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EXCURSUS: TASK CONFLICT WITH RELATIONSHIP CONFLICT

2.2



Excursus: Task Conflict – Information Exchange

(de Wit, Jehn, & Scheepers, 2013)

Input

Output

Decision

...and performance
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(c.f., Lovelace, Shapiro, & Weingart, 
2001; Porter & Lilly, 1996) 

Mixed Conflict Relationship 
Conflict 

Constructive and destructive conflicts
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TYPES OF CONFLICTS (E.G., JEHN & BENDERSKY, 2003; JEHN, 1995) 
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Constructive conflicts

Positive Effect
Negative Effect

Task Conflict 
?

!
Job Outcomes

Job Outcomes

(de Wit et al., 2012)

(e.g., Amason, 1996; Jehn & Mannix, 
2001; Jehn & Chatman, 2000) 

?

„pure“ task conflict =

task conflict with
relationship conflict =

proximal

distal
Mediators?
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THE CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL
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THE CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES

Study 1 – Event sampling during five working days
(N = 168, Mage = 35.1 years, 
SDage = 9.76 years)
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Study 2 – Experimental induction of task and mixed conflicts
(N = 142, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)
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Introduction

Even though interpersonal conflicts at work are undesirable,
they are common aspects of work life (Pearson, Andersson, &
Porath, 2000; Keenan & Newton, 1985; Narayanan, Menon,
& Spector, 1999). According to an international survey of
over 5000 employees in Europe and the USA performed by
Consulting Psychologists Press Inc. (2008), 56% of German
employees reported dealing with conflicts at the workplace
“frequently” or “always.” Conflicts have detrimental effects

on employee health and well-being (e.g., Dijkstra, van
Dierendonck, & Evers, 2005). These effects, in turn, may lead
to absenteeism and reduced efficiency at work (see Riaz &
Junaid, 2011), both of which may then impair organizational
outcomes such as innovativeness or financial performance.

However, not all interpersonal conflicts are the same. Even
though the everyday notion of conflict implies negative affect
and major disputes, the term “conflict” actually covers a wide
spectrum of incompatibilities between individuals. Conflicts
range from mundane differences in opinion to extreme forms
of verbal aggression and unrestrained acts of hostility. Whereas
the latter should be avoided, the former may stimulate in-depth
discussions and thorough decision-making and therefore should
not necessarily be prevented and in some circumstances even be
promoted. In order to narrow down the broad construct of con-
flicts, two main types of conflicts have been identified, namely,
task conflicts (TCs) and relationship conflicts (RCs). TCs are
defined as disagreements about a task or the best way to accom-
plish a task (e.g., Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). RCs are
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Study 1 – Event sampling during five working days
(N = 168, Mage = 35.1 years, 
SDage = 9.76 years)

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES

Relevance – Conflict Episode Model [Simple, Elaborated, Advanced] – Empirical Evidence – Implications 6



71 x
participants pre-programmed videos

incompatible 
opinion

friendly, 
smiling

unfriendly, 
frowning

incompatible 
opinion

participants
71 x

electrodes attached
to participants

Creation of task or mixed conflict

conflict type, conflict evaluation, 
affect, performance

Ex
ch

an
ge

 o
f 1

3 
m

es
sa

ge
s

Exchange of 13 

m
essages

simulated interaction partner

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES

Study 2 – Experimental induction of task and mixed conflicts
(N = 142, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)
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§ Participants experienced significantly more relationship 
conflict during mixed conflicts than during task conflicts
– Mdiff = 63%, t(70) = 11.0, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.85
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Study 2 – Experimental induction of task and mixed conflicts
(N = 142, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES
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(N = 142, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)
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THE CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: DISTAL JOB OUTCOMES

Study 1 – Event sampling during five working days
(N = 168, Mage = 35.1 years, 
SDage = 9.76 years)

Study 2 – Experimental induction of task and mixed conflicts
(N = 142, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)
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Study 3 – Experimental induction of task and mixed conflicts
(N = 131, Mage = 40.2 years, 
SDage = 11.9 years)

Relevance – Conflict Episode Model [Simple, Elaborated, Advanced] – Empirical Evidence – Implications



§ Simulated interaction partners showed significantly more
non-affiliative emotions during mixed conflicts than 
during task conflicts
– Mdiff = 2.24, t(117) = 61.7, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 10.8.
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THE “ELABORATED” CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL
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THE CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL: 2ND EXTENSION
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§ Reappraisal = reevaluating a situation’s meaning to alter the 
emotional experience (Gross & John, 2003)

§ Instructed reappraisal – effective strategy! (see meta-analysis by Webb, 
Miles, & Sheeran, 2012) 

– BUT: passive picture viewing ≠ social stress task 

• demanding (!!!), especially for those unfamiliar with the use of reappraisal

?
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: PROXIMAL JOB OUTCOMES

Study 4 – Emotion regulation instructions (conditions: reappraisal, other; 

see Butler et al., 2003) prior to the experimental induction of mixed conflicts
(N = 145, Mage = 32.2 years, 
SDage = 12.2 years)
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Measures:
– at least 24 hrs prior to the laboratory session: German version of the 

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2003) by Abler & Kessler (2009)

– assessment of different indices for negative affect (NA) (subjective, 
physiological, behavioral)

• self-reported NA reactivity

• cortisol reactivity

• heart period change

• snack food consumption



Study 4 – Emotion regulation instructions (conditions: reappraisal, other; 

see Butler et al., 2003) prior to the experimental induction of mixed conflicts
(N = 145, Mage = 32.2 years, 
SDage = 12.2 years)
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THE CONFLICT EPISODE MODEL: 2ND EXTENSION
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IMPLICATIONS

§ Negative affect (NA) did not predict performance declines
– NA = heterogeneous construct that entails avoidance-motivated emotions (anxiety) 

as well as approach-motivated emotions (anger) -> focus shift from the global NA 
score to a more differentiated view on discrete emotions?

§ The idiosyncratic reality (evaluation of the conflict) may play a 
more important role than the objective reality (type of conflict) for the 
prediction of the conflict consequences

§ Differentiation between task and mixed conflicts is essential
– how reasonable is it to ask for the experience and consequences of conflicts with 

retrospective self-reports?
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The negative effects of task conflicts depend on the extent to which 
they escalate into mixed conflicts. 
Hence, relationship conflicts during task conflicts should be 
prevented or at least mitigated to ensure a constructive and fruitful 
task-related discussion with positive affective, cognitive, and social 
consequences.

Bottom Line

Thank you!
Questions???

IMPLICATIONS – QUESTIONS TO ADDRESS IN THE FUTURE
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