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THE EFFECTS OF CONFLICT ON TEAM DECISION MAKING

LONG CHENG, ZHONG-MING WANG, AND WEI ZHANG
Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, People’s Republic of China

The aim in this study was to examine the relationship between task and relationship conflict
and their effect on team decision-making. A sample of 120 participants, divided into 40 teams,
was recruited. We found that the relationship of task and relationship conflict was moderated
by the decision-making process and teams performed better when making good use of task
conflict, while relationship conflict was reduced.

Keywords: team decision making, task conflict, relationship conflict, consensus discussion,
leader decision.

Top management teams make strategic decisions that are critical for
organizational performance. The intragroup interaction of management team
members is directly related to decision quality and financial performance
(Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; Peterson, Owens, Tetlock, Fan, & Martorana,
1998). Conflict is an inevitable relationship in groups (Amason, 1996).
Jehn (1995) distinguished two types of intragroup conflict: task conflict and
relationship conflict. There is empirical evidence that in nonroutine tasks like
decision making, task conflict is functional and relationship conflict will lead
to poorer implementation of the decision (Jehn, 1995). Relationship conflicts
arise from task conflicts in team discussions (Jehn, 1995). Task conflicts will be
positively associated with team performance when relationship conflict levels
are controlled (Higashide & Birley, 2002). However, meta-analysis shows that it
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is still unclear how the two kinds of conflicts correlate, and how they influence
decision performance (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Simons & Peterson, 2000).

In this study we looked at the role of conflicts in the process of strategic
decision making in teams. We were especially interested in different decision-
making patterns during the process. It has been suggested that the success of a
decision depends on the process used to reach it (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). It has
been shown in some studies that the regular conventional interacting consensus
approach was less effective than other approaches (Van De Ven & Delbecq,
1974). The mechanism of conflicts in different decision-making processes and
their effect on decision quality has not been examined in previous research.

Currently, a two-stage decision-making process is widely used in management
teams in China. In the first stage, which we have called the consensus discussion
stage, the team leader allows team members to share and discuss their opinions
without commenting on them (as in the consensus approach). In the second stage
which we have called the leader decision stage, the leader joins in the discussion
and makes the final decision (as in the hierarchical distributed expertise approach).
Because conflicts changed in this process we proposed that relationship conflict
would be induced by, and positively correlated to, task conflict in the consensus
discussion stage. In the leader decision stage relationship conflict would be
reduced, while task conflict would facilitate decision performance.

LITERATURE REVIEW

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TASK AND RELATIONSHIP CONFLICTS

Jehn (1995) divided conflict into task conflict and relationship conflict. It is
widely agreed that task conflict can make members consider the task thoroughly
and think over the task-related information more carefully, a process that facilitates
decision making. But relationship conflict, which has arisen from task conflict,
has been found to decrease team members’ satisfaction and commitment and lead
to poorer implementation of the decision (Jehn, 1994, 1995; Jehn, Chatwick,
& Thatcher, 1997; Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Simons and Peterson (2000) found
an average correlation of 0.47 between task and relationship conflicts (range
-0.17 to 0.88). De Dreu and Weingart (2003) gained results ranging from 0.18 to
0.84 (average = 0.54). We reviewed five empirical studies in Chinese journals,
and gained an average correlation of 0.43 (ranged 0.13 to 0.59). Although the
average correlation was around 0.5, there was considerable variation across
studies.

EFrFECTS OF CONFLICT ON DECISION PERFORMANCE
Amason (1996) found implementation was critical and that members’
satisfaction and commitment affected decision implementation and performance.
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On the basis of these findings, we used members’ satisfaction, commitment, and
implementation as the criteria of decision quality. Some researchers have found
that relationship conflict will decrease satisfaction (Simons & Peterson, 2000).
Task conflicts, on the contrary, are thought to benefit performance by leading
to deep thinking and thorough consideration of information (Jehn et al., 1997).
Although empirical evidence supports a strong positive correlation between task
conflict and team performance (Nijdam, 1998), some researchers have found
a negative correlation (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999; Lovelace, Shapiro, &
Weingart, 2001), or no correlation (Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999). There is
no strong evidence that task conflict must be functional and relationship conflict
must be dysfunctional (Amason & Schweiger, 1997).

INTRAGROUP GOAL CONFLICT

One possible explanation for the inconsistency of previous results, is that
there are different goals set (Locke, Smith, Erez, Chah, & Schaffer, 1994) and
competing interests (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992) among team members. Goal
incompatibility could be a component of task conflict (Higashide & Birley, 2002)
and this, in turn, would increase potential conflicts (Schmidt & Kochan, 1972).
Goal conflict has been found to be negatively related to performance (Locke et
al., 1994). Previous experimental studies on conflict were based on a fundamental
assumption that there was only one team goal and, therefore, goal conflict was
ignored (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki). We included goal conflict in the experimental
design in order to explore how it affected conflicts and decision performance.

Two-STAGE DECISION PROCESS

Authors of both experimental and field studies have suggested that decision
technique could influence group decision making (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992) and
that decision-making processes are related to decision quality and organizational
success (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). The common conventional interacting
consensus approach has been found to be less effective than other approaches
(Van De Ven & Delbecq, 1974) and it has also been found that teams in which
expertise was hierarchically distributed performed differently (Hollenbeck et al.,
1995).

In the study by Hollenbeck and colleagues (1995) most management
teams worked on a system of hierarchical distribution of expertise. In China,
organizations have developed a more specific technique of management practice,
which has become very popular. Members are first allowed to share and discuss
their opinions without the team leader making comments, and then the leader joins
in the discussion and makes the final decision. This two-stage process can be seen
as a combination of consensus and hierarchical distribution of expertise. We have
named the two stages of the process consensus discussion and leader decision.
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This process was developed to prevent the negative influence of power
distance and facilitate the decision performance in the Chinese culture where
team members in a hierarchical team would be reluctant to contribute their
opinions for fear of conflict with the team leader and other members of the group.
A major purpose of this team decision process was to encourage team members’
debate on the decision alternatives, which, according to the conflict theory, can
improve the decision quality.

Self-report questionnaires could merely reflect respondents’ perceptions of
conflicts in previous tasks but might not focus on specific tasks and also might
ignore the effect of task types (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). In this study our aim
was to explore conflict relationships and their effects on decision performance,
based on the decision process for one specific task. We hypothesized that
decision-making processes would moderate the relationship between task and
relationship conflicts and their effect on decision performance. Specifically, we
hypothesized that the consensus discussion stage might induce both task and
relationship conflicts of significant gravity while a hierarchical discussion would
reduce relationship conflict; decision processes would moderate both the positive
relationship between task conflict and decision performance and the negative
relationship between relationship conflict and decision performance.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

We recruited 120 graduate, doctoral, and Master of Business Administration
degree course students (66 female) with majors in psychology and management
from two universities in China. The ages of participants ranged from 22 to 32
years (M =24.5, SD = 1.42) and over 70% had work experience.

DESIGN AND TASK

We used two types of discussion process: consensus discussion vs. total process
x 2 (goal conflict: with or without) between-subjects design and randomly
divided participants into 40 teams with 3 members in each. For the consensus
discussion, members had equal status and took part in an unstructured discussion
to reach a consensus decision. For the total process, at the first stage the team was
allowed to have a consensus discussion with no input from the leader, and in the
second stage the team leader joined in the discussion and made the final decision.
Dependent variables, including task and relationship conflict, and decision
performance were assessed from the answers to the post discussion.

The task scenario was developed based on interviews with enterprises.
Participants were assigned to act as a top manager of a clothing original
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equipment manufacture (OEM). The company was facing a financial crisis and
had two alternative ways to transform itself. One was to move to a remote area
for lower costs and continue doing the OEM, the other was to upgrade to using
their own brand and develop domestic markets. We provided each member with
three advantageous and three disadvantageous pieces of information for each
alternative. For goal conflict, we provided information about influences on
members’ family and the career of the individual. For one member transferring
meant promotion and increased income and upgrading meant poor competency to
fit the new job. For another member transferring led to poor education for his/her
children and meant he/she would have to live away from family, and upgrading
meant good use of client resources.

PROCEDURE AND MEASURES

Participants in each group first read the material for 10 minutes. Before
discussion, in goal conflict groups two members were randomly assigned the
goal conflict materials and had to complete a questionnaire about their attitudes
to the alternatives with responses rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 =
totally support the transfer plan to 7 = totally support the upgrading plan. For
the consensus discussion groups, members discussed and reached a decision in
15 minutes. In the total process groups, two members first held a discussion for
10 minutes then the leader joined in the discussion for five minutes and made
the final decision. After the decision was made, participants had to complete a
questionnaire on conflicts and performance.

A conflict scale was developed, based on Jehn’s (1995) intragroup conflict
scale. Jehn’s scale was designed to measure integrated impression of past team
experiences rather than specific perception of a recently completed discussion,
so several terms were not suitable for use in our study. Therefore, we used only
six items and modified the scale to focus on the task just completed by our
participants. For the decision performance we used satisfaction, commitment,
and implementation items from a model developed by Zhou (2005). Responses
to both these questionnaires were rated on a 7-point scale.

RESULTS

MANIPULATION CHECKS AND FACTOR ANALYSIS

In groups where there was a situation of goal conflict, the mean attitude for
upgrading treatment was 6 (SD = 0.79) and 2.86 (SD = 1.31) for transferring;
the difference was significant (#(38) = 9.2, p < .01). Thus, we believe that our
manipulation of goal conflict was valid. Factor analysis showed KMO of conflict
scale was .772 and three items were aggregated to form task conflict (o = .887)



194 CONFLICT IN DECISION MAKING

and the three formed relationship conflict (oo = .891). Three items formed the
performance scale (o = .941) and KMO was 0.768. Therefore, we could use the
mean of these items as variables for the next analysis.

INTERACTION EFFECT OF DISCUSSION TYPES AND GOAL CONFLICT ON
PERFORMANCE

There was a significant interaction effect (F(1, 116) = 15.68, p < .01) using
a 2x2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) (see Figure 1). When we examined the
simple effect we found that consensus discussion resulted in significantly higher
performance than did the total process when there were no goal conflicts (F(1,
116) = 11.57, p < .01). The result was reversed where there was goal conflict
in the teams (F(1, 116) = 4.84, p < .05). The performance of teams without goal
conflict was significantly higher in the consensus discussion (F(1, 116) = 9.41,
p < .01), but the result was reversed in the total process group (F(1, 116) = 6.41,
p <.05).

5.8

5.6 m\
5.4 \ /

b /\<

5 / \ —‘—W?tl’l goal conflict '
4.8 =l without goal conflict

4.6

4.4

42 t 1
Consensus discussion Total process

Figure 1. Interaction effect of discussion types and goal conflict on team performance.

EFrreCT OF DISCUSSION TYPES AND GOAL CONFLICTS ON RELATIONSHIP
CONFLICTS

The main effect of goal conflict on task conflict was significant (F(1, 118) =
73.17, p < .01) and task conflict in the goal conflict group was much greater.
But neither the main effect of discussion type (F(1, 118) = 1.35, p > .05) nor the
interaction (F(1, 116) = 3.50, p > .05) was significant.

For relationship conflict, the interaction was significant (F(1, 116) = 14.57,
p < .01) and relationship conflict in consensus discussion was significantly
higher both in groups with (F(1, 116) = 62.12, p < .01), and without (F(1, 116)
=6.17, p < .05), goal conflict. While the relationship conflict of the goal conflict
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groups in consensus discussion was significantly higher (F(1, 116) = 20.10, p <
.01), no significant difference was found in the total process group (F(1, 116) =
0.84, p > .1) (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Interaction effect of discussion types and goal conflict on relationship conflicts.

EFFECT OF CONFLICTS ON DECISION PERFORMANCE

Based on the literature review and discussion above, we considered that teams
with goal conflicts could better represent the true behavior. Therefore, for the
analysis of the influence of conflict on true performance of the team we used only
data from goal conflict groups. Results show that there was a significant positive
correlation between task and relationship conflict in the consensus discussion type
(r = .63, p < .01) but neither discussion process showed significant correlations
with decision performance. A significant positive correlation was found between
task conflict and decision performance in the total process group (r = .62, p <.01)
and no other significant results were recorded.

DISCUSSION

The main purpose in this study was to explore how conflict influences team
decision performance. Previous researchers had found that the correlation
between task and relationship conflicts ranged from negative to significantly
positive (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Simons & Peterson, 2000) and many
researchers believe that there must be some moderating variables between
them (Carnevale & Probst, 1998; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Simons & Peterson,
2000). We hypothesized different decision-making processes as an alternative
explanation. Our findings demonstrated that the task conflicts produced in the
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consensus discussion remained in place until the end of the total process, which
means that the leader decision stage did not remove task conflicts. However, the
relationship conflicts decreased significantly during the leader decision stage.
Therefore, we can infer that the leader decision stage can increase the decision
performance by reducing the dysfunctional relationship conflict.

For the consensus discussion, task and relationship conflicts operated similarly
to the process observed in previous studies. There was a significant positive
correlation but neither task nor relationship conflict showed a significant
correlation with performance. This may be because the positive effect of task
conflict on performance was neutralized by the negative effect of relationship
conflict. For the teams using the total discussion process, task and relationship
conflict showed no significant correlations. Relationship conflict reduced
significantly in the leader decision stage while task conflict remained the same
as in the previous stage of group discussion. The consistency of task conflicts can
be explained by the fact that the consensus discussion had raised all the possible
task conflicts. Relationship conflict, which was correlated with task conflict,
reached a significant level in consensus discussion and this could account for
the low performance at this stage. When the leader joined in the discussion a
harmonious atmosphere pervaded the team (Briley, Morris, & Simonson, 2000;
Briley & Wyer, 2001; Fong & Wyer, 2003; Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and
members felt fewer relationship conflicts and greater satisfaction with the team
leader’s decision.

Based on our findings, we believe that the two-stage team decision making
process works more efficiently and produces better team performance than does
the consensus discussion process in the Chinese cultural setting. We cannot
expand this finding to other cultures because the specific process has developed
during years of management practices in China and fits the culture very well. It
can satisfy both the team members and team leaders and can also result in high
quality decisions and productive implementation. This kind of decision-making
process makes effective use of intragroup functional task conflicts and allows
control to be effectively exerted over dysfunctional relationship conflicts.
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