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IS CHINESE CONFLICT-HANDLING BEHAVIOR INFLUENCED
BY CHINESE VALUES?
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The Collectivism-Individualism literature argues that there is a difference in the way that
Americans and Chinese handle conflict based on differences in culture. It has also been
speculated that these differences have been influenced by Chinese values. However,
these positions have not been conclusively supported by empirical findings. The purpose
of this study was to investigate whether styles of conflict handling behavior were
partially affected by the presence of the influence of Chinese values. The results of the
finding indicated that there was a strong relationship between Chinese values and the
choice of conflict-handling styles.
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With the understanding that human social and communicative behaviors are
governed by cultural values and social norms (Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, & Chua,
1988), the respective social rules and regulations of a society are considered to act as a
system of expected behavior patterns. This pattern of behavior organizes interactions
between individuals (Porter & Samovar, 1991; Ting-Toomey, 1985). Because social
rules and regulations are both culturally and contextually bound, the national culture
makes up these rules (Hall, 1991). However, the social setting and situation may
determine the type of rules that are appropriate.

Hall (1976) introduced a dimension of cultural context that ranged from high to
low. High or low cultural context was said to be characterized by high and low cultural
demands and constraints, respectively (Ting-Toomey, 1985). In high-context culture
(Asian cultures in particular), people tend to be more aware of their surroundings and
environment and do not rely on verbal behaviors as their main information source. In
low-context culture (usually found in countries in North America and Western
Europe), verbal behaviors are extremely important. The information to be shared is
coded in the verbal message, for it is not readily available from the environment
(Porter & Samovar, 1991).
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North American and European people rely primarily on the verbal message for
information and communication. Genuine and sincere confrontation is encouraged
whenever a conflict arises between two parties. On the other hand, Eastern people,
with high-context cultures, have an expectation that others should be able to
understand unarticulated messages. Because of this, they tend to use non-verbal
behavior and reciprocal sensitivity (Bond & Wang, 1983) to resolve conflict.
Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that Chinese people would be likely to employ a
relatively indirect-inactive way of dealing with conflict, such as avoiding or ignoring
the conflict situation (Leung, 1988; Tang & Kirkbride, 1986); whereas North
Americans tend to adopt a direct, active stance toward conflict, such as confronting the
conflict issue or changing some aspects of the conflict situation (Ting-Toomey, 1985).
These differences have been supported by research findings, but not conclusively.
Furthermore, it has been speculated that the differences found in the conflict-handling
behavior of the Chinese people is partially caused by the presence of the influence of
Chinese values, philosophies and traditions (Kirkbride, Tang & Westwood, 1991;
Westwood, Tang & Kirkbride, 1992). However, no empirical studies have been
published, thus far, that support this position.

RESEARCH

Very little research has focused on Chinese behavior and conflict. The importance
attached to conflict avoidance by the Chinese culture manifests itself clearly when
American research paradigms are imported. For example, in their study, Li, Cheung,
and Kau (1979) unexpectedly discovered that schoolchildren in Hong Kong and
Taiwan continued to cooperate even when the reward structure was changed to be
competitive. Likewise, Bond (1979) found that his Chinese subjects preferred to stay
being friends and, therefore, avoided competing. Also, Hwang (1978) confirmed that
the popular means of coping with conflict for his Chinese subjects was the passive
coping strategy that was mainly characterized by perseverance.

On another occasion, it was found that Chinese executives tended to be more
avoiding and compromising in their style; whereas British managers exhibited a rather
competitive style (Tang & Kirkbride, 1986). Leung (1988) obtained similar results;
whenever conflict situations arose, his Chinese respondents opted for non-
confrontational approaches to conflict resolution to a greater extent than did their
Western counterparts. In addition, Leung and Lind (1986) and Ting-Toomey,
Trubisky, and Nishida (1989) found that members of individualistic societies tended to
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use direct and solution-oriented approaches and adversarial procedures in conflict
management processes more than their collectivist counterparts. On the other hand,
Wolfson and Norden (1984) found that Chinese subjects tended to use passive
strategies more than North American subjects in handling conflict while Trubisky,
Ting-Toomey and Lin (1991) confirmed in their study that Chinese Taiwan subjects
employed obliging and avoiding styles more than their United States counterparts.
Finally, Cox, Lobel, and McLeod (1991) examined the relationship between cultural
norms and group behaviors and discovered that their Asian, Black, and His panic
subjects acted more cooperatively than did their Anglo counterparts.

All in all, these studies confirmed the idea that cultural differences influenced the
conflict-handling behavior of subjects; but they failed to establish an empirical
relationship between the conflict styles that Chinese people use and the influence of
Chinese values. The purpose of this study was to investigate whether styles of conflict-
handling behavior were partially affected by the presence of the influence of Chinese
values.

METHOD

Participants were male graduate business students in Hong Kong and the United
States. Since the stability of a correlational matrix requires approximately 15 subjects
per variable, over 100 subjects were needed for each of the sample groups in order to
have a successful and meaningful statistical analysis.

Two hundred and fifty copies of the questionnaire were given to respective
professors who in turn gave them to the participating students. One hundred and forty-
two (142) responses were received from the Hong Kong Chinese subjects and one
hundred and twenty-four (124) responses were received from the White American
subjects. The response rate for the Hong Kong subjects was 56.8%, whereas the
response rate for the White American subjects was 49.6%.

INSTRUMENTATION

The first set of dependent variables, value dimensions, were measured by the
Chinese Value Survey (Chinese Culture Connection, 1987). This 40-item Chinese
guestionnaire was translated into English. Respondents were asked to indicate on a 9-
point scale how important each concept was to them personally, where a score of 9
meant “of supreme importance” and a score of 1 meant “of no importance at all.” The
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instrument generated four different factors: Integration, Moral discipline, Human-
heartedness, and Confucion work dynamism.

The second set of dependent variables, conflict-handling behaviors, was measured
using the Thomas-Kilmann’s Management-of-Differences Exercise (Thomas &
Kilmann, 1974). The Thomas-Kilmann’s Management of Differences Exercise
(MODE) is a forced-choice instrument composed of 30 statement pairs that produce
five types of conflict modes: Compromising, Competitiveness, Avoidance,
Collaborativeness, and Accommodation. Each mode is scored from 012 with 12
indicating strong usage of the mode and 0 indicating little usage.

DATA ANALYSIS

Null Hypothesis 1 stated that there was no linear combination of Integration,
Human-heartedness, Confucian work dynamism, and Moral discipline, as measured by
the Chinese Value Survey, that significantly discriminated between Hong Kong
Chinese male graduate business students and U.S. White American male graduate
business students. Null Hypothesis 2 stated that there was no linear combination of
Competitiveness, Collaborativeness, Avoidance, and Accommodation, as measured by
the Management-of-Differences Exercise, that significantly discriminated between the
two sample groups. Null Hypothesis 3 stated that there was no significant canonical
correlation between Integration, Human-heartedness, Confucian work dynamism, and
Moral discipline as measured by the Chinese Value Survey and Avoidance,
Accommodation, Competitiveness, and Collaborativeness as measured by the
Management-of-Differences Exercise. Null Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested by
discriminant analysis. It was used in this study to identify the relationships found
between the two groups of the independent variable (Hong Kong graduate business
students and American graduate business students) and the two sets of the dependent
variables, which were the four factors of the Chinese Value Survey and the four modes
of conflict style found in the Management-of-Differences Exercise.

Null Hypothesis 3 was tested by canonical correlation analysis. It was used to
provide statistical analysis where the subject was measured by two sets of dependent
variables. Therefore, it was best used in this study to identify the relationships between
the two sets of dependent variables. The first set of dependent variables included
Integration, Moral discipline, Human-heartedness, and Confucian work dynamism.
Accommodation, Competitiveness, Collaborativeness, and Avoidance made up the
second set. All hypotheses were tested with Alpha set at .05.
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RESULTS

The first hypothesis was tested by discriminant analysis. The purpose of
discriminant analysis is to identify a new dimension along which two or more groups
are maximally separated. In this case, since there were only two sample groups, the
discriminant analysis yielded only one function (dimension). This function yielded an
F of 21.353 with 4 and 261 degrees of freedom, and had a p value less than .0005;
therefore, it was significant. Hence, this null hypothesis was rejected because the
group differences were significant. The group means on this function were White
American graduate business students = -.6099 and Hong Kong Chinese graduate
business students = .5326. Table 1 gives the standardized weights of the four variables
of the Chinese Value Survey to identify the discriminant function. The computer
output indicated that Moral discipline and Human-heartedness were statistically
significant. However, only Moral discipline was meaningful because it is common
practice to note any variables whose weight is at least half of the maximum weights.
Therefore, the major contributor to the separation of the groups was Moral discipline.
The interpretation of the function is that, on the syndrome defined as higher scores on
Moral discipline, Hong Kong Chinese graduate business students were placed above
White American graduate business students.

The discriminant program uses the discriminant function to predict the group to
which any individual most probably belongs. Out of the original 124 American
subjects, 83 (66.9%) were correctly placed in the American group by the discriminant
function. Of the 142 Chinese subjects, 114 (80.3%) were identified as belonging to the

TABLE 1
DISCRIMINANT ANALYSIS FOR NULL HYPOTHESIS 1 (CHINESE VALUE SURVEY)

Variable Std. Coef.

A INTE -.0278
HUHT -.0765
WORK +.0166
MODI +.2363 (1)

B National Means
AMER -.69099
CHIN +.5326

F =21.353, p <.0005*, df = 4, 261
*Significant
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Chinese group. Overall, 74.1% of the subjects were correctly placed. This indicates
a moderately high degree of discriminant validity.

The only construct that discriminated significantly and meaningfully between the
two sample groups in the discriminant function analysis was Moral discipline. Moral
discipline is an index of the degree of self-control, self-restraint, and moderation
possessed by a person. It is said to be a “rigid distancing from affairs of the world”. An
individual who scores high on Moral discipline tends to emphasize the importance of
living harmoniously with others through self-regulation, even at the expense of his/her
own interests.

Discriminant function analysis did not identify Human-heartedness as a variable
that separated the two sample groups, although the results were statistically significant.
Human-heartedness is an index of the degree of open-hearted patience, courtesy,
kindness, and sense of righteousness exhibited by an individual.

Integration is an index of the degree of tolerance, harmony, and friendship a society
endorses; it has a “broadly integrative, socially stabilizing emphasis” (Chinese Cultural
Connection, 1987, p. 150). It did not discriminate between the two sample groups
because it was not statistically significant in the discriminant function. Confucian work
dynamism also did not discriminate between the two sample groups because it was not
statistically significant in the discriminant function. This construct is an index of the
degree that hierarchy, perseverance, and thrift are accepted and valued. It reflects work
attitudes and ethics influenced by Confucian values and teachings.

The discriminant function for the second hypothesis yielded an F of 14.042, with 4
and 261 degrees of freedom, and a p value less than .0005; therefore, this null
hypothesis was also rejected. The group means on this function were White American
subjects = .4946 and Hong Kong Chinese subjects = -.4319. Table 2 gives the
standardized weights of the four variables of the Management-of-Differences Exercise
to identify the function. From this table, the major contributors to the separation of the
groups in order of importance were Competitiveness, Accommodation, and
Collaborativeness. The interpretation of the function is that, on a syndrome defined as
lower scores on Competitiveness, Accommaodation, and Collaborativeness, the groups
were placed in the order Hong Kong Chinese subjects and White American subjects.

Out of the original 124 American subjects, 80 (64.5%) were correctly placed in the
American group by the discriminant function. Of the 142 Chinese subjects, 101
(71.1%) were identified as belonging to the Chinese group. Overall, 68% of the
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Subjects were correctly placed. This indicates a moderate degree of discriminant
validity.

TABLE 2
DISCRIMINANT ANALYSIS FOR NULL HYPOTHESIS 2 (MANAGEMENT-OF-DIFFERENCES
EXERCISE)
Variable Std. Coef.
A COMPT +.3629 (1)
CLBT +.3243 (3)
AVOD +.0112
ACCM +.3543 (2)
B National Means
AMER +.4946
CHIN +4319
F =14.042, p <.0005*, df = 4, 261
*Significant

Competitiveness discriminated between the two sample groups. Competitiveness is
an index of the degree of one’s willingness to compete in conflict situations. It is
characterized by assertiveness and uncooperativeness. An individual who pursues
his/lher own concerns at the other person’s expense may score high on
Competitiveness. This is a power-oriented mode in which one uses whatever power
seems appropriate to win.

Accommodation also discriminated between the two sample groups.
Accommodation is an index of the degree of one’s willingness to give in to others’
demands in conflict situations. It is characterized by unassertiveness and
cooperativeness, as opposed to Competitiveness. With Accommodation, an individual
neglects his/her own concerns to satisfy the concerns of the other person. There is an
element of self-sacrifice in this conflict mode.

The third contributor in the linear combination was Collaborativeness.
Collaborativeness is an index of the degree of one’s willingness to collaborate with the
other party in conflict situations. It is characterized by both assertiveness and
cooperativeness and involves an attempt to work with the other person to find some
solution that fully satisfies the concerns of both persons.

The only variable that was not identified by the discriminant function analysis as a
major contributor to the linear combination of variables that separated the two sample
groups was Avoidance. Avoidance is an index of the degree of one’s unwillingness to
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encounter and deal with conflict situations. It is characterized by both unassertiveness
and uncooperativeness. The individual who does not immediately pursue his/her own
concerns or those of the other party in a conflict situation tends to score higher on
Avoidance.

The third hypothesis was tested by canonical correlation analysis. In the analysis,
the canonical correlation between the two sets of dependent variables was .38238.
With 16 degrees of freedom, a chi-square of 50.56 was obtained and the p = .00002.
The hypothesis was, therefore, rejected. There was only one significant function
(p < .05). Table 3 gives the canonical function loadings for the two sets of dependent
variables which were the correlation of canonical variables with the original variables.

It is customary within each set to note those variables whose loadings are at least
50% of the maximum loading in the set. Under this criterion, the variables in the first
set of dependent variables that contributed strongly to the canonical correlation were
Moral discipline, Integration, and Confucian work dynamism; and the variables in the
second set included Competitiveness (negative), Collaborativeness (negative),
Avoidance, and Accommodation. The interpretation of this correlation is that those
who scored higher on Moral discipline, Integration, and Confucian work dynamism
tended to score lower on Competitiveness and Collaborativeness, and higher on
Avoidance and Accommodation.

TABLE 3
CANONICAL CORRELATION ANALYSIS FOR NULL HYPOTHESIS 3
Set Variable Std. Coef.
1CVS INTE +.557 (2)
HUHT +.066
WORK +.471 (3)
MODI +.850 (1)
2 MODE CMPT -.846 (1)
CLBT -.554 (2)
AVOD +.495 (3)
ACCM +.428 (4)
Chi-Square = 50.56, df =16, p <.0005*
*Significant

In this study, for each of the first two hypotheses a discriminant function analysis
was conducted. The third hypothesis was tested by canonical correlation analysis. All
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three hypotheses were rejected. Hypothesis 1 was rejected because Hong Kong
Chinese male graduate business students tended to score higher on Moral discipline
than did the U.S. White American male graduate business students. In this respect, the
Hong Kong Chinese students tended to be affected by Chinese values more than their
White American counterparts. Hypothesis 2 was rejected because White American
graduate business students tended to employ Competitiveness, Collaborativeness, and
Accommodation more than did the Hong Kong Chinese graduate business students.
These results imply that the Hong Kong Chinese sample tended to be less directive,
less assertive, and less confrontational in conflict situations than the White American
subjects. Finally, the third hypothesis was rejected because the results indicated that
those who scored higher on Moral discipline, Integration, and Confucian work
dynamism tended to score lower on Competitiveness and Collaborativeness and higher
on Avoidance and Accommodation.

In conclusion, the Hong Kong Chinese sample tended to emphasize Chinese values
more than their American counterparts. The Hong Kong subjects also tended to be less
competitive and collaborative than did their White American counterparts in conflict-
handling behavior. Furthermore, there seemed to be a strong inverse relationship
between the presence of Chinese values and the degree of competitiveness in the
course of handling conflicts.

It is recommended that similar studies with a much larger sample should be
undertaken. Further studies need to be conducted using populations from Eastern
countries other than Hong Kong and Western countries other than the United States.
Additional studies should also be undertaken to investigate the effect of gender on
conflict-handling styles.
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