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Abstract 

Interpersonal conflict is a research topic increasingly gaining importance in project 

management. The purpose of this exploratory study was to find out how relationship 

conflict affects task conflict in projects. The research investigated the styles individuals 

prefer to handle task conflict with colleagues in bad personal relationship. The influence 

of four personal characteristic variables (Gender, Age, Work experience and Culture 

background) on the choice of conflict handling styles were examined at the same time. 

ROCI-II was used as the data collection instrument. Questionnaires were published 

through web-based online survey system. 182 valid responses were collected in two 

weeks. Data was analyzed with statistic software SPSS. The results revealed that 

integrating, compromising, avoiding, dominating and obliging are the five styles ranked 

from highest to lowest preferred by individuals to handle task conflicts with colleagues 

in bad personal relationships. High value of assertiveness and negative value of 

cooperativeness indicated that in a situation of relationship conflict, individuals are 

more assertive and less cooperative to deal with task conflicts with colleagues. Results 

of the study didn't show significant difference among personal characteristic groups. 

High correlations among conflict handling styles were discovered from this study. 

Implications of the research findings for theoretical and practical organizations or 

individuals are provided. Areas and recommendations for future research are suggested. 

 

Keywords: Interpersonal conflict, Project Team, Conflict Handling Styles, ROCI-II, 

Task conflict, Relationship Conflict, Bad Personal Relationship, Colleagues. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Conflict is known to be inevitable in organizational and social life, and research shows 

that managers spend more than twenty percent of their time dealing with conflict 

(Pondy, 1992; Pulhamus, 1991; Thomas & Schmidt, 1976). In addition, the growth in 

organizational interdependencies, the shift to collaborative project-based structures, 

increased diversity, and heightened environmental uncertainty all can lead to 

substantially higher degrees of organizational conflict (Amason, 1996; Jameson, 1999; 

Pondy, 1992; Wall & Callister, 1995). The concept of conflict can be very broad, from 

country level to intrapersonal level. The conflict mentioned in this study is focusing on 

interpersonal level. 

 

Interpersonal conflict was defined as a form of intense interpersonal dissonance (tension 

or antagonism) between two or more interdependent parties based on incompatible goals, 

needs, desires, values, beliefs, and/or attitudes (Ting-Toomey, 1985, p.72). This 

definition looked at conflict from a holistic point of view and best described the 

interpersonal conflict in organizations. The increasing use of project as an effective 

structure within organizations has promoted the interesting of studying conflict 

management in projects. Since the project team members are usually assembled from 

different groups or functions, the differences in beliefs, personalities, habits and 

attitudes among team members are greater than those of traditional function teams. The 

diversity in project team members definitely increases the possibility of interpersonal 

incompatible or conflict. Therefore, project teams demand more commitment of conflict 

management. Projects always use flat structures which means in a project everyone is 

colleague in the same level to each other except for the project manager. Conflicts are 

most likely occurred among colleagues. The research of conflict management in 

projects thus should focus on the interpersonal conflicts among colleagues. 

 

The interpersonal conflict in projects or organizations can be classified into two types – 

Relationship conflict and Task conflict (Jehn, 1995; Pinkley & Northcraft, 1994). 

Relationship conflict refers to disagreements, incompatibilities and frictions among 

group members over personal issues that are not task related. Task conflict relates to the 

disagreements among two or more organizational individuals on the content and 

solutions of the tasks being performed. The consequences of relationship conflict have 

been considered to be negative (Amason, 1996; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001; Jehn, 

1995, 1997). The outcomes of task conflict could be functional or dysfunctional depends 

on different circumstances (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1997). Some researchers argue that the 
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two conflict types are closely related and overlapped in the real world settings, with 

high correlations among them (Jehn, 1995; Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 2008; 

Simons & Peterson, 2000). Task conflicts often trigger or evolve into relational conflicts 

and relationship conflicts can also cause or turn into task conflicts. After reviewing a 

number of articles in this area, the researchers found that there are many papers 

concerning how task conflict turns into relationship conflict but very few articles are 

researching about the mechanism of how relationship conflict affect or cause task 

conflict. This area was a research gap left by previous studies and this topic attracted the 

authors of this paper. They decided to do a study to fill up this gap. 

 

After the researchers chose the research area of the study, they kept on reviewing 

literature. The next area they reviewed was about conflict handling styles. The 

researchers wanted to find out if a person has relationship conflict with another 

colleague, how he/she would choose conflict handling styles to deal with task conflict 

with the colleague. From the choice of styles, researchers can find out how relationship 

conflict affects task conflict. There are a variety of models of conflict handling styles. 

Researchers reviewed them and selected Rahim‘s five styles of handling conflict as the 

main research instrument for the study. 

 

During the reviewing of literature about the choice of conflict handling styles, the 

researchers found that situational factors are not the only determinants which affect 

people choosing styles. Personal dispositional characteristics such as gender, age, work 

experience, culture background etc. could influence the choice of conflict handling 

styles. Another question emerged from researchers‘ mind and they agreed to do the 

study to answer this question at the same time as the first one. Several hypotheses were 

developed based on existing theories, and the hypotheses were tested later on. The 

empirical data was collected by questionnaires through web-based survey system. And 

the data was analyzed by statistic software. 

 

1.2 Research questions and objectives 

The research questions were developed before and during literature review. The first one 

is looking into the mechanism of how relationship affects task conflicts. The second 

question came from literature review and concerns about how personal factors influence 

the choice of conflict handling styles, aims to assist and complement the first research 

question. The two research questions of this study were stated as following: 

 

RQ1: How relationship conflict affects task conflict, and which handling styles people 

prefer to deal with task conflict between colleagues in relationship conflict? 



 

3 

 

 

RQ2: How do personal characteristics (gender, age, work experience, culture 

background) affect the choice of task conflict handling styles? 

 

The main objective of the current research is to explore and analyze the association 

between relationship conflict and task conflict, find out the mechanism of how 

relationship affects task conflicts. Determine the preferred choices of conflict handling 

styles with colleagues in bad personal relationship. The other objective is to explore and 

confirm the influences of personal characteristics on conflict handling styles for 

different groups. And find out which is more important between the situational factors 

and personal characteristics. 

 

1.3 Outline of the study 

In Chapter 1, the researchers introduced the background and research areas of this study. 

Based on these backgrounds, the research questions were formed and the unit of 

analysis of the study was clarified 

 

In Chapter 2, four categories of literature were reviewed. By reviewing all these 

literatures, the researchers identified the research gaps and developed hypotheses. 

 

In Chapter 3, the underlying philosophy and approach of the study were discussed along 

with the research strategy, research choice, time horizon, data collection instrument and 

process. 

 

In Chapter 4, the data collected by questionnaires were displayed and analyzed using 

statistic method. Results were computed and analyzed for further discussion.  

 

In Chapter 5, based on the results generated in previous chapter, discussion and 

comparison with literatures were carried out. Important findings were summarized. 

 

Finally, in the Chapter 6, the researchers summarized what they have done and found, 

highlighted the academic and practical implications, examined the strengths and 

limitations of the study and provided recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature review 

This chapter focuses on examining and summarizing relevant literature that covers the 

areas of interpersonal conflicts. The aim of this chapter is to provide basic 

understandings of the concepts of interpersonal conflict, and generate hypotheses based 

on existing theories through literature review. In the beginning, the method of accessing 

literature and the main structure of the chapter was outlined. Four categories of 

literature were reviewed after that. The first category is about the concepts of conflict 

and interpersonal conflict. The second one is about two types of interpersonal conflict. 

The third one is about the framework of conflict handling styles. The last part reviewed 

the dispositional factors influencing conflict handling style. 

 

2.1 Overview 

The literature review was conducted systematically, from the beginning of fall semester 

2010. At the beginning of the semester, some books were borrowed from the University 

library to catch research ideas. Then the authors started to search journals, papers and 

dissertations on internet. Google Scholar was often used to look for the relevant articles, 

especially about the locations of the articles. Key words were used frequently to search 

for literature, such as conflict, interpersonal conflict, conflict handling styles, conflict 

management resolutions etc. After that the researchers accessed through the Umea 

University library database and Heriot-Watt University library database, to find the 

target articles. Databases were the most useful place to search for articles, but 

sometimes the authors went directly to the journal websites. Tracing back from 

references of relevant and valuable articles is also a very important method to find 

literature. The topic and research design were also discussed with the supervisor to 

obtain useful suggestions and advises from him.  

 

In order to answer the research questions, the researchers reviewed extensive amount of 

literature. The research area of conflict is very broad which includes thousands of 

studies. Therefore it is important to follow a clear structure and narrow down the 

research field to reach the topic. Four categories of literature were reviewed in this 

chapter: (1) - The concept of conflict and interpersonal conflict. It includes the 

definitions, levels and characteristics of those two concepts. (2) - The two types of 

interpersonal conflict within organizational level – relationship conflict and task conflict. 

Research gaps were found in this area after reviewing this category. (3) - The conflict 

handling styles. The researchers compared a variety of modes of conflict handling style in 

this part and selected one of them. (4) - The influences of personal characteristics on the 

choice of conflict handling styles. The hypotheses of the research were generated in this 
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chapter. And a research model was produced.  

 

2.2 Concept about conflict 

2.2.1 Definition and levels of conflict 

Before one can discuss the different handling styles of conflict, one must first have 

working definitions of conflict and conflict types, because there is no one definitive 

definition of conflict. On the website of Oxford Dictionaries Online 

(www.oxforddictionaries.com), conflict is defined as: 

noun /ˈkɒnflɪkt/ 1. a serious disagreement or argument, typically a protracted 

one. 2. a prolonged armed struggle. 3. a state of mind in which a person 

experiences a clash of opposing feelings or needs. 4. a serious incompatibility 

between two or more opinions, principles, or interests.  Origin Latin 

conflictus “a contest.” 

 

This definition implies that conflict can occur at many different levels, from intrapersonal 

to interpersonal; from individuals to groups and to nations. Conflict exists everywhere. In 

order to put conflict into context, researchers have managed to classify the broader 

concept of conflict into several levels. One commonly accepted classification was 

identified by Lewicki, Saunders, Barry & Minton (2003) which classified conflict into 

four levels as following: 

 

1) Intergroup conflicts between groups of individuals which can range in size and 

complexity due to the many relationships involved, including international conflict 

between nations. 

2) Intragroup or intraorganizational conflicts arising within smaller groups which 

comprise the organization. 

3) Interpersonal conflict; that is, conflict at an individual level, conflict between 

individuals, or conflict between an individual and a group. 

4) Intrapersonal conflict on a personal level, where the conflict occurs in one‘s own 

mind. 

 

This paper is primarily focusing on the interpersonal conflict abovementioned. Further 

literature review on interpersonal conflict types (consists of relationship conflict and task 

conflict) has been elaborated on the following part of this paper. Although all these four 

levels of conflict have been studied across both the psychology and management 

literature, it is the third level - interpersonal conflicts that has become the central field of 

research within the organization (Putnem & Poole, 1987). Researches in the field of 
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interpersonal conflict do not have consensus on the definition of conflict. Different 

researchers have interpreted conflict differently according to their topics and 

predispositions. A few widely referenced definitions have been summarized here. 

 

Hocker and Wilmot (1985, p. 23) describes conflict as ―an expressed struggle between at 

least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce rewards, and 

interference from the other party in achieving their goals‖. 

 

Putnam and Poole (1987, p. 552) gives the following definition: "the interaction of 

interdependent people who perceive opposition of goals, aims, and values, and who see 

the other party as potentially interfering with the realization of these goals." 

 

In a standard of western conflict resolution studies, Thomas (1992, p. 653) defines 

conflict as ―the process which begins when one party perceives that another has frustrated, 

or is about to frustrate, some concern of his.‖ This is the basis of his and Rahim‘s 

dual-concern model. 

 

Ting-Toomey (1985, p. 72), known for her theories on Chinese facework, defines conflict 

as ―a form of intense interpersonal and/or intrapersonal dissonance (tension or 

antagonism) between two or more interdependent parties based on incompatible goals, 

needs, desires, values, beliefs, and/or attitudes.‖ This definition has the benefit of looking 

at conflict from a more holistic point of view, which makes it the most suitable definition 

for this paper. 

 

2.2.2 Characteristics of conflict 

In a synthesis of the numerous conceptualizations and definitions of conflict, Putnam and 

Poole (1987) and Thomas (1992) identified three general characteristics or properties: 

interdependence, disagreement (or incompatible), and interference (or interaction).  

 

Interdependence means the actions of one party have some kind of impact on the 

outcomes of the other party. Each party‘s attainment of their goals depends partially or 

completely on the actions of the other party. Interdependence represents a key structural 

precondition of any conflict situation, but it's not a sufficient condition for conflicts to 

occur. Disagreement exists when there is a divergence of goals, needs, interests, opinions, 

desires, values, beliefs, and/or attitudes exist. Thus, disagreement represents the key 

cognitive component of interpersonal conflict. But when the areas of disagreement are 

irrelevant or unimportant, disagreeing parties will not experience conflict. Therefore, 

disagreement alone is not sufficient for conflict to emerge. Wall and Callister (1995) 
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argues that the core process of interpersonal conflict is the behavior where one or more 

disputants oppose their counterpart‘s interests or goals. Interference exists when one or 

more of the parties interferes with or opposes the other party's attainment of its interests, 

objectives or goals. Interference thus represents the central behavioral characteristic of 

any conflict.  

 

Besides these three characteristics, researchers have also found that negative emotion 

such as jealousy, anger, anxiety or frustration are thought to emerge when there are major 

disagreements, or when parties interfere with the attainment of each others‘ important 

goals (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1995; Pondy, 1967; Thomas, 1992). It's important to 

incorporate negative emotion into conceptualizations of conflict. Thus, a fourth 

characteristic, Negative Emotion, can also be added. 

 

2.3 Interpersonal conflict  

2.3.1 Two types of interpersonal conflict 

The broad area of interpersonal conflict has been further subdivided into several types. 

Wall and Nolan (1986) defined ―people oriented‖ and ―task oriented‖ conflicts as two 

types of interpersonal conflict. Some other papers (Amason 1996; Amason & Sapienza, 

1997) in the late 1990s suggested alternatives ―affective‖ and ―cognitive‖ as conflict 

types. However, most researchers (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Friedman, Tidd, Currall, 

& Tsai, 2000; Guerra, Martinez, Munduate, & Medina, 2005; Jehn, 1995; Pinkley & 

Northcraft, 1994; Priem & Price, 1991; Reid, Pullins, Plank, & Buehrer, 2004; Tidd, 

McIntyre, & Friedman, 2004) identified ―relationship‖ and ―task‖ as discrete aspects of 

the conflict. Although there is no general model for the typology of interpersonal conflict 

within organizations, Relationship and task conflict are almost universally accepted as 

distinct aspects of interpersonal conflict by both psychology and management 

researchers. 

 

Relationship conflict refers to disagreements, incompatibilities and frictions among 

group members over personal issues that are not task related. It is more likely to emerge 

from opposed or different personalities, personal tastes, hobbies, norms and values etc. 

The most frequently reported relationship conflicts concern social events, gossip, 

clothing preferences, political views, behaviors, and interpersonal style. This type of 

conflict often involves feelings such as tension, dislike, animosity, annoyance frustration, 

and irritation among group members (Jehn, 1995). Roughly speaking, relationship 

conflict refers to people problems. 
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Task conflict occurs when two or more organizational individuals disagree on the content 

and solutions of the tasks being performed. It is more likely to emerge from divergences 

in viewpoints, ideas, and opinions. Examples of task conflict are conflicts about the 

distribution of resources, procedures and policies, and judgments and interpretation of 

facts (Jehn, 1995, 1997). Roughly speaking, task conflict refers to work problems. 

 

2.3.2 Consequences of relationship and task conflict 

While some researchers focused on taxonomy of the different types of conflict, some 

others have focused on understanding the consequences of each type of conflict may have 

on individual and team performance (Jehn, 1995; Van de Vliert, Nauta, Giebels, & 

Janssen, 1999). Some researchers have found that the two conflict types within 

organizations can have either functional (positive) or dysfunctional (negative) outcomes 

for personal, group, and organizational dynamics based on different circumstances 

(Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1997). 

 

The impact of relationship conflict has been considered to be negative by almost all 

researchers. It has been associated to a number of undesirable outcomes at both the group 

and individual levels. Negative emotional reactions such as anxiety, mistrust, dislike, 

resentment, frustration, tension, and fear of being rejected by other group members would 

be produced from the relationship conflict (Jehn, 1995; Murnigham & Conlon, 1991). 

The high relationship conflict has more probability to cause dysfunction in the group 

work, decreases group loyalty, organizational commitment, intent to stay in the present 

organization, raise communication problems within team members, increase stress levels 

and diminish work satisfaction (Amason, 1996; Baron, 1991; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 

2001; Friedman et al., 2000; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Jehn, Chadwick, & Thatcher, 1997; Jehn, 

Northcraft, & Neale, 1999). 

 

The impacts concerning task conflict are controversial and not conclusive. Some studies 

have found that task conflict could be beneficial for both the individuals and 

organizations, under certain circumstances such as when working on complex, uncertain, 

and nonroutine tasks (Amason & Schweiger, 1997; Jehn, 1997; Simons & Peterson, 

2000). Task conflict increases group members‘ tendency to scrutinize task issues and to 

engage in deep and deliberate processing of task-relevant information, which fosters 

learning and the development of new and highly creative insights, leading the group to 

become more effective and innovative (De Dreu & West, 2001; Jehn, 1995). It also 

facilitates a more effective use of resources, and leads to better service provision 

(Tjosvold, Dann, & Wong, 1992). Task conflict encourages better understanding of the 

issues and increases constructive debate, thus enable teams to make better decisions (Jehn 
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et al., 1999; Simons & Peterson, 2000). Task conflict therefore can increase group 

members‘ satisfaction and their desire to remain in the group (Amason, 1996).  

 

Task conflict is not always beneficial and without its drawbacks. A recent empirical study 

(De Dreu, 2006), shows that in fact the relationship between task conflict and group 

effectiveness is curvilinear and task conflict is only beneficial for performance to a 

certain level. Some other studies have shown that task conflict may also have harmful 

effects. A meta-analysis (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003) also found negative correlations 

between task conflict and performance. Conflict in any form, even when focused on task 

related issues, can arouse negative emotions and create an uncomfortable environment 

(Jehn, 1997; Pinkley, 1990). It decreases individuals‘ perceptions of teamwork and their 

satisfaction (Kabanoff, 1991; Jehn et al., 1997), and increases their anxiety and 

propensity to leave the group (Jehn, 1995, 1997). Therefore, it is still a matter of debate 

about whether task conflict is positive or negative for team performance and under which 

conditions. 

 

2.3.3 Correlations of relationship and task conflict 

Actually, the two conflict types are closely related and overlapped in the real world 

settings, with many studies reporting high correlations among them. Simons and Peterson 

(2000) found a mean correlation of 0.47 between the two types of conflict across eleven 

studies while a higher mean correlation of 0.54 was found by De Dreu and Weingart 

(2003) across thirty studies. These findings are in contradiction to the theoretical and 

empirical research which argues that the two conflicts have distinct antecedents (Pelled, 

1996; Thatcher & Jehn, 1998). Some researchers explained that the high correlation 

between task and relationship conflict due to the reciprocal triggering effects by which 

the two forms of conflict cause each other over time (Jehn, 1995; Korsgaard, Schweiger, 

& Sapienza, 2008; Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

 

On one hand, task related conflicts often trigger or evolve into relational conflicts. For 

example, in a qualitative portion of study, Jehn (1995) described how task conflict 

triggers relationship conflict. Relationship conflict can easily be triggered by raising 

voices, inappropriate gestures, impolite face expressions or abusive words exchanged 

during a debate, which may be task conflict by itself (Jehn, 1995). In a similar point of 

view, Amason and Sapienza (1997) mentioned that task conflict can transfer into 

relationship conflict when one party perceives his or her interests are being or about to be 

interfered by the task issue and perceives the other party is taking advantage of the 

situation with a hidden motive. Simons and Peterson (2000) also found that relationship 

conflict always accompany with task conflict especially when there‘s low level of trust or 
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distrust among individuals.  

 

On the other hand, relational related conflicts can also cause or turn into task conflicts. 

Simons and Peterson (2000) found that relationship conflict can cause task conflict when 

a person voices dissenting opinions to give a hard time to or express frustration and anger 

with a specific person. Tidd et al. (2004) mentioned that task conflict may also stem from 

relationship conflict if individuals disagree over task based issues simply because they 

don't like each other. 

 

2.3.4 Research gaps in this area 

After reviewing a number of articles about interpersonal conflict, the researchers found 

that there are many articles talking about the transformation of task conflict into 

relationship conflict and how to mediate their links, but very few are concerning about the 

mechanism of how relationship conflict affect, exacerbate or cause task conflict. For 

instance, when a person had relationship conflict with another colleague, what handling 

styles would he or she choose to deal with the task related conflict issues between them? 

He or she will avoid the conflict in order to easy up their intense relationship or tries to 

compete and dominate the other party to fight for their own interests? Unfortunately we 

can‘t find answers from the literature. Some researchers (Simons and Peterson, 2000; 

Tidd et al., 2004) just generally talking about negative relationship can cause task conflict, 

without extended and comprehensive study. This area left a big gap for future studies. 

Since the consequences of relationship conflict are significantly negative for 

organizations, consequences of task conflict are uncertain, and these two types of conflict 

are closely related, it is extraordinary important to carry out more qualitative and 

quantitative research on the association between the two conflicts.  

 

In order to make our research and survey more understandable for the nonacademic 

questionnaire respondents, the researchers interpreted the word ―Relationship Conflict‖ 

to another word ―Bad Personal Relationship‖, especially for the questionnaire use. The 

relationship conflict refers to disagreements, incompatibilities and frictions among group 

members over personal issues. The researchers argue that bad personal relationship is an 

accumulated result of relationship conflict, thus more suitable to describe the disagreeing 

and incompatible status among conflict parties. Unresolved relationship conflicts in the 

past or current result in bad personal relationship. In this paper the researchers define 

―personal relationship‖ as the affective relationship accumulated through interacting 

experience and ―bad personal relationship‖ refers to the status among group members 

where there are disagreements, incompatibilities, and frictions over personal issues such 

as hobbies, personalities, personal tastes and preferences, norms and values etc. They 
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may dislike or hate each other. Since the researchers reinterpreted the relationship 

conflict, the first research question can be modified a little bit to this: How relationship 

conflict affects task conflict, and which handling styles people prefer to deal with task 

conflict between colleagues in relationship conflict? In order to do the research on which 

conflict handling styles people choose to deal with task conflict, the researchers have to 

review what styles people can choose. Therefore, the following part conducted literature 

review on interpersonal conflict handling styles. 

 

2.4 Conflict handling styles 

2.4.1 Taxonomy of conflict handling types 

In the past one century, researchers proposed different styles for dealing with 

interpersonal conflict. Conflict handling style has been measured by a variety of different 

taxonomies.  

 

One of the first conceptual schemes for classifying conflict handling style revolved 

around a simple cooperation-competition dichotomy (Deutsch, 1949, 1973), which 

argues that styles can be arrayed on a single dimension ranging from competition or 

selfishness. However, the dichotomy schemes were doubted over the ability to reflect the 

complexity of an individual's perceptions of conflict behavior. Many researchers 

criticized that the single-dimension model fails to include the styles involving high 

concern for both self and others, and it also neglects the styles giving low concern for 

both self and others (Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Ruble & Thomas, 1976; Smith, 1987; Thomas 

& Kilmann, 1974). 

 

Actually, several years before Deutsch (1949), Follett (1940) already encompassed those 

kinds of styles which were not included in the dichotomy schemes. In that paper, the 

author identified five ways of dealing with conflict: domination, compromise, integration, 

avoidance and suppression. This kind of classification was quite similar to the following 

researchers. 

 

Building on earlier work, subsequent researchers then drawn on a new two-dimensional 

grid for classifying the styles. The dual concern model was first introduced by Blake & 

Mouton (1964). They differentiated the styles of handling interpersonal conflict on two 

basic dimensions, concern for production and concern for people. This theory argues that 

conflict in organizations is managed in different ways based on whether a manager has 

high or low concern for production and high or low concern for people. Combining these 

two dimensions results in five styles of handling conflict: withdrawing (low concern for 
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both people and productivity), smoothing (high concern for people and low concern for 

productivity), forcing (low concern for people and high concern for productivity), 

problem solving (high concern for both people and productivity), and compromising 

(moderate concern for both people and productivity). 

 

Blake and Mouton's scheme was reinterpreted and extended by numerous researchers 

which proposed many revisions of this framework. Thomas (1976) extended this model 

by proposing two dimensions of assertiveness (attempting to satisfy one's own concerns) 

and cooperativeness (attempting to satisfy other's concerns) in classifying the conflict 

handling styles. Five conflict handling modes: competing (assertive and uncooperative), 

collaborating (assertive and cooperative), compromising (moderate in both assertiveness 

and cooperativeness), avoiding (unassertive and uncooperative) and accommodating 

(unassertive and cooperative) are classified in this taxonomy. A combination of the level 

of assertiveness and the level of cooperation the party employs will determine the 

behaviors the party used to deal with the conflict. 

 

2.4.2 Rahim’s five styles of conflict handling model 

Numerous researchers kept on proposing revisions on the framework; Rahim & 

Bonoma‘s (1979) conceptualization model has been one of the most popular. Their model 

was based on Blake & Mouton‘s (1964) grid of managerial styles as well as the Thomas 

Kilmann MODE instrument (1974). Rahim & Bonoma (1979) differentiated styles of 

handling interpersonal conflict on two dimensions: concern for self, and concern for 

others. The first dimension explains the degree (high or low) to which a person attempts 

to satisfy his or her own concern. The other dimension explains the degree (high or low) 

to which a person attempts to satisfy the concern of others. Rahim & Bonoma confirmed 

and refined the framework through contact over 1,200 corporate managers across the 

United States (Rahim, 1983). The work helped them to consolidate the identification of 

the five conflict handling styles by combing these two dimensions, as shown in Figure 2. 

The five styles of handling conflict are: integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding and 

compromising. Compare with former researchers like Thomas (1976), Rahim & 

Bonoma‘s (1979) uses ―Integrating‖ instead of ―Collaborating‖, ―Obliging‖ as 

―Accommodating‖, and ―Dominating‖ instead of ―Competing‖. They labeled the two 

dimensions and some styles differently, but the basic assumptions and principles behind 

have remained similar. These five conflict handling styles are described below: 

 

Integrating (INT, also labeled as ―Collaborating‖ or ―Problem Solving‖). This style is 

characterized by a high concern both for self and for others. It represents a desire to fully 

satisfy the wishes of both parties. Both parties in the conflict are willing to exchange 
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information openly and thoroughly, to examine differences constructively, and to make 

every effort to reach an effective situation that will be mutually accepted. It focuses on 

problem solving and finding a win-win solution. Individuals with this style should face 

conflict directly and try to look after their own interests as well as the interests of others. 

Tutzauer & Roloff (1988) found the integrating style provides each conflict person with 

access to the other person‘s perceptions or incompatible goals, thereby enabling them to 

find solution that integrates the goals and needs of both parties. Therefore, the integrating 

style is perceived as highly competent and is believed to be both effective and appropriate 

in managing conflicts. 

 

Obliging (OBL, also known as ―Accommodating‖ or ―Smoothing‖). This style indicates 

low concern for self and high concern for others. A person using the obliging style is 

satisfying the needs of others while ignoring or sacrificing his or her own needs. This 

non-confrontational style is associated with playing down differences and focusing on 

similarities. Obliging is associated with accommodating behaviors that include denying 

or failing to express one‘s needs, explicitly expressing harmony and cooperation, making 

yielding or conceding statements, passively accepting the decisions the other made and 

putting aside one‘s own needs to please the other party in a conflict episode (Hocker & 

Wilmot, 1998). Some conditions like under strict time pressure or when a party is 

expecting to get something in exchange from the other party may encourage the obliging 

strategy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

Duel Concern Model, Five Styles of Handling Interpersonal Conflict. 

Adapted from Rahim & Bonoma (1979) 
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Dominating (DOM, also labeled as ―Competing‖). This style expresses high concern for 

self and low concern for others. Which means a person may pursue his or her own wishes 

at the other's expense. Dominating is also known as forcing or competing because people 

who use it see conflict as a competition in which their primary goal is to win. People using 

dominating style are likely to force or impose their wills or solutions to their opponent 

parties by the use of position power, aggression, verbal dominance, perseverance and so 

on. This approach results in a win-lose situation, and could be good or bad for conflict 

resolving issues depending on different contexts or situations. 

 

Avoiding (AVO, also known as ―Withdrawing‖). This style indicates low concern both 

for self and others which has been associated with withdrawal, buck-passing, or 

sidestepping situations. It reflects little concern to the interests of either party and is likely 

to ignore or deny an actual or potential disagreement. People using avoiding style handle 

conflict by suppressing, setting aside, ignoring and refusing to address the issues. They 

satisfy neither their own nor other people‘s goals. The avoiding style is applicable when 

the conflicts are trivial, potential loss of confrontation outweighs the benefits of conflict 

resolution or just hoping that, if left alone, the conflict will somehow go away. 

 

Compromising (COM). This style is characterized by moderate concern for self and 

others. The conflicting parties are using a ―give and take‖ way by both giving up 

something to make a mutually acceptable decision and reach some degree of satisfaction. 

It generally involves dividing resources, exchanging concessions, or seeking 

middle-ground position. Everybody ends up with something, but not everything he or she 

wants, thereby no clear losers or winners. Compromising emphasizes on negotiation and 

diplomacy. It sacrifices some aspects to satisfy some others, rather than optimizes. 

Compromising may be appropriate under the circumstances of mutually exclusive goals, 

equally powerful parties, high pressures, strict time limitations or high costs of 

prolonging the conflict. But heavily rely on this style may be dysfunctional. 

 

According to Hong (2005) and Volkema & Bergmann (1995), an individual who uses 

more dominating or integrating styles and less avoidance and obliging styles has a 

higher assertive tendency, whereas an individual who uses more integrating and 

obliging and less dominating and avoiding has a higher cooperative tendency. The 

compromise strategy was not included because it is always in the middle of 

assertiveness and cooperativeness (Hong, 2005). This study will use these two 

indexes--assertiveness and cooperativeness --to further conduct quantitative research. 

The tendencies of an individual‘s assertiveness and cooperativeness can be estimated by 

following formula (Volkema & Bergmann, 1995). 
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Assertiveness = (dominating + integrating) – (avoiding + obliging) 

Cooperativeness = (integrating + obliging) – (dominating + avoiding) 

 

These two indexes were calculated in the analysis part of the study to further support the 

findings and arguments that the researchers have generated. 

 

2.4.3 Different perspectives about conflict handling styles 

Although the dual concern model has dominated the field of conflict management for 

decades, there has been ongoing debate about whether there really is such a thing called 

"conflict handling style". Researchers such as Blake and Mouton (1964), Thomas (1976), 

and Rahim (1983) used different instruments to measure the ways which individuals 

typically choose to deal with interpersonal conflicts. Al-Ajmi (2007) found there were 

significant differences in choosing the conflict handling styles among individuals, with 

regard to years of experience, managerial level, and gender. After analyzing a study with 

461 participants, Antonioni (1993) found that the Big Five factors (extroversion, 

openness, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and neuroticism) have significant 

relationships with the five conflict handling styles. Some people will be more inclined 

than others to use certain modes (Al-Ajmi, 2007). This approach viewed conflict 

handling styles as individual dispositions which were stable and consistent over time and 

across situations. 

 

However, other researchers hold different point of view (Knapp, Putnam, & Davis, 1988; 

Pruitt, 1983; Thomas, 1979). They treated conflict handling styles as strategies or 

intentions individuals chose to cope with conflicts, which could vary significantly 

according to different circumstances or situations. For instance, a person is not likely to 

use the same style (say dominating or obliging) to handle conflicts with subordinates and 

a boss. This problem had led Rahim (1983) to develop three separate forms to measure 

handling styles of conflicts with bosses, subordinates, or peers respectively. In a recent 

study, Callanan, Benzing, & Perri (2006) found that individuals can and do choose 

conflict-handling strategies that are different from their presumed dominant strategy 

when they are presented with conflict scenarios. Furthermore, ―individuals are generally 

able to read contextual factors and social cues to select the most situationally appropriate 

conflict handling response‖ (Callanan, et al. 2006). Sufficient evidences indicate that 

conflict handling styles should not be treated as stable traits. 

 

Accepting one point of view aforementioned doesn‘t mean one should ignore or reject the 

other. In fact, the presence of dispositional tendencies and the situational factors affect the 
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choice of conflict handling style simultaneously. Researchers (Amason, 1996; Friedman, 

Tidd, Curral & Tsai, 2000; Jehn, 1995; Pinkley & Northcraft, 1994; Speakman & Ryals, 

2009) have found that the conflict characteristics (conflict types, composition & 

development) and the characteristics of relationship (trust, power, interdependence, etc.) 

influence individuals to choose the appropriate conflict handling styles, while also 

finding that the styles were partially determined by the individual personal characteristics 

(gender, age, work experience, team role, personality traits, behavior disposition and so 

on). There is evidence both for situational determinants and personal characteristics 

determinants. The latter should be visible over long term, while the former should 

dominate in specific extreme situations (Kenrick & Funder, 1991). The conflict behaviors 

of individuals, therefore, are a combination of their personal characteristics and the 

requirements of the circumstances within which they find themselves (Al-Ajmi, 2007). 

 

For the current study, the researchers absorbed both the abovementioned perspectives. 

Conflict type, situational circumstances and personal characteristics are all took into 

account in this study. The conflict been concerned in this paper is about task conflict in 

organizations, differed itself from the relationship conflict. The two parties in conflict are 

colleagues in the same level, which implies they have equal power in the organization, 

and they are interdependent because they work together in the same team. A specific 

assumption was given to further precise the conflict situation, which assumes that the two 

conflict colleagues had bad personal relationship and they dislike each other. The 

hypothesized situation is stated at the beginning of the questionnaires used in this 

research. These kinds of information enable participants to better understanding the 

situation of the conflict, thus be able to provide more accurate responses. In addition to 

the situational factors, personal characteristics also affect a lot in the people‘s choice of 

conflict handling styles. It‘s important to examine their influences on the conflict 

handling styles. After reviewing many papers, four aspects of personal characteristics 

related to this study were selected as research variables, which are gender, age, work 

experience and culture. They are further explored in the next part. 

 

2.5 Main hypotheses 

According to Hofstede (1980), countries in the world can be divided into different 

groups along culture dimensions. The most important dimension related to the current 

study is individualism/collectivism, which classifies two types of different cultures. 

Individualists focus on their own needs, interests, rights, or goals over the goals, 

responsibilities, and obligations of the group, while collectivists do the opposite way and 

put group before individual (Hofstede, 1991; Ting-Toomey, Gao, Trubisky, Yang, Kim, 

Lin, & Nishida, 1991). Triandis (1995) stated that, in a collectivism culture, people value 
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interdependence, harmony relationship and saving face, group identity and social security. 

However, these kinds of trust, respect, concern and care for others seem to exist only 

within in-group members, Han and Park (1995) suggested that collectivists treat people 

differently; they prefer a distribution based on equality for in-group members and an 

equitable distribution for out-group members. Leung (1988) compared American and 

Chinese conflict styles and found that both cultures were more likely to pursue conflict 

with strangers than with friends, and that Chinese were more likely than Americans to 

sue a stranger, whereas Americans were more likely than Chinese to sue a friend.  

 

Obviously, in the current situation, the harmony personal relationship between colleagues 

has already been destroyed. No matter the subjects are from individualism or 

collectivism countries, they have no need to maintain harmonious relationship and 

therefore less possible to give face to the other party. They may concern more about 

attaining their own goals disregard other's interests. Therefore, when people have bad 

personal relationship with colleagues, they probably are more assertive and less 

cooperative with the other parties. Sacrificing oneself to satisfy the wishes of the other 

party seems unbelievable. Based on the arguments and findings of organizational 

conflict management literature two main hypotheses can be generated.  

 

H1: If a person has bad personal relationship with his/ her colleague, he/ she would 

choose more assertive and less cooperative styles to handle task conflict, which 

reflects positive value on assertiveness and negative value on cooperativeness. 

H2: If a person has bad personal relationship with his/ her colleague, the least possible 

style he/she choose to handle task conflict is obliging (or accommodating). 

 

2.6 Factors influencing choice of conflict handling styles  

2.6.1 Gender 

Gender has been considered as an important variable in many studies concerning conflict 

management style. But there is still no conclusive and consistent result in the relevant 

literature.  

 

Few studies argue that gender differences don‘t affect the preferences of conflict 

management style between men and women. For example, researchers who have 

examined gender differences in conflict style among individuals of similar organizational 

status report no differences between men and women (Korabik et al., 1993). The Chusmir 

& Mills (1989) study, supported this idea, which included men and women managers at 

three levels, found no significant gender effect after controlling for organization level.  
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However, there are more researches and studies pointed out significant influence of 

gender differences on the conflict management styles between males and females. Carter 

(1999) identified two factors ethnicity and gender influence a lot on the conflict 

resolution styles. Hignite, Margavio, & Chin (2002) also found that gender produced 

some significant differences in using conflict resolution styles in a study involving 225 

college students. Some studies found that women are more competitive than men (Rubin 

& Brown, 1975). But many other researchers possess different opinions. Rahim (1983 

Am) suggest that women have a more cooperative orientation to conflict management 

than men. Hignite et al. (2002) also found that females had significantly higher tendencies 

to use the style of collaborating than their male counterparts. Hafcrkamp (1991) indicated 

that females were more likely to use cooperative strategy to resolve conflict than male 

subjects and males were more likely to utilize avoidance strategies. Brewer et al. (2002) 

found that the two predominant modes of handling conflict for men and women were 

compromising and avoiding, respectively. In two some recent studies, Al-Ajmi (2007) 

found that females were significantly more likely to use avoidance and compromising 

styles than men. The strongest gender finding in the study (Thomas K. W., Thomas G. F., 

& Schaubhut, 2008) was that men score significantly higher on competing at all different 

organization levels.  

 

Although researchers had different arguments about which gender is more likely to use 

avoiding or compromising styles, the general tendencies in relation to the gender 

dimension is that women are less assertive and more cooperative than men in the way 

they deal with conflict. Therefore, it can be hypothesized that: 

 

H3: Females are less assertive and more cooperative than males, which reflect lower 

score on assertiveness and higher score on cooperativeness than males. 

 

2.6.2 Age 

The effect of age differences on conflict management styles is also debatable as that of 

gender. Some studies suggest that there is little or no relationship between age and 

conflict management styles. In a study concerning conflicts in Bulgarian organizations, 

Krumov, Ilieva, & Karabeliov (1997) found that the preferences of styles subjects choose 

to handle conflicts are same among different age groups. Konovsky, Baril, & Watson 

(1998) conducted a study containing 603 individuals and found that there were no 

significant differences for age in conflict management styles. Al-Ajmi (2007) also found 

that there were no significant differences among respondents with regard to their age on 

the use of conflict management styles.  
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However, many other studies have found that conflict resolution styles did differ across 

age. In a study done in Singapore, McKenna & Richardson (1995) found that with 

increasing age, respondents have a clear tendency to become more assertive, and they do 

indicate a more preference to use collaborative style. Hignite et al. (2002) found that older 

students were less competitive than their younger peers. Yan and Sorenson (2004) 

examined the conflict in Chinese family business and found that the increasing in age 

strengthens the use of avoiding and accommodating styles of handling conflicts. As in 

South Africa, Havenga (2008) also found that the older the participants, the less 

dominating or competitive are used. 

 

This is an interesting trend which indicates that the perceptions of how to resolve conflict 

may change as the increasing of age. Maturity, which is usually measured by age, may be 

significant in the adoption of a more collaborative style of conflict resolution. With this in 

mind the forth hypothesis will be tested: 

 

H4: Older people are more assertive and more cooperative than younger ones; older 

people use more integrating and less dominating styles than younger people. 

 

2.6.3 Work experience 

A lot of studies have indicated that a person's work experience has an effect on his/her 

choice of conflict handling styles. Konovsky et al. (1998) found some differences for year 

of work experience in conflict resolution styles. Eidson (2003) also found big correlation 

between years of experience and preferred conflict management style. In a study about 

conflict in project management, Posner (1986) found that more experienced project 

managers tended to use more integrating and obliging styles than those with fewer years 

of experience. They concerned more for others in dealing with conflicts in projects. 

Hignite et al. (2002) suggested that individuals with more work experience have 

significantly higher scores on the compromising style than did those subjects with no 

work experience. In a study of 480 subjects whom were asked to consider a short critical 

incident describing an interpersonal conflict in an organization and to indicate their 

responses to the situation in terms of the five conflict management styles, Drory and 

Ritov (1997) found that experienced subjects are less dominating than inexperienced 

counterparts if their opponents have high power, but no significant difference between 

them in low-power opponent situation. 

 

For the study, we are considering conflicts between colleagues in the same level. The 

power of them seems equal, which make the prediction of the results more difficult. 
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According to the previous literature, the fifth hypothesis will be like this: 

 

H5: More experienced subjects are less assertive and more cooperative than less 

experienced ones, which reflect lower score on assertiveness and higher score on 

cooperativeness. 

 

2.6.4 Culture - Individualism vs. Collectivism 

In studying cultural differences among nations, Hofstede's (1980) framework is the most 

influential one. Hofstede developed four dimensions to analyze different cultural 

characteristics: power distance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus 

femininity, and uncertainty avoidance. Among those four dimensions, individualism 

versus collectivism received more attention and has been considered one of the most 

important dimensions by researchers in studying culture. Hall‘s (1959) high - low context 

culture dimension was usually considered to be similar as collectivism – individualism 

culture dimension. As this study focuses on how conflict with a same level colleague is 

handled, power distance, masculinity versus femininity, and uncertainty avoidance are 

not so related. Therefore in this study, individualism versus collectivism has been used as 

the cultural identification of research participants. 

 

The individualism - collectivism dimension defines how much an individual looks after 

their own needs, interests, rights, or goals over those of larger social organizations. Each 

person in a collectivist culture belongs to one or several interdependent ―in-groups,‖ an 

extended family, clan, or organization, usually for life (Hofstede, 1984). According to 

Hofstede (1984), a collectivist society is tightly integrated; an individualistic society is 

loosely integrated. Individualists focus on their own needs, interests, rights, or goals over 

the goals, responsibilities, and obligations of the group, while collectivists do the opposite 

way and put group before individual (Hofstede, 1991; Ting-Toomey, et al., 1991). In an 

individualism culture, people value independence, autonomy, uniqueness, and seek 

self-enhancement. They do not believe it is necessary to sacrifice their interests in order to 

promote the well-being of others and expect that each person will look out for 

himself/herself (Triandis, 1995). In a collectivism culture, people value interdependence, 

harmony relationship and saving face, group identity and social security. They are more 

concerned about how they may appear to others and try not to lose face or cause others to 

lose face (Hui & Triandis, 1986). 

 

Many conflict researchers assert that culture is vital in molding people's perceptions, 

attitudes and appraisals of conflict and its management (Brew & Cairns, 2004). A number 

of studies have linked individualism and collectivism cultures to conflict management 
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style preference. Tang & Kirkbride (1986) found that British managers in Hong Kong 

preferred more assertive styles while their Chinese counterparts were more likely to use 

compromising and avoiding styles. In a study comparing students from 37 countries 

studying in the United States, using an a priori categorization based on country of origin, 

Chua and Gudykunst (1987) found that students from high context cultures (who are 

assumed to be collectivist) were found to be significantly less confrontational than 

students from low context cultures (who are assumed to be individualist). Triandis, 

Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca (1988) showed that Japanese were more likely to 

avoid confrontation with close friends and acquaintances than were Americans, and they 

were more likely to subordinate their personal needs for the needs of the group, which 

exemplifies collectivistic behavior (Triandis, 1995). In Ting-Toomey et al.‘s (1991) study, 

respondents from China, Taiwan, Japan and Korea were found to be more avoiding and 

obliging than those from the United States. A comparison study done by Trubisky, 

Ting-Toomey, & Lin, (1991) supported the similar view that members of the collectivistic 

culture (Taiwanese students) were likely to use obliging and avoiding styles of conflict 

management more than members of the individualistic culture (Anglo-American students) 

in the United States. This finding was consistent with the idea that collectivistic cultures 

place more value on maintaining harmonious relationships and concerns more on the 

group value. Furthermore, integrating and compromising styles were more prevalent in 

the collectivistic culture which indicated the importance of Confucian ethics in Chinese 

culture and its emphasis on pragmatism and active problem-solving. It is not easy to 

capture the influence of culture on how individuals may resolve conflicts since the culture 

is characteristic by complex and multifaceted. For instance, American executives scored 

higher on the obliging, dominating, and compromising styles while Arab Middle Eastern 

executives scored higher on the integrating and avoiding styles (Elsayed-Ekhouly & 

Buda, 1996).  

 

In several recent studies, researchers found similar results concerning the influence of 

culture on conflict handling styles. Brew and Cairns (2004) found that Anglo-Australians 

preferred direct and assertive strategies while Chinese participants preferred passive and 

non-confrontational strategies in resolving conflicts. After analyzing a sample including 

640 college students from the USA, Komarraju, Dollinger, & Lovell (2007) found that 

individuals displaying an individualist orientation tended to give greater importance to 

satisfying personal needs and preferred a dominating style, rather than an obliging or 

avoiding style. In contrast, collectivists seemed more likely to sacrifice personal needs for 

the sake of the group and preferred an integrating style.  

 

In summary, despite somewhat inconsistent findings, the results of these studies have led 

to the generalization that collectivists are more likely to be non-confrontational whereas 
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individualists are more likely to be confrontational. For the study, we are considering 

conflicts between project team members in the same level. The power of them seems 

equal. They are in the same team with a lot of interdependence, therefore, they should be 

considered as in-group. But since they had bad personal relationship and dislike each 

other, they should consider each other as out-group. Whether do they consider each other 

to be in-group or out-group is a question, which make the prediction of the preferred 

styles more difficult. However, previous literature revealed significant influence of 

culture on the choice of conflict management styles, based on that, the sixth hypothesis 

will be like this: 

 

H6: Collectivism subjects are less assertive and more cooperative than Individualism 

ones, which reflect lower score on assertiveness and high score on cooperativeness. 

 

2.7 Research Model 

Based on the literature review and hypotheses generated from existing theories, a 

research model of this study can be sketched like this: 

 

 

Figure 2 

Research model of the study. 

 

In the following chapter, the researchers outlined what methodology they chose to carry 

out the research and explained why. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 

This chapter focuses on the research design for this study. It examines the underlying 

philosophical framework and rationale of the decisions that were undertaken. It presents 

and justifies what and why the research methods were used and how data was collected 

and processed. The methodology of the present study is influenced by the research 

process 'onion' (see Figure 3) developed by Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2009). The 

sub-topics of the methodology part provide detailed explanation of the research process, 

which begins with the underlying philosophy of the study. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The research process ‗onion‘ 

Source: Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2009) 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

Research philosophy is related to the development of knowledge and the nature of that 

knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 107). The research philosophy contains important 

assumptions about the way researchers view the reality and knowledge, which 

significantly affect the research strategy and method been selected. It is important to 

identify one‘s philosophical stance before starting any research. Ontology and 

Epistemology are two main elements of research philosophy, which influence the way in 

which researchers think about and carry out the research process. 
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Ontology is a branch of metaphysics that deals with the nature of reality or being. It raises 

questions of the assumptions researchers have about the way the world operates and the 

commitment held to particular views (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110). There are two 

aspects within ontology, objectivism and subjectivism. The difference between them is 

whether reality is external to social actors or it is build up by their actions and perceptions 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 22). Objectivists believe that the social entities exist in reality 

are external and independent to social actors, whereas the other aspect, subjectivism, 

holds the view that social phenomena are created from the perceptions and consequent 

actions of social actors who concerned with their existence (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110).  

 

Epistemology deals with the nature of knowledge and truth, and challenges if social 

science research can be performed in the same way as natural science research (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007). It may also concerns what constitutes acceptable knowledge in a 

particular field of study (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 112). Within epistemology there are 

four different standpoints, namely positivism, realism, interpretivism and pragmatism. 

The positivist view is that the social reality is objective, external and same to everyone, 

and can be measured through objective methods. The positivism studies always adopt 

formal propositions, quantifiable measures of variables, hypothesis testing, and generate 

conclusions about the phenomenon based on a sample of a population (Orlikowski & 

Baroudi 1991).The end-product of positivism research can be law-like generalization 

similar to those produced by physical and natural scientist (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 112).. 

The positivist research is mainly value free, meaning that the researcher is neither 

influencing, nor is being influenced by the research subject. Intrepretivism is opposite to 

positivism, with an assumption that s reality is subjective, intangible, changeable and 

affected by social actors. Social science and management cannot take the same stance as 

natural sciences, due to the unique element of individuals and organizations (Bryman and 

Bell, 2007). Interpretivists focus on understanding the social phenomenon based on 

contextual situation and their subjective meaning from the perspective of social actors. 

Interpretivism view research as value bound and subjective, which means researcher is 

part of what is being researched and cannot be separated. Realism is based on the belief 

that reality exists independently of human thoughts and beliefs or knowledge of their 

existence, but is interpreted through social conditioning (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 112). 

Realists emphasize positivist scientific approach to data collection and analysis, and do 

approve natural science way of thinking. On the other hand, they stress that rules cannot 

always be suitable, and research is value laden and be influenced by researchers. 

Similarly, Pragmatism holds both the objective and subjective views. Both observable 

phenomena and subjective meanings can provide acceptable knowledge dependent upon 

the research question, which is the most important determinant of ontology and 

epistemology (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119). It focuses on practical applied research, 
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integrating different perspectives to help interpret the data and results. 

 

In this study, the two researchers are both studying the program of Master in Strategic 

Project Management (European) and will graduate in January 2011. Both of them were 

studying engineering subjects in their undergraduate time. One of them - Huang has a 

bachelor‘s degree in Mechanical Engineering in China, another one – Youwakim has a 

bachelor‘s degree in Architect in Lebanon. Both of them have several years of 

engineering work experience before entering this program. The previous education and 

work experience have significant influence on the way they view the world and reality, 

which inevitably affect the process they chose to conduct the research. Both of the 

researchers believe that the world or reality is objective, external and same to everyone. 

Differences exist due to the different ways people see the reality and different feelings 

people take from it, but reality is not changing according to those differences. Both of the 

researchers agreed that most of realities can be measured through objective methods, and 

the common rules or laws generated from social phenomena are the most important and 

useful knowledge for human beings. Obviously, the researchers of this study took 

objectivism stance of ontology. Linked to the researchers‘ objective ontology is the 

positivism epistemology. Since the purpose of the study is to found out what styles project 

team member choose to handle task conflict between colleagues with bad personal 

relationship, using quantifiable techniques to generate conclusions based on a large 

sample is more reliable. The researchers believe common grounds rather than different 

interpretations are more helpful and applicable for project managers to apply in real 

business world. Therefore, positivistic epistemology should be the most appropriate for 

this study. The selection of the objectivism ontology and positivism epistemology further 

affected the following research approaches and strategies. 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

There are two major approaches can be chose to do empirical research – deductive and 

inductive. When using the deductive approach the researcher uses existing theories to 

develop hypotheses and then design a research strategy to test the hypotheses, while in 

the inductive case, the researcher would collect data and develop theory as a result of the 

data analysis (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 124). The deductive approach is usually connected 

with positivism while the inductive approach with interpretivism. When using the 

deductive approach data is always collected through surveys, observation, questionnaires, 

interviews etc, while the inductive approach always collect data through interviews, 

observation, and diary methods. Deductive research can be replicable and objective in 

nature, while inductive research is always difficult to replicate and subjective by nature. 

Deductive research moves from theory to data, while in inductive research, theory 
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follows data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 126). 

 

This study has been adopted with the deductive approach. The first reason is because the 

chosen ontology and epistemology of the study. The researchers never want to distort the 

real opinions of research participants, thus they tried to be independent of what is being 

researched and be less involved. Secondly, because this research requires sufficient size 

of samples, which makes it unfeasible to use the inductive approach.  Lastly, there are 

some similar theories exist which could be contribute for the research structure. After 

literature review, the researchers found many studies already generated many theories on 

conflict handling styles, although they left the gaps which this study tries to fill up. 

Therefore, this study moved from theory to data, and used quantitative measures to 

collect and analyze data. Hypotheses were developed after literature review and were 

tested at the data analysis part. In order to test the hypotheses, the researchers have chosen 

the following strategy. 

 

3.3 Research strategy 

The research strategy is the general plan of how to go about answering the research 

question (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 136). Research strategy takes into account the purposes 

of the research, the accesses of data, and constraints that may affect the process of the 

research. The research strategy is always related to the ontology and epistemology of the 

study. According to Saunders et al. (2009), there are many strategies available to choose 

for research, which are experiment, survey, case study, action research, grounded theory, 

ethnography, and archival research. 

 

Each one of these strategies could be fit certain research depends on the specific context. 

Three widely used strategies were summarized here. The first one is experiment. The 

basic purpose of an experiment is to study links between variables, and test whether or 

how a change in one variable would affect another one. Control and experimental groups 

are always used simultaneously, and external variables should be controlled through 

various methods. This method yields highest levels of precision but always unfeasible or 

inappropriate for business and management research areas because it needs highly 

controlled context. The second one is survey. The survey strategy is usually associated 

with deductive approach. It is popular in business and management research as it allows 

researchers to collect large amount of data in a highly economical way from a sizeable 

population (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 144). Moreover, it gives the possibility to conduct a 

quantitative analysis relying on the descriptive and inferential statistics, and the results of 

the survey can be used to explore connections between variables and produce models for 

the whole population. Another one is case study. Case study is a comprehensive research 
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strategy which attempts to examine a contemporary phenomenon in its real life context 

(Yin, 2003).The boundaries between the phenomenon and the context in which it is being 

studied are not clear. The case study help getting a rich understanding of the context of the 

research and focus on generating answers for ―why‖ questions (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 

146). The triangulation of multiple sources is needed when using a case study strategy. 

Explanations of other types of research strategies can be referred to many textbooks 

concerning research methodology. 

 

According to the theoretical description of each strategy, the strategy of survey best fits 

the current study. First of all, survey enables the researchers to collect large amount of 

data in a low cost way. As the fast developing of internet communication in the world, 

most of the target participants can be reached via internet. Therefore, the researchers 

were able to conduct the survey online and collect sufficient data in relatively short time 

period. Moreover, a standardized survey can be very objective and with less biases. It 

gives the possibility to conduct a quantitative analysis relying on the descriptive and 

inferential statistics, and the results of the survey can be used to explore connections 

between variables and produce models for the whole population. Furthermore, there 

already exist some well designed widely used survey instruments developed by prior 

researchers, which have high validity and reliability, thus saved a lot time to develop a 

new one.  

 

3.4 Research choice 

Saunders et al. (2009) define research choice as the way in which a researcher choose to 

combine quantitative and qualitative techniques and procedures. Quantitative and 

qualitative are two terms widely used to differentiate both data collection techniques and 

data analysis procedures. Quantitative refers to data collection technique (such as 

questionnaire) or analysis procedure (such as graphs or statistics) that relates to numerical 

data, while qualitative is associated with non-numerical data (such as interview, 

categorizing data, etc.).  

 

There are three choices to combine techniques and procedures for research, which are 

Mono method, Multi-method and Mixed-methods (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 151). 

Selecting mono method means selecting either single quantitative data collection 

technique with quantitative data analysis procedures or single qualitative data collection 

technique with qualitative data analysis procedures. Multi-method means more than one 

data collection techniques were used with associated analysis technique, but restricted 

within either a quantitative or qualitative world view (ibid). Mixed-methods approach 

refers to the situation where both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis 
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techniques are used in a research. 

 

Based on the nature of the research question of this study, mono quantitative method has 

been chosen. Although the multiple methods have a lot strengths and advantages in 

general, it doesn‘t mean these methods fit all studies and beneficial to all researchers. 

Since this study is to found out what styles people choose to handle task conflict and has 

adopted standardized survey instrument, quantitative data collection and analysis 

techniques are suitable, applicable and sufficient to generate conclusions and theories. 

Applying same method in the data collection and data analysis period also improves the 

consistency of the study. In addition, the researchers of this study are both more confident 

and comfortable in using quantitative methods rather than qualitative ones. It is not wise 

to use or combine with some methods which researchers are not familiar with. Therefore, 

mono quantitative method should be the right choice for this study. 

 

3.5 Research time horizons 

Another important aspect need to be took into consideration when doing research is the 

time horizon. There are two main types of time horizons prevalent in social and 

management research - cross-sectional and longitudinal (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

Cross-sectional research refers to the study of a particular phenomenon at a particular 

time like a ―snapshot‖. It best suits those research projects which have time constraint. A 

longitudinal study is doing continuous research on particular phenomena over a series of 

time in given period like a diary. Longitudinal studies have a strong advantage in studying 

change and development. Observing people or event over a period of time helps to exert a 

measure of control over variables being studied, and ensure they are not affected by the 

research process (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

 

The present thesis was a cross-sectional study due to the nature of research question, time 

restraint and the researchers‘ resources limit. This study focused on exploring and 

revealing individuals‘ preferences of conflict handling styles, with no interesting in 

finding how they changed their preferences over time. The variances exist in age have 

already been taken into consider in the study. Moreover, the research was conducted in a 

short time period; thus longitudinal way was not feasible in this case. Few resources were 

available for the researchers since they are just students in the University, which further 

restrict them to conduct a longitudinal examination. Future researchers could try to do a 

longitudinal study if time and resources are available. 
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3.6 Research sample and participants 

This study aims to research on individuals‘ attitude or behavior on dealing with conflict in 

project teams, and generate implications for project management. Experience of working 

in projects is essential for the target participants. Another requirement for this study is 

individuals should have interpersonal conflict with colleagues before in their work life. 

The first judgment was made by the two researchers, because they knew who had project 

experience, and then chose the right person to request on participating in the survey. Since 

the survey is completely voluntary, participants can judge by themselves whether they are 

qualified to fill in the questionnaire. A covering letter explaining the purpose and contents 

of the study has been sent to every candidate participant. The people who chose to 

participate in this survey could be considered as suitable for this study. In order to 

examine the relationships between choice of conflict handling styles and personal 

characteristics, information such as age, gender, work experience, nationality, industry 

and profession were collected at the same time. Detail demographics of the participants 

were demonstrated in the data analysis part. 

 

Considering the research philosophy, approach and strategy this study has chosen, the 

sample size should be as large as possible. In order to select a large amount of samples, 

the authors could have contacted some professional organizations like PMI, APMP etc. 

But the study is focused on investigating conflicts among project team members, the 

contacts on those organizations‘ websites are mostly project managers. The authors 

should kindly request those organizations to forward the email and questionnaires to 

those managers, again forward to their team members. Due to the time, budget and 

resource limitations, this way of data collection couldn‘t assure the amount of responses 

and is less feasible and more risky. Therefore, the authors chose another way of sampling 

– access through contacts and networks of known people. First, they selected qualified 

target persons and sent emails to them to request filling in a questionnaire. In order to get 

as many responses as possible, the authors took advantage of the benefits of snowball 

sampling. In the email, they requested their initial contacts to forward the covering letter 

and questionnaire to their own contacts that are suitable for this study. All of those steps 

tried to enlarge the size of the sample. 

 

3.7 Data collection method and process 

After selecting survey as the research strategy, the researchers started to figure out 

specific method to collect data. Saunders et al. (2009) suggested a number of data 

collection techniques associated with survey such as: questionnaires, observations, 

interviews etc. The researchers examined and compared all possible data collection 
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methods and found that questionnaire should be the most appropriate method. 

Questionnaire refers to all techniques of data collection in which each person is asked to 

respond to the same set of questions in a predetermined order. This study is a combination 

of descriptive and explorative research. It intends to find out attitudes and opinions of 

individuals about how to deal with conflicts, then examine and explain relationships 

between variables such as conflict handling styles with ages. From the literature review, 

the researchers found the research questions of this study don‘t require large numbers of 

open ended questions, and standardized questions could probably be interpreted the same 

way by all respondents. On the other hand, the primary data, which is collected by 

researchers directly in the source or the research subject, is significantly important and 

valuable for this kind of research. Secondary data is less valuable in this kind of empirical 

research. Therefore, the authors believed that primary data collected through 

questionnaires would be the best option.  

 

Since the decision about data collection method has been made, another concern is about 

how to construct the questionnaire. There are two ways to approach, design and develop a 

questionnaire by oneself, or use some existing one. Developing a questionnaire by 

oneself gives the researchers more freedom and flexibility to add anything they interested 

in. But developing a questionnaire is very time consuming. Researchers have to conduct 

pilot test, test retest, and collect huge amount of samples to examine the validity and 

reliability. A good questionnaire needs continuous revise and improvement. Considering 

the time and resource limit for this study, developing a nice questionnaire seems 

unfeasible. However, there are already some well designed and widely used 

questionnaires available from other researchers. The content of the questionnaire 

perfectly match the current study, and the validity and reliability have been proved by 

many other studies. One of the best ones is the Rahim Organizational Conflict 

Inventory-II (ROCI-II), which has been introduced in the following part. 

 

3.7.1 Data collection Instrument 

The data for the surveys were collected with the Rahim Organizational Conflict 

Inventory-II (ROCI-II), which measures how organizational members handle their 

interpersonal conflict with superiors (Form A), subordinates (Form B), and peers (Form 

C) (Rahim, 1983b). Form C of the ROCI-II (refer to Appendix I & Appendix II) was used 

in this study, which contains 28 items related to conflict situations involving participants 

and their peers. The ROCI-II was designed to measure five dimensions of styles of 

resolving conflict: avoiding (6 items), compromising (4 items), dominating (5 items), 

integrating (7 items), and obliging (6 items). Individuals responded to each statement on a 

five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Not Sure; 4 = Agree; 5 = 
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Strongly Agree). Mean scores (range = 1-5) were calculated for each dimension, with 

high scores indicating greater use of the particular conflict management style. 

 

The ROCI-II is one of the most commonly used instruments of conflict management 

styles and its reliability and validity have been established by prior research (Rahim & 

Magner, 1995). According to Rahim (1983a), by using principal factoring with iteration 

and varimax rotation, responses to the original 35 items from the USA national sample of 

1,219 executives were factor analyzed. The first five factors were extracted, which 

represent the five independent dimensions of conflict handling styles (avoiding, 

compromising, dominating, integrating, and obliging). The final instrument included 28 

items with factor loadings ≥ .40. Multiple factor analyses methods (e.g., quartimax, 

equimax, and oblique) were used to test the stability of the five factors in different 

subsamples, and the results were consistent with the previous analysis. The 

inter-correlations among the five scales ranged between -.03 and .33 (Rahim, 1983b). The 

factor structure of the ROCI-II was also confirmed in a study conducted by Rahim and 

Magner (1995) in which they provided evidence of both convergent and discriminant 

validities of the subscales on diverse samples. The reliability of ROCI-II was tested 

through the analysis of data collected from 119 MBA and students of Youngstown State 

University. From this analysis, Rahim (1983a) found the internal consistency reliability 

coefficients (Cronbach's alpha and Kristof‘s Unbiased Reliability) of each scale were 

greater than .70, ranged from .72 to .77. The test-retest reliability coefficient was greater 

than .75, except for the compromising scale which had one of .60. These two reliabilities 

were quite favorable comparing with those of the existing instruments. The test-retest 

reliabilities for the three existing instruments range between .14 and .57 for Blake & 

Mouton‘s (1964) Two-dimensional grid; .41 and .66 for Hall‘s (1969) Conflict 

Management Survey model; and .61 and .68 for Thomas-Kilmann‘s (1974) Conflict 

Mode. The Cronbach alpha for Hall, and Thomas-Kilmann instruments range 

between .39 ~ .73, and .43 ~ .71, respectively (Thomas & Kilmann, 1978). By using the 

Crowne and Marlowe's (1960) Social Desirability Scale and Eysenck and Eysenck's 

(1968) Lie Scale, Rahim (1983a) found four scales of conflict handling styles were 

relatively free from social desirability or response distortion bias (ranged from .00 to .11), 

only one scale - Integrating had .29 correlation with the Social Desirability Scale.  

 

Numerous studies have further proved the validity and reliability of the ROCI-II. They 

argued that ROCI-II possessed adequate test-retest and internal consistency reliabilities, 

and strong construct and concurrent validities (Ben-Yoav & Banai, 1992; Gross & 

Guerrero, 2000; Rahim, 1983a, 1983b; Van de Vliert & Kabanoff, 1990; Weider-Hatfield, 

1988). Ben-Yoav & Bonai (1992) claimed that the ROCI-II instrument has a higher 

internal consistency coefficient than models such as the TKI. The five-factor ROC-II 
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model also has a better fit with data than models of two, three and four conflict-handling 

style orientations. In a review of past studies, Gross & Guerrero (2000) summarized that 

the Cronbach‘s alpha coefficient for each of the ROC-II subscales has been consistently 

satisfactory, ranged from 0.67 to 0.86. Rahim and Magner (1995) investigated the 

construct validity of the five ROCI-II subscales and their factor invariance across groups. 

The results provided support for the convergent and discriminant validities of the 

subscales and general support for factor invariance. A number of studies using 

confirmatory factor analysis and multitrait-multimethod analytic techniques have 

reported evidence for the convergent and discriminant validity of the subscales 

(Ben-Yoav & Banai, 1992; Rahim, 1983a; Rahim & Magner, 1995; Van de Vliert & 

Kabanoff, 1990). Therefore，the measure has been enjoying considerable popularity 

among researchers (Weidethatheld，1988). 

 

The Chinese version of ROCI-II was combined from Chang & Lu (2007) and Ling 

(2007). In their studies, the questionnaire was translated from English into Chinese by 

competent bilingual translators, and under the supervision of independent translators. 

Checks were made by back-translation and parallel translation as well. 

 

In order to investigate the relationships between the choice of conflict handling styles and 

personal characteristics, seven questions were added to get the personal information 

about participants. Information such as age, gender, work experience, nationality, 

industry and profession were collected with the ROCI-II at the same time. Ages were 

classified into four groups: less than 25, 25 – 34, 35 – 44, and more than 44. Years of work 

experience also in four category: less than 3, 3 – 10, 10 -20, and more than 20. The 

nationality was used for classifying the participants to different culture clusters – 

individualist or collectivism. Industry and profession were open end questions left for 

participants to fill in. Detail demographics of the participants were demonstrated in the 

data analysis part.  

 

3.7.2 Data collection process 

After comparing different ways of conduct questionnaire, this study has chosen the way 

of internet questionnaire. Most of the contacts are computer literate individuals who can 

be contacted by email and interne. And the internet questionnaire can be geographically 

dispersed to get large size of sample. The questions are mainly closed questions and not 

complex, which suitable for internet use. Moreover, internet mediated has low likelihood 

of contamination or distortion of respondent's answer and data input is automated. The 

survey website used in this study is www.surveymonkey.com. SurveyMonkey is a famous 

website enables anyone to create professional online surveys quickly and easily. They 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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have millions of customers on more than 190 countries worldwide. The main reason of 

choosing surveymonkey is because they support many languages settings including 

English and Chinese.  

 

In order to download full report of questionnaires and use more functions of the website, 

the authors bought one month PRO account. The researchers created English and Chinese 

questionnaires on the website, which generated two survey links:  

English questionnaire: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/JQGDS7T  

Chinese version: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D2VH8NV  

Then the links were pasted into the body of the covering email so that when respondents 

receive the email, they can click the link and access the survey. The participants can fill in 

and submit questionnaires online.  

 

A covering letter explaining the purpose and contents of the study, the links of the surveys 

and privacy regulations has been sent to each one of the target contact. The online 

questionnaires were published from 26 November, 2010. And the data collection period 

lasted for 2 weeks. After no new responses came out, full survey results data in the form 

of excel were downloaded from the website for further analysis.  

 

3.8 Ethic considerations 

Saunders et al. (2009) suggested that ethical behavior should be practiced in each step of 

thesis, including the data collection, data analysis and reporting part. Research ethical 

behaviour allusions proper research choices and methods, provide fully respect to those 

who attend or be affected by the research. Various principles try to clear ethical 

behaviours, even though they are from their perspective over ethics, they all include the 

following three points (Bryman and Bell 2007, p. 132; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 185). The 

first one is ―Harm‖, means the researcher should avoid causing any type of 

embarrassment or harm to those involved in the study. Second - ―Privacy‖, this consists 

on maintaining the confidentiality of data and the privacy of possible and actual 

participants respecting any requests for confidentiality and/or anonymity whenever 

requested. The last one is ―Deception‖, which consists on avoiding any type of 

manipulation of data or people. 

 

During the whole thesis writing process, the researchers insist on a strong and 

clear-positioned ethical behavior. During the reviewing former outcomes in the research 

field, the authors hold the spirit of ‗ethical responsibility first‘ that clear citation and 

proper referenced are top highlighted to avoid plagiarism. Those secondary data or 

resources include research field academic textbooks, articles from academic journals, 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/JQGDS7T
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D2VH8NV
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library preserved materials, and web-based information and data available in various 

databases. 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 184) researchers must ensure that the study is 

morally correct from the perspective of those people involved in it. Some of the ethical 

issues that needs to be addressed in any research related to the need to avoid any harm to 

respondents due to them taking part in the research or from research results, ensuring that 

respondents are ‗informed‘ participants in the study, that there is no invasion of their 

privacy, and no coercion or deceit is used by the researcher (Bryman and Bell, 2007; 

Saunders et al., 2009). Absolutely following by the guidance, the authors gave sufficient 

care for the participants involved in the questionnaire filling step. Before inviting them to 

attend questionnaire filling, a formal covering letter explaining the purpose of the study, 

the links of the survey and privacy regulations has been sent to all the potential 

respondents. The authors ensure that the participation is voluntary and free for all 

respondents to answer the questionnaire or not (or free to discontinue at any time). The 

questionnaires are anonymous, and all the specific personal information is not traceable 

back to individual respondents. All the information is strictly confidential and used for 

research only.  

 

For last part we would like to mention is, according to the ‗Deception‘ principle, we make 

sure that we will prevent any type of manipulation of data or people. All the analyzing 

data is actual existing and we have considered ethics to achieve a reliable work. 

 

3.9 Summary 

This chapter examined and explained the systematic framework of the methodology 

adopted in this study. In the beginning, the authors demonstrated the underlying 

philosophy of this research and argued about the objective ontological and positivism 

epistemology they chose. According to the philosophy and nature of the research question, 

the present study followed a quantitative approach. In align with the research philosophy 

and approach, survey was considered as the best strategy to carry out the research process. 

In the later part, questionnaire was selected as the specific data collection method in 

accord with the survey strategy. Based on the nature of the research question and 

researchers‘ preference, only mono quantitative method was applied in this study. And 

due to the time and resource limit, this study was a cross-sectional study. Future 

researchers could try the longitudinal one if conditions are available. Then the authors 

explained their sampling method and target participants. The selected data collection 

instrument was introduced and scrutinized in detail. In addition to the data collection 

method, data collection process was also illustrated afterwards. At the end, the authors 
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explained their ethic considerations in this study. All the methodology elements explained 

in this chapter were summarized in table 1. After this, the study can proceed to the next 

chapter to show the analysis of the data collected. 

 

Table 1. Characteristics of the research methodology for this study. 

Methodology Element Chosen of This Study 

Research Ontology Objectivism 

Research Epistemology Positivism 

Research Approach Deductive 

Research Strategy Survey 

Research Choice Mono method - Quantitative 

Research Time horizons Cross-sectional 

Data collection method Internet based Questionnaire 
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Chapter 4 – Data Analysis and Results 

This chapter analyzed the primary data collected through questionnaires that were 

published on Survey-monkey website. The survey lasted for two weeks. Since there‘s 

rarely new response coming up, the full results were downloaded from the website on 12
th

 

December 2010. The main objective of this chapter is to test the hypotheses developed in 

Chapter 2 and answer the research questions stated in Chapter 1. The process of the data 

analysis followed the order of the research question and hypotheses. The sample and its 

demographics were described in this chapter. Descriptive statistics and further analysis 

were conducted as well. Comparison with literature reviewed and other studies was 

performed in the following chapter 5. 

 

4.1 Data analysis method 

Statistical analysis of the data was carried out with the SPSS 17. The full results 

downloaded from online survey system were saved in Excel files. Some necessary 

treatments were conducted before exporting the data to the SPSS. For example, the 

personal information of industry, profession and nationality was coded with numbers. For 

the culture background, participants were classified into two groups - individualism and 

collectivism. The criterion of classifying is based on the Hofstede IDV scores of their 

nations. The Hofstede IDV scores of countries can be referred to the website of Itim 

International - An international consulting organization utilizing Prof. Hofstede's 

concepts (www.geert-hofstede.com). The countries with higher than 50 IDV score were 

put into the individualism group, others were classified into collectivism. After that, the 

data was loaded from Excel files into SPSS for further analysis.  

 

The analysis was done in five steps. 

1) Before the formal analysis, some tests and examinations were conducted to assure 

the validity of the data. Firstly, invalid or unusable responses were filtered out. Some 

respondents put space or dot in the open-ended questions which lead to unusable data. 

Few participants even took ―Strongly Agree‖ for all of the 28 questions, which means 

the respondent was not interested in or indifferent about the survey. Therefore, these 

kinds of responses were considered to be invalid or unusable. However, it was 

difficult to find out these invalid answers by eyes. The authors applied extremes and 

outliers test in the SPSS software and then filtered out those invalid data. Secondly, in 

order to do t-test and ANOVA, the assumption of normality of the data was checked 

and the results proved the normality. 

2) Cronbach‘s alpha coefficients were computed to evaluate the reliability of the 

instrument that was used to collect the data. The detail values of Cronbach‘s alpha for 

http://www.geert-hofstede.com/
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each conflict handling style were revealed in Table 3.  

3) In order to answer the research question and test the hypotheses 1 and 2, all valid 

responses were processed to get the mean scores (M), standard deviations (SD) of the 

conflict handling styles. Assertiveness and cooperativeness scores were computed at 

the same time.  

4) Hypotheses 3 and 6 were tested using independent-samples t-tests. The t-test enabled 

the researchers to compare the mean scores of conflict handling styles against the 

variables of sex and culture dimension respectively. The significance of differences 

can be explained by p-values and effect sizes. Correlation tests were carried out 

afterwards. 

5) Hypotheses 4 and 5 were both analyzed using ANOVA tests. One-way ANOVA is 

suitable for researchers to find out the relationships between conflict handling styles 

and different ages, different years of work experience. The differences among 

multiple categories can also be interpreted by p-values and effect sizes. Regression 

tests were checked and correlations among styles in different groups were also 

investigated. 

 

4.2 Participants and their demographics 

One hundred and eighty six respondents finished the web-based questionnaires, of which 

182 responses were usable. In the 182 respondents, 119 were Chinese (65.38%), 38 were 

Lebanese (20.88%) and others were from a variety of countries (13.74%). The 

biographical data indicate that the male and female participants were almost equal, with 

49.45 percent male and 50.55 percent female. Respondents came from different age 

groups with 12 percent below the age of 25. Most of the participants aged between 25 and 

34, which accounts for 76.37% of the total. About 6.59 percent of the participants were 

between 45 and 54 while only 4.95 percent were older than 55. The work experience 

distribution was similar to that of age, with the most respondents clustered in the group of 

3 to 10 years (56.04%). The participants who with10 to 20 years experience totaled 8.79% 

and those more than 20 years 6.04%. The largest representative industries in the sample 

were the construction (29.12%), manufacturing (19.23%), service (16.48%) and IT 

industries (10.99%). Occupation distribution showed that 41 percent worked as engineers 

and architects, 20 percent in sales, marketing, consulting and human resources, 16 

percent in general management, 7 percent in finance and accounting, 16 percent worked 

in other roles. The details of the participants‘ demographics were shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Demographic characteristics of all participants. 

  N Percent       N Percent 

Nationality 

 

    

 

Gender     

Chinese 119 65.38%   

 

Male 90 49.45% 

Lebanese 38 20.88%   

 

Female 92 50.55% 

Italian 3 1.65%   

 

Age     

Australian 2 1.10%   

 

Less than 25 22 12.09% 

French 2 1.10%   

 

25 - 44 139 76.37% 

Mexican 2 1.10%   

 

45 - 54 12 6.59% 

Spanish 2 1.10%   

 

More than 55 9 4.95% 

Bangladeshi 1 0.55%   

 

Work Experience   

Bolivian 1 0.55%   

 

Less than 3 53 29.12% 

British 1 0.55%   

 

3 ~ 10 102 56.04% 

Chilean 1 0.55%   

 

10 ~ 20 16 8.79% 

Columbian 1 0.55%   

 

More than 20 11 6.04% 

German 1 0.55%   

 

Industry     

Greek 1 0.55%   

 

Construction 53 29.12% 

Honduran 1 0.55%   

 

Manufacturing 35 19.23% 

Nigerian 1 0.55%   

 

Service 30 16.48% 

Romanian 1 0.55%   

 

IT 20 10.99% 

Saudi 1 0.55%   

 

Finance 13 7.14% 

Serbian 1 0.55%   

 

Consulting 9 4.95% 

US 1 0.55%   

 

Education 8 4.40% 

Vietnamese 1 0.55%   

 

Public service 5 2.75% 

Total 182       Others 9 4.95% 

  Occupation 
    

    

 

Engineer, Architect 
 

74  40.66% 

 

Finance, Accounting 
 

13  7.14% 

 

Sales, Marketing, Consultant, HR 36  19.78% 

 

General Management 
 

29  15.93% 

  Others   30  16.48% 

 

4.3 Reliability of the ROCI-II instrument 

Researchers believe that a reliable scale should consistently reflect the construct it is 

measuring, which means the individual items or sets of items should generate results 

consistent with the overall questionnaire. There are many ways to test reliability such as 

Split-half, Guttman, Parallel and Cronbach‘s Alpha. Among these techniques, 

Cronbach‘s alpha is the most common measure of scale reliability. A value of 0.7 – 0.8 of 
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Cronbach‘s alpha is often seen as an acceptable value in the journal articles. Due to the 

diversity of the psychological constructs, values below even 0.7 can, realistically, be 

expected. Cortina (1993) noticed that the value of alpha also depends on the number of 

items on the scale. Normally more items lead to higher alpha value whereas fewer items 

related to lower alpha value. The Cronbach‘s alphas of five scales in this study have been 

computed and shown in Table 3. Most of the values were above 0.68, with one lowest 

value 0.537 (Compromising). The overall reliability of the questionnaire can be 

considered as acceptable. 

 

Table 3. Cronbach‘s Alpha values of ROCI-II. 

Scale Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items 

Integrating 0.781 7 

Obliging 0.745 6 

Avoiding 0.680 6 

Compromising 0.537 4 

Dominating 0.758 5 

 

4.4 Conflict handling styles in general 

In order to get a holistic picture of which styles were preferable for participants to handle 

task conflicts in the situation of relationship conflict, descriptive statistics (Mean and 

Standard Deviation) of the five conflict handling styles for overall sample were computed 

and demonstrated in the Table 4. In Table 4, the means and standard deviations of the five 

conflict handling styles were ranked from high to low according to the mean values. 

Results revealed that the most preferred styles individuals might choose to handle task 

conflict are integrating (M= 3.921, SD= 0.522) and compromising (M=3.612, SD=0.495), 

with small values of standard deviations. After them, there follows avoiding (M=3.358, 

SD=0.615) and dominating (M=3.310, SD=0.686). The least favorable choice is obliging, 

with a mean of 2.667 (SD= 0.573), lower than the threshold value 3. This implies that the 

majority of the participants disagree to use the obliging strategy in the situation 

hypothesized by this study. The extremely low score of obliging definitely affected the 

value of assertiveness and cooperativeness, which reflects relatively high positive value 

for assertiveness (M=1.206, SD= 1.126) and negative value for cooperativeness (M= 

-0.081, SD= 1.225). The positive assertiveness and negative cooperativeness implies that 

in a situation of relationship conflict, people are likely to choose assertive and 

uncooperative way of dealing with task conflicts. Low values of standard deviations can 

be observed throughout all five handling styles. The big standard deviation for 

assertiveness and cooperativeness is because their values were calculated through the 

formulations of five styles.  
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics of Conflict Styles. 

Construct Mean SD 

Integrating 3.921  0.522  

Compromising 3.614  0.495  

Avoiding 3.358  0.615  

Dominating 3.310  0.686  

Obliging 2.667  0.573  

Assertiveness 1.206  1.126  

Cooperativeness -0.081  1.225  

 

The correlations of the seven variables were computed and displayed in the Table 5. The 

correlation between Compromising and Integrating is significantly high (r (182) =0.381; 

p<.01). The correlation of Compromising with avoiding is also significant (r =0.266; 

p<.01). The high correlations with other two styles are mainly because the style has 

moderate concern for self and others. The location in the center of the five styles makes it 

easier lean to others. Avoiding and obliging were showed to be correlated as well, with 

significant r value at 0.307. This may be because avoiding and obliging both have low 

concern for self. Another interesting finding is the negative correlation (r = -0.342; p<.01) 

between integrating and dominating since they are both labeled by high concern for self. 

This negative correlation indicated that on the ―concern for others‖ dimension, people 

may stably incline to choose one terminal. Other significant correlations associated with 

assertiveness and cooperativeness is quite obvious, because the two constructs were just 

computed from the formulations of other five styles. 

 

Table 5. Pearson correlations of five conflict handling styles. 

Scale INT OBL AVO COM DOM ASST COOP 

Integrating 1  0.025 -0.040 0.381** -0.342** 0.265** 0.649** 

Obliging  1  0.307** 0.124  0.115  -0.595** 0.260** 

Avoiding   1  0.266** 0.087  -0.668** -0.425** 

Compromising   

 

1  -0.064  -0.071  0.122  

Dominating   

  

1  0.345** -0.695** 

Assertiveness   

   

1  -0.023  

Cooperativeness             1  

Note: ** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level 2-tailed) 

    

To sum up, the results of the analysis fully confirmed the hypothesis H1 for positive value 

of assertiveness and negative for cooperativeness. The second hypothesis H2 is also 
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proved from the analysis. The obliging style had a considerable lowest mean value and 

the distance with other styles is far away. These results indicated that when individuals 

had relationship conflict with colleagues, they incline to take more assertive and less 

cooperative strategy to deal with work related tasks. The relationship conflict 

significantly diminished the possibility of obliging with the other party. 

 

4.5 Gender difference in conflict handling 

In order to explore the influence of gender difference on the preference of conflict 

handling styles, independent samples t-test was performed and the results were presented 

in Table 6.  

 

Table 6. Descriptive group statistics and directional measures – Gender. 

Measure Gender Mean SD t df 
Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Cohen's 

d 

INT 
M 3.860  0.615  

-1.544  153  0.125  -0.229  
F 3.980  0.405  

OBL 
M 2.694  0.570  

0.646  180  0.519  0.096  
F 2.639  0.576  

AVO 
M 3.359  0.620  

0.026  180  0.979  0.004  
F 3.357  0.615  

COM 
M 3.561  0.538  

-1.431  180  0.154  -0.212  
F 3.666  0.445  

DOM 
M 3.396  0.743  

1.676  180  0.096  0.248  
F 3.226  0.616  

ASST 
M 1.202  1.122  

-0.044  180  0.965  -0.007  
F 1.210  1.135  

COOP 
M -0.200  1.417  

-1.299  159  0.196  -0.193  
F 0.036  0.996  

 

First of all, no significant difference could be found from the results regarding to the 

different genders. All of the p-values for different variables were bigger than 0.05. In 

order to reduce the influence of outliers and extreme scores, a Mann-Whitney test was 

also conducted, which showed the same non-significant results as t-test. Both men and 

women use all five conflict handling styles to the same extent if measured in terms of 

significant difference.  

 

However, there were three small effect sizes (above the lowest limit of small effect 0.2) 
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associated with the styles of integrating, compromising and dominating, with effect size 

(Cohen‘s d) at -0.229, -0.212 and 0.248 respectively. These three styles did have small 

effect-sizes. This indicated that the females prefer integrating and compromising styles 

more than males to cope with task conflicts with colleagues, whereas the males use 

dominating more frequently than females. In addition, the values of cooperativeness 

between two groups have different signs. The mean of cooperativeness for females is 

positive (0.036) while the males have negative value (-0.2). This indicates that males are 

less possible than females to cooperate with the other party in conflict. However, the 

females got higher assertiveness value than males although the difference is 

exceptionally small. 

 

The results also revealed that the first two most preferred styles for both men and women 

were integrating and compromising, consistent with the general results. On the following 

order, females prefer avoiding while males like dominating. The least possible choice - 

obliging is unfavorable for both men and women.  

 

Table 7. Pearson correlations of conflict handling styles – Gender. 

r  Females 

Males INT OBL AVO COM DOM 

Integrating   -0.126  -0.126  0.263* -0.163  

Obliging 0.138  
 

0.344** 0.109  0.247* 

Avoiding 0.016  0.269* 
 

0.282** 0.096  

Compromising 0.438** 0.148  0.258* 
 

0.008  

Dominating -0.430** -0.007  0.081  -0.093  
 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

* Correlation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

The Pearson inter-correlations test was carried out for both gender groups, the results 

were presented in Table 7. It is evident from this table that the significantly correlated 

styles in males group are same as those in Table 5. The absolute correlation values 

between integrating with compromising (r =0.438; p<0.01), integrating with dominating 

(r =0.430; p<0.01) are bigger than those in general. The correlation between obliging and 

avoiding (r =0.269; p<0.05) reduced a little bit. The other one between compromising and 

avoiding remained similar with r =0.258 at p<0.05. 

 

The females didn‘t registered significant correlation between integrating and dominating 

as males did. But the females registered a strong correlation between dominating and 

obliging (r =0.344; p<0.05). The correlation between avoiding and obliging (r =0.344; 
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p<0.05) is higher than males have. The other correlations between compromising with 

dominating, compromising with avoiding were significant but lower than those of men‘s.  

 

There was no significant difference found between the gender group and both the 

assertiveness and cooperativeness of females were higher than males. The third 

hypothesis H3 of this study cannot be proved based on the current study. The 

cooperativeness value of women was higher than men, but the effect size couldn‘t reach 

the small level thus couldn‘t give sufficient support. 

 

4.6 Age difference in conflict handling 

The age status variable has been used to compare styles used for handle task conflicts 

between different groups. The Tables 8 was structured according to four age ranges: less 

than 25, 25-34, 35-44, and more than 44 years old. Descriptive statistics of each group 

were displayed in the same table. Significance of differences between groups and their 

effect sizes were computed through ANOVA and represented in Table 9. 

 

It is clear from Table 8 that integrating is the most popular style for all groups. This style 

is frequently used for the age group more than 45 years old, with a mean of 4.349. The 

second highest mean score of 4.026 was generated by the ages less than 25. Whereas, the 

age ranging between 25-34 and 35-44 had close mean values 3.884 and 3.833, 

respectively. 

 

The second favorable style for all groups is compromising. The age range between 35 and 

44 scored a considerable mean value of 3.729, followed by two similar mean values of 

3.694 and 3.693, for the age group of more than 45 years and less than 25 years 

respectively. Whereas, the age range between 25-34 has a value of 3.586. 

 

The next two conflict handling styles avoiding and dominating ranked differently for 

different groups. The age group less than 25, 25-34 and more than 45 preferred avoiding 

more than dominating, while the 35-44 group held the opposite opinion. The mean values 

of these two styles were quite similar among groups, ranged from 3.3 to 3.4. One 

exception is the age group of more than 45 years old which made a low score of 2.911 for 

dominating style. 

 

The least preferred conflict handling style was obliging. The mean values for all groups 

were lower than 3.0. The 35-44 years group got the lowest score for obliging style with a 

mean of 2.486. The age group of less than 25 gave relatively high score of 2.864. 
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Another finding unfolded from Table 8 was the different signs of mean values of 

cooperativeness. The means of cooperativeness for the groups less than 25 and more than 

45 were positive (0.058 and 0.790) while the groups 25-34 and 35-44 experienced 

negative value (-0.120 and -0.531). This difference revealed that people aged from 25 to 

44 may be less cooperative in the conflict than those from other age groups. Closer 

scrutinize revealed that the group 35-44 scored highest in dominating and assertiveness 

but lowest in obliging and cooperativeness; the group more than 45 scored highest in 

integrating and cooperativeness but lowest in dominating. 

 

Table 8. Descriptive group statistics – Age. 

Measure Age N Mean SD STD Error 

INT 

less 25 22 4.026  0.263  0.056  

25-34 139 3.884  0.552  0.047  

35-44 12 3.833  0.467  0.135  

more 45 9 4.349  0.385  0.128  

OBL 

less 25 22 2.864  0.476  0.101  

25-34 139 2.650  0.584  0.050  

35-44 12 2.486  0.543  0.157  

more 45 9 2.685  0.609  0.203  

AVO 

less 25 22 3.432  0.551  0.117  

25-34 139 3.343  0.628  0.053  

35-44 12 3.417  0.726  0.210  

more 45 9 3.333  0.471  0.157  

COM 

less 25 22 3.693  0.327  0.070  

25-34 139 3.586  0.529  0.045  

35-44 12 3.729  0.432  0.125  

more 45 9 3.694  0.349  0.116  

DOM 

less 25 22 3.400  0.569  0.121  

25-34 139 3.311  0.680  0.058  

35-44 12 3.433  0.906  0.262  

more 45 9 2.911  0.679  0.226  

ASST 

less 25 22 1.131  0.852  0.182  

25-34 139 1.202  1.166  0.099  

35-44 12 1.364  1.184  0.342  

more 45 9 1.242  1.150  0.383  

COOP 
less 25 22 0.058  0.868  0.185  

25-34 139 -0.120  1.200  0.102  



 

45 

 

35-44 12 -0.531  1.831  0.529  

more 45 9 0.790  1.137  0.379  

 

In order to find out whether there are certain linear or quadric relationships between these 

variables and age levels, regression tests were conducted. But no specific pattern showed 

up. 

 

Table 9 of ANOVA reveals that there was only one style - integrating was registered with 

a significant difference between different age groups at 0.05 level: F (3,178) = 2.744; 

p<0.05, η
2
 =0.044. All other variables didn‘t experience significant differences among 

groups. On the other hand, integrating, cooperativeness, obliging, dominating and 

compromising had small effect sizes of Eta squared value η
2
 =0.044, 0.036, 0.022, 0.02 

and 0.010 respectively. The significance regarding integrating style can be interpreted 

that the age group of more than 45 years use integrating style significantly more than 

other groups especially the age groups of 25-34 and 35-44.  

 

Table 9. ANOVA and directional measures – Age. 

Measure Groups 
Sum of 

Squares 
df F Sig. 

Eta 

Squared 

INT 
Between 2.177  3 

2.744  0.045  0.044  
Within 47.067  178 

OBL 
Between 1.287  3 

1.316  0.271  0.022  
Within 58.046  178 

AVO 
Between 0.198  3 

0.172  0.915  0.003  
Within 68.329  178 

COM 
Between 0.462  3 

0.625  0.600  0.010  
Within 43.860  178 

DOM 
Between 1.793  3 

1.277  0.284  0.021  
Within 83.289  178 

ASST 
Between 0.438  3 

0.114  0.952  0.002  
Within 228.992  178 

COOP 
Between 9.887  3 

2.241  0.085  0.036  
Within 261.725  178 

 

Table 10 includes the Pearson inter-correlations for the different age groups. The Pearson 

correlation analysis reveals that there is a significant positive correlation between the 

integrating and compromising conflict handling styles (r= 0.373; p<0.01, 35-44 years and 

r= 0.672; p<0.01, 45-54 years). On the other hand, high negative relations exist between 
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integrating with avoiding (r= -0.803; p<0.01, 55+ years), and integrating with dominating 

(r= -0.319; p<0.01, 35-44 years). Strong positive correlations are experienced between 

obliging and avoiding (r= 0.335; p<0.01, 35-44 years). Avoiding style is also significantly 

related with compromising in the 35-44 group, with r= 0.301; p<0.01. Investigate closer 

on the correlations and age groups discloses that there was not even one significant 

correlation exist among those five conflict handling styles in the younger than 25 years 

age group.  

 

Table 10. Pearson correlation of conflict handling styles - Age 

r 

 

Age 

group 
INT OBL AVO COM DOM 

INT 

25 - - 

    35 - 44 - 

    45 - 54 - 

    55 + - 

    

OBL 

25 - 0.183  
   

 35 - 44 -0.008  
   

 45 - 54 0.493  
   

 55 + -0.525  
   

 

AVO 

25 - -0.144  0.144  
  

 35 - 44 -0.014  0.335** 
  

 45 - 54 -0.038  0.080  
  

 55 + -0.803** 0.544  
  

 

COM 

25 - 0.216  0.139  0.066  
 

 35 - 44 0.372** 0.129  0.301** 
 

 45 - 54 0.672* 0.160  0.235  
 

 55 + 0.395  -0.117  -0.349  
 

 

DOM 

25 - -0.145  0.416  0.000  -0.166  - 

35 - 44 -0.319** 0.140  0.060  -0.053  - 

45 - 54 -0.501  -0.498  0.276  -0.044  - 

55 + -0.658  0.226  0.312  -0.261  - 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

      * Correlation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

The ANOVA analysis showed that there were no significant differences between the age 

groups in terms of assertiveness and cooperativeness. Regression test also didn‘t prove 

linear relationships between age levels and assertiveness or cooperativeness. The first 

half of the fourth hypothesis H4 of this study cannot be confirmed based on the 



 

47 

 

significance test. However, closer scrutiny on the group of more than 45 years revealed 

that the participants in this age group have the highest value on integrating and 

cooperativeness, relatively high value on assertiveness but lowest value on dominating. 

This finding supported the hypothesis of older people use more integrating and less 

dominating styles than younger people and more assertive and cooperative than younger 

ones. So the fourth hypothesis H4 was only partially confirmed. 

 

4.7 Work experience difference in conflict handling 

Before the analysis, the researchers wondered that the participants‘ age and work 

experience should be positively correlated. In order to check out this consideration, a 

Spearman‘s correlation test was carried out between age and experience. The result 

showed that the Spearman‘s correlation between them reached rho = 0.726; p<0.01. This 

is a high positive correlation. Therefore, the results of the work experience part appeared 

similar to that of age to some extent. 

 

The work experience variable was also structured into four categories: less than 3, 3-10, 

10-20 and more than 20 years. Descriptive statistics of each group were displayed in the 

Table 11. Significance of differences between groups and their effect sizes were 

computed through ANOVA and represented in Table 12. 

 

It is clear from Table 11 that integrating was the most preferred conflict handling style for 

all groups, especially for those with more than 20 years experience with a mean of 4.403. 

This preference was followed by those ranging between 3 to 10 years of experience 

scoring 3.901 as mean value. The experience group of less than 3 years and 10-20 had 

close mean values around 3.8. 

 

The following highest rated style is compromising, especially for the 10-20 experience 

group with mean value of 3.844. Similarly, those with more than 20 years of experience 

had high scores for this style, 3.727 mean value. Whereas, those with less than 3 years and 

those having 3-10 years of experience scored similar with M=3.632 and M=3.556.  

 

The next ranking of the two conflict handling styles avoiding and dominating were not 

decisive. The groups less than 3, 10-20 and 10-20 liked avoiding more than dominating, 

while the 3-10 preferred dominating more. The mean values of these two styles were 

quite similar among groups, ranged from 3.2 to 3.6. One extreme is the group of more 

than 20 years which scored a low mean of 2.891 for dominating style. 
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Table 11. Descriptive group statistics – Work experience 

Measure Age N Mean SD STD Error 

INT 

less 3 53 3.892  0.446  0.061  

3-10 102 3.901  0.559  0.055  

10-20 16 3.813  0.457  0.114  

20 + 11 4.403  0.366  0.110  

OBL 

less 3 53 2.811  0.537  0.074  

3-10 102 2.592  0.585  0.058  

10-20 16 2.604  0.554  0.139  

20 + 11 2.758  0.579  0.175  

AVO 

less 3 53 3.469  0.601  0.083  

3-10 102 3.258  0.631  0.063  

10-20 16 3.646  0.557  0.139  

20 + 11 3.333  0.428  0.129  

COM 

less 3 53 3.632  0.429  0.059  

3-10 102 3.556  0.541  0.054  

10-20 16 3.844  0.364  0.091  

20 + 11 3.727  0.425  0.128  

DOM 

less 3 53 3.355  0.636  0.087  

3-10 102 3.314  0.666  0.066  

10-20 16 3.425  0.943  0.236  

20 + 11 2.891  0.609  0.184  

ASST 

less 3 53 0.967  1.088  0.149  

3-10 102 1.365  1.124  0.111  

10-20 16 0.988  1.232  0.308  

20 + 11 1.203  1.055  0.318  

COOP 

less 3 53 -0.120  1.107  0.152  

3-10 102 -0.080  1.188  0.118  

10-20 16 -0.654  1.578  0.394  

20 + 11 0.936  1.068  0.322  

 

Finally, obliging was the unfavorable conflict handling style among all groups. Those 

with less than 3 years experience and more than 20 years group got the relatively high 

mean values at 2.811 and 2.758 respectively. Meanwhile, the groups with 3-10 and 10-20 

years had the least preference for such kind of style, with 2.592 and 2.604 mean values. 

 

Considering about the cooperativeness, the groups less than 3, 3-10, and 20-20 all 
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generated negative mean (-0.120, -0.080 and -0.654) while the groups more than 20 years 

got positive value 0.936. This difference revealed that people had very long work 

experience such as more than 20 years are likely to be more cooperative in the conflict 

than those with less experience. 

 

Same as we did in the age part, regression tests were conducted but no clear pattern 

showed up. 

 

Table 12. ANOVA and directional measures – Work experience. 

Measure Groups 
Sum of 

Squares 
df F Sig. 

Eta 

Squared 

INT 
Between 2.826  3 

3.613  0.014  0.057  
Within 46.418  178 

OBL 
Between 1.839  3 

1.897  0.132  0.031  
Within 57.495  178 

AVO 
Between 2.997  3 

1.852  0.139  0.044  
Within 65.531  178 

COM 
Between 1.342  3 

0.625  0.600  0.030  
Within 42.980  178 

DOM 
Between 2.251  3 

1.612  0.188  0.026  
Within 82.831  178 

ASST 
Between 6.357  3 

1.691  0.171  0.028  
Within 223.074  178 

COOP 
Between 16.712  3 

3.890  0.009  0.062  
Within 254.900  178 

 

ANOVA results in Table 12 reveals that there were two variables - integrating and 

cooperativeness were marked with significant differences between different groups. The 

F of integrating showed to be significant at 0.05 level: F (3,178) = 3.613; p<0.05, η
2
 

=0.057. The F for cooperativeness showed to be significant at 0.01 level: F (3,178) = 

3.890; p<0.01, η
2
 =0.062. All other variables didn‘t experience significant differences 

among groups. On the other hand, all variables had small to medium effect sizes, with Eta 

squared value η
2
 ranging from 0.026 to 0.062. The Eta squared value for cooperativeness 

reached the medium level with η
2 

=0.062. The significance concerning cooperativeness 

and integrating indicated that the people with more than 20 years experience seem to be 

significantly more cooperative and collaborating than those with less experience. 

However, the group with 3-10 years were showed to be less cooperative than those of less 

than 3 years, contradicted the prediction of cooperativeness is positive related with years 
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of work experience. 

 

Table 13. Pearson correlation of conflict handling styles – Work Experience. 

r Experience INT OBL AVO COM DOM 

INT 

3 - - 

    3-10 - 

    10-20 - 

    20 + - 

    

OBL 

3 - 0.020  
   

 3-10 0.017  
   

 10-20 0.220  
   

 20 + -0.392  
   

 

AVO 

3 - -0.085  0.206  
  

 3-10 0.039  0.364** 
  

 10-20 -0.203  -0.022  
  

 20 + -0.760** 0.538  
  

 

COM 

3 - 0.370** 0.072  0.274* 
 

 3-10 0.391** 0.143  0.283** 
 

 10-20 0.571* 0.072  -0.086  
 

 20 + 0.271  0.094  -0.137  
 

 

DOM 

3 - -0.114  0.138  0.104  0.125  - 

3-10 -0.335** 0.169  0.097  -0.081  - 

10-20 -0.607* -0.175  -0.155  -0.415  - 

20 + -0.642* 0.192  0.307  -0.204  - 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

      * Correlation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

Table 13 shows the Pearson inter-correlations for the different work experience groups. 

The analysis shows that there is a significant positive correlation between the integrating 

and compromising conflict handling styles (r= 0.370, p<0.01, less than 3 years; r= 0.391, 

p<0.01, 3-10 years; and 0.571, p<0.05, 10-20 years). On the other hand, strong negative 

relations exist between integrating with avoiding (r= -0.760; p<0.01, 20+ years), and 

integrating with dominating (r= -0.335, p<0.01, 3-10 years; r= -0.607, p<0.05, 10-20 

years; r= -0.642; p<0.05, 20+ years). High positive correlations are experienced between 

obliging and avoiding (r= 0.364; p<0.01, 3-10 years). Avoiding style is also significantly 

related with compromising in the 3- and 3-10 years group, with r= 0.274, p<0.05 and r= 

0.283, p<0.01 respectively. Closer scrutiny on the correlations discloses that obliging 

style doesn‘t have significant correlation with integrating, compromising and dominating 
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styles for all experience groups. In the same way, dominating also doesn‘t have 

significant correlation with obliging, avoiding and compromising in all groups.  

 

Same as the result of age variable, the ANOVA analysis showed that there was no 

significant difference between the experience groups regarding assertiveness. However, 

the difference about cooperativeness was proved to be significant. The significance was 

mainly because the effect of high positive value from the group more than 20 years 

experience. Closer scrutiny on the group of more than 20 years revealed that the 

participants in this age have the highest value on integrating and cooperativeness, 

relatively high value on assertiveness but lowest value on dominating. However, the 

group of 10-20 years got the lowest score on integrating and cooperativeness, highest 

score on dominating. It was not consistent to the behavior of more than 20 years group. 

This finding supported the prediction of more experienced people are more cooperative 

than less experienced ones but rejected the hypothesis of more experienced are less 

assertive than less experienced people. Furthermore, regression test didn‘t show linear 

relationship between experience levels and assertiveness or cooperativeness. The current 

study couldn‘t find clear consistent correlations between work experience and conflict 

handling styles. The fifth hypothesis H5 should only be partially confirmed according to 

the analysis.  

 

4.8 Culture difference in conflict handling 

The influence of culture difference on conflict handling styles has been demonstrated by 

means, standard deviations and other indexes shown in Table 14. The analysis was done 

by independent samples t-test. From the table we can see there‘s no significant 

differences could be found from the different culture background. All of the p-values for 

different variables were big than 0.2, together with all effect sizes smaller than 0.2. 

Mann-Whitney test produced the same non-significant results as t-test. Participants from 

both culture backgrounds seem like to use all five conflict handling styles to the same 

extent if measured in terms of significant difference. The first reason for this result is 

probably because of the specific situational setting, which specified the type of conflict 

(task conflict), relationship conditions between conflict parties (colleagues with bad 

personal relationship). In this specified situation, the difference of choosing conflict 

handling styles against different cultures has been dramatically reduced. The second 

reason may due to the small size of individualism sample which may contain some 

unpredicted biases. 

 

The results in Table 14 revealed that the rankings of preferred conflict handling styles for 

both cultures are same, which is consistent with the general results. The most preferred 
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style is integrating (with mean values around 4.0). The following three styles are 

compromising, avoiding and dominating. They all registered with moderate mean values 

and the differences among them are quite small. The most impossible style for both 

cultures is the style of obliging, which scored below the middle point 3.0 and the gap with 

those of others are quite big. Although the difference between individualism and 

collectivism is not significant in this case, the values of cooperativeness have different 

signs. The mean of cooperativeness for collectivism is positive (0.287) while the 

individualism experienced negative value (-0.104). This difference released certain clue 

that people from individualism countries seem to be less cooperative than those from 

collectivism. 

 

Table 14. Descriptive group statistics and directional measures – Culture. 

Measure Culture N Mean SD t df 
Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Cohen's 

d 

INT I 171 3.913  0.523  
-0.775  180  0.439  -0.115  

  C 11 4.039  0.507  

OBL I 171 2.677  0.578  
0.996  180  0.321  0.148  

  C 11 2.500  0.471  

AVO I 171 3.368  0.619  
0.895  180  0.372  0.133  

  C 11 3.197  0.552  

COM I 171 3.607  0.489  
-0.782  180  0.435  -0.116  

  C 11 3.727  0.596  

DOM I 171 3.326  0.681  
1.277  180  0.203  0.189  

  C 11 3.055  0.743  

ASST I 171 1.194  1.136  
-0.578  180  0.564  -0.086  

  C 11 1.397  0.981  

COOP I 171 -0.104  1.231  
-1.028  180  0.305  -0.152  

  C 11 0.287  1.112  

 

The Pearson inter-correlations test was carried out for both culture groups, the results 

were presented in Table 15. It is clear from the table that the significantly correlated styles 

and values in collectivism group are very similar as those in Table 5. The correlation 

between integrating and compromising is 0.438 at 0.01 level; correlation between 

integrating and dominating is negative with r = -0.353; p<0.01. The other two correlations 

- obliging vs avoiding (r =0.269; p<0.01) and compromising vs avoiding (r =0.248; 

p<0.01) are consistent with the general ones displayed in Table 5. 
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Table 15. Pearson correlation of conflict handling styles – Culture. 

  Individualism 

Collectivism INT OBL AVO COM DOM 

Integrating   0.537  0.378  0.688* -0.105  

Obliging 0.005  
 

0.427  0.489  0.038  

Avoiding -0.058  0.298** 
 

0.648* 0.028  

Compromising 0.358** 0.108  0.248** 
 

0.172  

Dominating -0.353** 0.113  0.084  -0.077  
 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

      * Correlation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

There are only two significant correlations at p<0.05 level in the individualism group. 

Both of them are related with compromising. The first one is between compromising and 

integrating (r =0.688; p<0.05). The other one is between compromising and avoiding 

with r =0.648 at p<0.05 level. The correlations among conflict handling styles in 

individualism group are much less than collectivism group. 

 

In summary, there was no significant difference between the culture groups. Both the 

assertiveness and cooperativeness of individualism were lower than collectivism. The 

extreme small effect sizes could not give sufficient support for the differentiation as well. 

Therefore, the sixth hypothesis H6 of this study should be rejected based on the statistical 

analysis.  

 

4.9 Summary 

Based on the data analysis, the results of all the hypotheses of the study can be 

summarized in the following table 16. The statements of six hypotheses, their results 

and relevant comments were represented. 

 

Table 16. Results of the hypotheses. 

Hypoth. Statement Result Comment 

H1 

If a person has bad personal 

relationship with his/ her 

colleague, he/ she would choose 

more assertive and less 

cooperative styles to handle task 

conflict, which reflects positive 

value on assertiveness and 

negative value on cooperativeness. 

Supported 
Positive assertiveness and 

negative cooperativeness. 
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H2 

If a person has bad personal 

relationship with his/ her 

colleague, the least possible style 

he/she choose to handle task 

conflict is obliging (or 

accommodating). 

Supported 

Obliging consistently 

scored the lowest for all 

groups. 

H3 

Females are less assertive and 

more cooperative than males, 

which reflect lower score on 

assertiveness and higher score on 

cooperativeness than males. 

Rejected 
No significant difference 

was found. 

H4 

Older people are more assertive 

and more cooperative than 

younger ones; older people use 

more integrating and less 

dominating styles than younger 

people. 

Partially 

Supported 

No clear pattern was 

found. But the hypothesis 

was supported by the 

group of more than 45 

years old. 

H5 

More experienced subjects are less 

assertive and more cooperative 

than less experienced ones, which 

reflect lower score on 

assertiveness and higher score on 

cooperativeness. 

Partially 

Supported 

No clear pattern was 

found. But highest score 

of cooperativeness was 

found in the group of 

more than 20 years work 

experience. 

H6 

Collectivism subjects are less 

assertive and more cooperative 

than Individualism ones, which 

reflect lower score on 

assertiveness and high score on 

cooperativeness. 

Rejected 
No significant difference 

was found. 

 

In the following chapter, the researchers compared the findings from this study with 

literature reviewed and other studies to further discuss and generate conclusions and 

implications for theoretical and practical fields. 
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 

In chapter 4 the authors have analyzed the data collected through web-based 

questionnaires. Since the current research following a quantitative method and most of 

the results were demonstrated in statistical terms, which could be not easy for some 

readers to follow and understand. Therefore, in this chapter, relevant discussions and 

comparisons with literature reviewed and other studies about the findings were carried 

out in a straightforward way to make the results and findings understandable for potential 

people who read the report.  

 

5.1 Conflict handling styles in general 

The main objective of this study is to find out how relationship conflict affects the 

resolution of task conflict. The researchers achieved this purpose through ranking out 

which styles were preferable for individuals to handle task conflicts with colleagues in 

bad personal relationship. Descriptive statistics of the five conflict handling styles for 

overall sample were computed to get a holistic picture. Both of the two main hypotheses 

were confirmed by the analysis. The first one is: If a person has bad personal relationship 

with his/ her colleague, he/ she would choose more assertive and less cooperative styles 

to handle task conflict, which reflects positive value on assertiveness and negative value 

on cooperativeness. The second hypothesis is: If a person has bad personal relationship 

with his/ her colleague, the least possible style he/she choose to handle task conflict is 

obliging (or accommodating). Results of the analysis revealed that the most preferred 

styles individuals might choose to handle task conflict are integrating and compromising. 

The following two styles are avoiding and dominating. The most unfavorable choice is 

obliging, which implies the majority of the participants disagree to use this style. The 

results were consistent with a study conducted by Krumov et al. (1997), which found that 

subjects put integrating first, compromising second, and avoiding third as conflict 

handling styles. Because most of the participants of this study were from collectivism 

countries, these results also confirmed Rahim‘s (1992) report. Rahim (1992) found that 

individuals from collectivistic culture may prefer to use integrative styles such as 

integrating or compromising to handle conflict, which emphasis the satisfaction of both 

parties in conflict.  

 

However, when concerning about which is the most favorable style, the results of this 

study were different from other researchers (Kozan, 1989; Lee, 2002; Rahim, 1983a). 

They found that the compromising style is most prevalent when two parties have 

relatively equal power (e.g., peer or colleague). Compromising reflects moderate level of 

satisfaction and concession of both parties‘ concerns from the resolution of the conflicts. 
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Their researches were based on Jordan, Korea and USA respectively. The conflict been 

considered in the current study was between colleagues in the same project team, which 

indicates the relatively equal power between conflict parties. Integrating is the most 

favorable style in this research while compromising stepped back to the second position. 

The integrating style became the first position probably due to the following reasons. 

Firstly, the roles of the conflict parties are colleagues in the same project team with high 

level of interaction and interdependence. Secondly, the conflict type discussed in this 

study is about task conflict which is more objective and mission oriented. These kinds of 

interaction and interdependence on work related tasks reduce the possibility of avoiding 

conflicts and require colleagues to integrate with each other.  

 

Although the participants rated integrating as the most favorite, the influence of 

relationship conflict was also clearly visualized from the results. First of all, the values of 

assertiveness and cooperativeness calculated from the five styles confirmed this argument. 

The assertiveness got relatively high positive value while cooperativeness registered with 

negative value. The positive assertiveness and negative cooperativeness confirmed that in 

a situation of relationship conflict, people are likely to be assertive and uncooperative in 

handling task conflicts, even with colleagues in same team. This finding was completely 

opposite with a study carried out by Hong (2005). Hong‘s (2005) study compared Korean 

and US students in the choice of conflict handling styles with peers and found out that the 

values of cooperativeness were much higher than assertiveness. Some of the values of 

assertiveness were even below zero.  

 

In addition to these findings, obliging was ranked the least preferred conflict handling 

style and experienced extreme low score. This lowest score indicates that individuals are 

unwilling to accommodate or satisfy others‘ wishes and interests when they had bad 

personal relationship. Thus, they incline to be more assertive in conflict and less possible 

to cooperate with each other. The score of obliging was far lower than that of dominating 

which was usually ranked the lowest in other studies. For example, Ting-Toomey and her 

colleagues (1991) compared people from five different regions (China, Japan, Korea, 

Taiwan, and the USA) and found that Asian participants used a higher degree of obliging 

than dominating which was located on the bottom of the ranking. The ranking shifting 

between obliging and dominating revealed that individuals concern more for self and less 

for others in the situation of relationship conflict. This finding further supported the 

argument that bad personal relationship did affect the choice of strategies in dealing with 

task conflicts. Relationship conflict will increase the level of assertiveness and decrease 

the possibility of cooperating for project team members. 

 

The question about which one is the best conflict management style still doesn‘t have a 
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unanimous and decisive answer. Integrating is usually advocated to be the best solution 

while dominating is always considered as the worst style. Tutzauer & Roloff (1988) 

found the integrating style provides each conflict person with access to the other person‘s 

perceptions or incompatible goals, thereby enabling them to find solution that integrates 

the goals and needs of both parties. Integrating is perceived as highly competent and is 

believed to be both effective and appropriate in managing conflicts. Sorenson‘s (1999) 

study also suggests that businesses that produce the highest outcomes have developed a 

norm of collaborating. On the other side, the dominating style is imaged as a 

demonstration of power. It increases frustration and leaves residual frustration which is 

likely to cause further conflict (Rahim, 1992). Superiors who use the dominating style are 

also, according to Van der Vliert, Euwema & Huismans (1995), less effective with their 

subordinates. This approach always results in a win-lose situation which definitely 

decrease the satisfaction of one party. However, other researchers suggested that there is 

no one best conflict management style for dealing with different situations effectively 

(Rahim, 1992; Rahim, 2001, pp. 80-86; Thomas, 1976). For example, the integrating 

style is extremely helpful to complex issues which require cooperation and collective 

wisdom of different parties. The obliging style may be a right choice when a person is in 

weak position or priority should be given to harmonious relationship. Avoiding style is 

appropriate for trivial issues or when the expected costs outweigh the benefits of solving 

the conflict. The dominating style may be suitable for fast decision making or 

implementing some ―must be done‖ undesirable actions. The compromising may be 

appropriate when both parties are equally powerful and have reached a deadlock in their 

negotiation or when the goals of the conflicting parties are mutually exclusive. 

 

5.2 Conflict handling styles regarding personal characteristics 

After discussing about the general findings for whole sample, the influences of personal 

characteristics (including gender, age, work experience, and culture background) on 

conflict handling styles were discussed below. 

 

5.2.1 Gender 

The results from the analysis did not support the third hypothesis which stated that 

females are less assertive and more cooperative than males. The hypothesis predicted that 

females are less assertive and more cooperative than males, which reflect lower score on 

assertiveness and higher score on cooperativeness than males. However, no significant 

difference could be found after data analysis for each conflict handling style, 

assertiveness and cooperativeness between the different genders. It became clear that 

both men and women use all five conflict handling styles to the same extent if measured 
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in terms of significant difference. The two most preferred styles for both men and women 

are integrating and compromising and obliging is the last possible choice unfavorable for 

both. These findings were contradict to Brewer et al. (2002), which found that the two 

predominant modes of handling conflict for men and women were compromising and 

avoiding, respectively. But this finding was supported by other studies such as Al-Ajmi 

(2007), Chusmir & Mills (1989) and Korabik et al. (1993). They reported no difference in 

conflict style between men and women in organizations. 

 

However, there were three small effect sizes associated with the styles of integrating, 

compromising and dominating, although no statistical significance could be proven. This 

finding indicates that the females prefer integrating and compromising styles more than 

males, whereas the males like dominating more than females. These findings were 

consistent with many other studies. Rahim (1983a) suggested that women have a more 

cooperative orientation to conflict management than men. Hafcrkamp (1991) and Hignite 

et al. (2002) also found that females had significantly higher tendencies to use the style of 

collaborating than their male counterparts. The frequent using of dominating style for 

males was also verified by this study and the others. The strongest gender finding in the 

study of Thomas et al., (2008) was that men score significantly higher on competing at all 

different organization levels. 

 

5.2.2 Age 

The hypothesis regarding age is: Older people are more assertive and more cooperative 

than younger ones; older people use more integrating and less dominating styles than 

younger people. ANOVA test for age groups revealed that there was significant difference 

between groups against integrating style. All other styles didn‘t experience significant 

differences. The assertiveness and cooperativeness didn‘t have significant difference as 

well. The first half of hypothesis 4 should be rejected if judged in terms of significant 

difference. This finding was similar as those of Krumov et al. (1997) and Al-Ajmi (2007) 

which also found that there were no significant differences among respondents with 

regard to their age on the use of conflict management styles. However, the significance 

regarding integrating style did exist, which can be interpreted that the age group of more 

than 45 years use integrating style significantly more than younger groups especially the 

age groups of 25-34 and 35-44. Closer scrutiny on the group of more than 45 years 

revealed that the participants in this age have the highest value on integrating and 

cooperativeness, relatively high value on assertiveness but lowest value on dominating. 

This finding supported the prediction of older people are more assertive and more 

cooperative than younger ones and older people use more integrating and less dominating 

styles than younger people. Some other studies yielded similar results. For example, 
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McKenna & Richardson (1995) found that with increasing age, respondents have a clear 

tendency to become more assertive and more likely to use collaborative style. Hignite et 

al. (2002) found that older students were less competitive than their younger peers. 

Whereas, there were some inconsistency among the other groups, especially the group of 

35-44 years. The middle group 35-44 got the highest score on dominating, lowest score 

on integrating and cooperativeness. It was opposite to the more than 45 years group. 

Therefore, there was no clear trend on how the age levels affecting the choice of conflict 

handling styles in the same direction. 

 

5.2.3 Work experience 

The findings about work experience were consistent with those of age to some extent. 

Because the Spearman‘s correlation between participants‘ ages and years of work 

experience are significantly positive correlated. The fifth hypothesis of the study is: 

More experienced subjects are less assertive and more cooperative than less experienced 

ones, which reflect lower score on assertiveness and higher score on cooperativeness. 

ANOVA test for work experience groups revealed that there were significant differences 

between groups against integrating and cooperativeness. All other variables didn‘t 

experience significant differences. The assertiveness didn‘t have significant difference. 

The first half of hypothesis 5 should be rejected if judged by significant difference. The 

significance regarding integrating and cooperativeness can be interpreted that the 

experience group of more than 20 years are more cooperative and use integrating style 

significantly more than younger groups. Closer scrutiny on the group of more than 20 

years revealed that the participants in this age have the highest value on integrating and 

cooperativeness, relatively high value on assertiveness but lowest value on dominating. 

However, the group of 10-20 years got the lowest score on integrating and 

cooperativeness, highest score on dominating. It was not consistent to the behavior of 

more than 20 years group. This finding supported the prediction of more experienced 

people are more cooperative than less experienced ones but rejected the hypothesis of 

more experienced people are less assertive than less experienced people. Unlike the other 

studies like Hignite et al. (2002) and Posner (1986) which found clear patterns concerning 

work experience, the current study couldn‘t find clear and consistent correlations 

between work experience and conflict handling styles. 

 

5.2.4 Culture 

The last hypothesis of this study was rejected after data analysis. The hypothesis was 

stated like this: Collectivism subjects are less assertive and more cooperative than 

Individualism ones, which reflect lower score on assertiveness and high score on 

cooperativeness. The influence of culture difference on conflict handling styles was 
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examined by independent samples t-test. From the result table we can see there‘s no 

significant difference could be found from the different culture background. And the 

rankings of the five conflict styles for both culture groups were completely identical. 

Both groups ranked integrating and compromising as the most favorites, followed by 

avoiding, dominating and lastly obliging. It seems that participants from different culture 

backgrounds use all five conflict handling styles to the same extent if measured in terms 

of significant difference. Collectivism subjects have both higher score on assertiveness 

and cooperativeness than individualism one. The result didn‘t confirm the hypothesis 

generated from literature review and contradict to the studies of Brew and Cairns (2004), 

Chua and Gudykunst (1987) and Tang & Kirkbride (1986) which believed significant 

differences exist among different cultures.  

 

There could be two reasons which lead to the inconsistent result. The first reason may due 

to the small size of individualism sample which may contain some unpredicted biases. 

The second and most important reason for the similarity between individualism and 

collectivism groups is probably because of the specific situational settings. The situation 

assumed in this study specified the type of conflict is task conflict, the relationship 

conditions between conflict parties are colleagues with bad personal relationship. 

Triandis (1995) argues that in a collectivism culture, people value interdependence, 

harmony relationship and saving face, group identity and social security. However, these 

kinds of trust, respect, concern and care for others only exist within in-group members. 

According to Han and Park (1995), collectivists seem to treat in-group members and 

out-group members differently. Hwang (1997) further pointed out that the conflict 

management strategies one may utilize depend on whether the other party is an in-group 

or out-group member. When a person is in conflict with an in-group member, they may 

communicate directly, give face to each other and reach a compromise for the 

maintenance of harmonious relationship (Hwang, 1997). On the other hand, if they treat 

each other as out-group members, they may disregard interpersonal harmony and insist 

on attaining their personal goals regardless of other's interests, confrontation and 

competing strategies would be the choices of conflict handling. Therefore, it seems like 

when dealing with out-group members, collectivists are equal to or more assertive and 

confronting than individualists. Leung (1988) compared American and Chinese conflict 

styles and found that Chinese were more likely than Americans to sue a stranger, whereas 

Americans were more likely than Chinese to sue a friend. Obviously, in the current 

situation, the harmony personal relationship between colleagues has already been 

destroyed. People have no need to maintain harmonious relationship and less possible to 

give face to the other party. They may concern more about attaining their own goals 

disregard other's interests. Therefore, when people have bad personal relationship with 

colleagues, they probably treat the other parties as out-group members.  
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5.3 Correlations among conflict handling styles 

In order to find out the relationships among different conflict handling styles, correlation 

tests were conducted for all of the five scenarios concerning whole sample, gender, age, 

work experience and culture. The results revealed that there were four pairs of styles 

consistently correlated in each scenario. They are integrating and compromising, 

integrating and dominating, avoiding and obliging, avoiding and compromising. Positive 

and significant correlations were found among three pairs of styles: integrating and 

compromising, avoiding and obliging, avoiding and compromising. These correlations 

indicate individuals may use these pairs of styles together in high frequencies to deal with 

conflicts. Whereas integrating and dominating have significant negative correlations 

which may imply some extent of incompatibility between integrating and dominating 

styles. This indicates highly integrative individuals are less likely to achieve their own 

goals at the expense of others‘ interests. These findings were consistent with results of 

other studies such as Van de Vliert, Euwema, & Huismans (1995) and Van de Vliert, & 

Hordijk (1986). 

 

The high correlations among conflict handling styles arose questions about whether the 

five styles are independent or genuinely linked with each other (Weider-Hatfirld, 1988). 

Weider-Hatfirld (1988) and Hocker & Wilmot (1998) even doubted that the high 

correlations reflect the presence of fewer than five styles. The lowest Cronbach's alpha of 

compromising style may root from this reason. Some other researchers pointed out that 

individuals normally use a combination of conflict strategies (Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Van 

de Vliert et al., 1995). Munduate, Ganaza, Peiro, & Euwema (1999) further argued that 

conflict styles do not operate as if there were independent and they are interrelated, 

having different configurations within groups of subjects. Individuals are inclined to use 

combinations of styles rather than using them independently to deal with conflicts. The 

findings of this study supported this argument. As stated before, there is no single best 

style of handle conflicts for different situations, selecting single or patterns of conflict 

handling styles in accordance with specific context or situation should be the wise choice. 

 

5.4 Summary 

From the discussion of the findings and benchmarking with other studies, we can see that 

the choices of conflict handling styles among colleagues with bad personal relationship 

were significantly different from those acting in normal situations. Under a specific 

situation or context, the variances of gender, age, work experience, or culture background 

didn‘t have much influence on the choice of conflict handling styles. Situational factors 
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such as the type of conflict (task or relationship), the relationship between conflict parties 

(power, trust, degree of interdependency, affective conditions etc) are crucial for 

individuals to choose conflict handling styles. Based on the analyses and discussions of 

the results, the most important findings for this study can be summarized as below: 

 

1) The styles individuals choose to handle task conflicts with colleagues in bad personal 

relationship are ranked as integrating, compromising, avoiding, dominating and 

obliging. 

2) Relationship conflict will increase the assertiveness and decrease the cooperativeness 

of subjects to deal with task conflicts. Obliging is the least possible conflict handling 

style under bad relationship. 

3) Situational factors such as the type of conflict, the relationship characteristics 

between conflict parties are crucial for individuals to choose conflict handling styles; 

dispositional characteristics have relatively small influence on the choice.  

4) Subjects from collectivism cultures will treat colleagues in bad personal relationship 

as out-group members, their behaviors are close to individualists. 

5) Conflict styles are interrelated with each other. Individuals are inclined to use 

combinations of styles rather than using them independently to deal with conflicts.  
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion 

This chapter summarized what the researchers have done so far and answered the 

research questions stated in the beginning of the paper. Results and findings generated 

from the research were represented in the chapter. Managerial and theoretical (practical) 

implications were both discussed. The authors explained the strengths and weaknesses of 

the study and gave suggestions for future research.  

 

6.1 General summary 

This study looks at the interpersonal conflicts within project team members. It focuses on 

finding out how relationship conflicts affect the task conflict. There are two research 

questions in this study. 

The first one is: How relationship conflict affects task conflict, and which handling 

styles people prefer to deal with task conflict between colleagues in relationship 

conflict? 

The second one is: How do personal characteristics (gender, age, work experience, 

culture background) affect the choice of task conflict handling styles?  

 

In order to answer the research questions, the researchers reviewed extensive amount of 

literature in four categories. The first category is about the concept of conflict and 

interpersonal conflict, including the definitions, levels and characteristics of those two 

concepts. The second category is concerning the two types of interpersonal conflict 

within organizational level. After reviewing this category the authors found research gaps 

in this area but couldn‘t found the answers to the research questions. The third category 

reviewed was the conflict handling styles. The researchers compared a variety of modes 

of conflict handling style and chose Rahim‘s five style conflict handling mode for the 

current study. The ROCI-II instrument developed by Rahim was selected at the same time. 

Detailed reasons of selecting this instrument were explained in chapter 4 – Methodology 

part. The last category of literature review was about the influences of personal 

characteristics on the choice of conflict handling styles. The ideas in the literature varied a 

lot with no consistent and decisive solutions. And there‘s no completely fitted situation 

regarding this study. Since the area of the study is the gap left by previous research, 

reviewing of the literature couldn‘t give us clear answers of the research questions. 

Therefore, the hypotheses of this research were just generated based on main streams of 

the literature. After the broader reviewing of relevant literature, a research model was 

produced. After the literature review, the authors turned to the design of research 

methodology. 
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Tackling a research topic requires a clear and defined research methodology. The 

background of the researchers and underlying philosophy of the research made the 

objectivism stance of ontology. This provoked the use of a positivist approach within 

epistemology. Subsequently, the study followed a deductive approach by using an 

existing theory to develop hypotheses. Moreover, the design of a research strategy to test 

the hypotheses was based on the deductive selection approach which directed us towards 

the survey strategy. The reason for this is the possibility to access the largest number of 

participants with the lowest cost possible. In addition to the fact that it has a high potential 

to generate results that are less biased. Therefore, choosing the research method was 

somehow an obvious decision. The mono quantitative method was selected and single 

quantitative data collection and analysis procedures appeared to best fit the study.  Due 

to the nature of the research questions, the cross sectional research horizon was the 

appropriate response to time and resource restraints Conducting the survey was a 

challenge for students especially due to the difficulty to access the large number of 

participants. Therefore, following convenience and snowball sampling procedure by 

requesting initial contacts to forward the questionnaires to their own suitable contacts was 

the best fitting action.  

 

The data collected though ROCI-II instrument was then analyzed in SPSS. More than 186 

responses were collected through the web-based survey system. 182 valid responses were 

analyzed with SPSS using t-test or ANOVA test accordingly. Correlations among five 

conflict handling styles were also investigated. Results of the analysis showed that the 

hypotheses of H1 and H2 were confirmed, other hypotheses H3, H4, H5, and H6 

concerning personal characteristics were rejected or partially rejected. After discussing 

and comparing the results with other literature, the researchers generated five most 

important findings of this study. Firstly, the two most favorable styles individuals prefer 

to handle task conflicts with colleagues in bad personal relationship are integrating and 

compromising, followed by avoiding, dominating and obliging. Secondly, it is evident 

from the discussion that subjects in relationship conflict are likely to be more assertive 

and less cooperative in handling task conflicts. Obliging is the least possible conflict 

handling style under bad relationship. Thirdly, situational factors such as the type of 

conflict, the relationship characteristics between conflict parties are crucial for 

individuals to choose conflict handling styles whereas personal characteristics have 

relatively small influence on the choice. Fourth, subjects from collectivism cultures are 

likely to treat colleagues in bad personal relationship as out-group members, thus their 

behaviors are similar as individualists. Lastly, conflict styles are interrelated with each 

other. Individuals are inclined to use combination or patterns of styles rather than using 

them independently to deal with conflicts.  
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Based on the data analysis and discussion of the findings, both of the two research 

questions can be answered as the following: 

 

1) To answer the first question, this study found that subjects in relationship conflict 

are likely to be more assertive and less cooperative when dealing with task conflicts 

with colleagues. The two most favorable styles individuals prefer to handle task 

conflicts with colleagues in bad personal relationship are integrating and 

compromising, followed by avoiding and dominating, whereas obliging is the most 

unpopular conflict handling style. It proves that, individuals in relationship conflict 

are usually more concerning about their own goals and fighting for their own 

interests. Relationship conflict and task conflict are closely related and relationship 

conflict is likely to exacerbate task conflict. 

 

2) For the second question, this study found that personal characteristics (gender, age, 

work experience, culture background) have relatively small influence on the choice 

of conflict handling styles. No matter male or female, old or young and which 

countries they come from, the first two favorable styles for participants are 

integrating and compromising, and the most unpopular style obliging is same for all 

groups. The only difference exists in the ranking of avoiding and dominating. No 

clear and consistent patterns about the relationship of conflict handling styles and 

personal characteristics can be generated. This finding suggest that situational 

factors such as the type of conflict, the relationship characteristics between conflict 

parties are more influential than personal characteristics for individuals to choose 

conflict handling styles.  

 

6.2 Theoretical implications 

The main contribution of the study for academic research is that it filled up a research gap 

that was not inspected by previous studies. There are many articles talking about the 

transformation of task conflict into relationship conflict and how to mediate their links, 

but very few are concerning about the mechanism of how relationship conflict affect, 

exacerbate or cause task conflict. Some researchers (Simons and Peterson, 2000; Tidd et 

al., 2004) just generally talking about negative relationship can cause task conflict, 

without extended and comprehensive study. This study answered the question of what 

handling styles people prefer to deal with task conflicts between colleagues in 

relationship conflict. Data analysis and discussion further revealed the mechanism of how 

relationship conflict affects task conflict. It proved that, when a person had relationship 

conflict with another colleague, he or she would become more assertive and less 

cooperative to deal with the task related conflicts. Individuals in relationship conflict are 
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more concerning about their own goals and fighting for their own interests. Relationship 

conflict and task conflict are closely related and relationship conflict is likely to 

exacerbate task conflict. 

 

Some findings of the study generated new interesting topics for future research. For 

example, this study found that situational factors such as the type of conflict, the 

relationship characteristics between conflict parties are more influential than personal 

characteristics for individuals to choose conflict handling styles. In the previous research, 

there‘s few study examined the different importance and comparison of situational factors 

and personal characteristics. Another interesting finding is subjects from collectivism 

cultures are likely to treat colleagues in bad personal relationship as out-group members, 

and their behaviors are similar as individualists. Although many cross cultural or single 

culture research have looked into the culture influences, few study were carried out to 

investigate in which conditions people in different cultures groups tend to be 

homogeneous.  

 

Some other findings of the study further supported existing theories. Firstly, this study 

further proved the validity and reliability of ROCI-II. However, the lowest Cronbach‘s 

alpha value of compromising style supported the doubts of five styles argued by 

Weider-Hatfirld (1988) and Hocker & Wilmot (1998). The research also found that five 

conflict styles are interrelated with each other. And the correlations among several pairs 

are quite significant. This finding supported Van de Vliert et al. (1995) and Munduateet al. 

(1999) opinion about individuals are inclined to use combination or patterns of styles 

rather than using them independently to deal with conflicts.  

 

6.3 Practical implications 

The major implications for managers and project team members can be summarized as 

following:  

 

1) Work is not stand alone; it affects and will be affected by personal issues. First of all, 

task conflict can transform into relationship conflict. This was proved by previous 

studies. The current research confirmed that relationship can also affect or exacerbate 

task conflict. People in relationship conflict are more assertive and less cooperative 

to deal with task conflicts. If a task conflict or decision within project team cannot be 

resolved efficiently, the reason may exist in the relationship issues rather than task 

itself. Using team building or other activities to smooth personal relationship within 

team members are important for team performance. However, if the managers found 

inert and inactive environment within team, keep certain level of conflict could be 
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useful to dispel stagnant. 

 

2) There‘s no one best style for dealing with conflict. Individuals should select suitable 

style in accordance with specific context or situation to handle conflict. Integrating 

style is helpful to complex issues which require cooperation and collective wisdom 

of different parties. The obliging style may be a right choice when a person is in weak 

position or priority should be given to harmonious relationship. Avoiding style is 

appropriate for trivial issues or when the expected costs outweigh the benefits of 

solving the conflict. The dominating style may be suitable for fast decision making or 

implementing some ―must be done‖ undesirable actions. The compromising may be 

appropriate when both parties are equally powerful and have reached a deadlock in 

their negotiation or when the goals of the conflicting parties are mutually exclusive. 

Conflict styles are interrelated with each other. Sometimes using combination or 

patterns of styles is better than using single style independently to deal with conflicts. 

 

3) If managers of employees are working with people from different cultures, make sure 

not to be misled by culture assumptions. For example, people from collectivism 

cultures are supposed to value interdependence, harmony relationship and saving 

face for others. But in a situation of bad personal relationship, they usually treat the 

other party as out-group members, thus be assertive and confronting in the process of 

handling conflicts. 

 

But most important thing to keep in mind is that conflict management should be based on 

business context and situations. Use the conflict handling styles flexibly and smartly is 

the key of managing conflicts. 

 

6.4 Strengths and limitations of the study 

The major strength of the study is that it found a research gap that was left in the previous 

studies and filled up the gap by conducting an empirical research. It has a solid theoretical 

base through the extensive literature review. It has scientific credibility through the use of 

a systematically designed methodology. The data collected was primary and reliable. The 

instrument used to collect data by this study has proved high validity and reliability. The 

web-based online survey method helped the researchers collected as many responses as 

possible under short time period and limited resources. The professional statistic software 

use in the analysis process produced reliable results and saved a lot time for the study. The 

statistic analysis yielded reliable and objective results. The findings generated from the 

study are clear and consistent together. The findings either supported existing theory or 

provided creative implications for future theoretical research. Practitioners can also find 
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useful information from this research. The study was conducted in a cross culture way, 

which can give value for inter-culture studies.  

 

On the other hand, it can be argued that the sample size of this study cannot perfectly 

represent the infinity population. This is mainly due to the short time period and limited 

resources the authors have on hands. The authors did have tried their best to collect as 

many responses as possible. Another weakness of the research may lies in the unequal 

distributed participants among age and work experience groups. This is because the 

personal characteristics are difficult to predict before the data collection. However, it can 

also be argued that a more rational classifying could have been used for the variables. The 

study focus on the situation of bad personal relationship, future research can make 

comparison of bad and good relationship to further reveal the association with task and 

relationship conflict. This research was a cross-sectional study. A longitudinal study 

would capture the dynamic nature of conflict management and outcomes.  

 

6.5 Recommendations for future research 

All the above mentioned limitations provide opportunities for future improvement. For 

example, more sampling methods can be used to collect sufficient responses. Large 

sample could be accessed through project management professional organizations, such 

as PMI, International Project Management Association (IPMA), and so on. Future 

research can use open-end questions to collect personal information such age and work 

experience, so that the researchers can categorize them as they want. Comparison 

between good and bad relationship situations could be a better idea than single situation, 

which can clearly show the differences between them. If time and resource allowed, a 

longitudinal research on the conflict management in projects should be wonderful to 

investigate the dynamic nature of conflicts. In addition, future studies can further look 

into the relationships, different importance and roles of situational factors and personal 

characteristics. Culture related studied can be carried out to investigate the conditions 

which make people from different cultures groups incline to be homogeneous.  

 

6.6 Final comments 

The researchers hope that this study will contribute to the academic and practical fields to 

some extent. The world is full of conflicts. There‘s no need to be panic about conflict. 

Learning how to deal with conflict and transform it from dysfunctional to functional 

should be the lifelong subject of everyone. 
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Appendix I: Covering Letter for the Questionnaire 
 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 

Dear Sir/Madam,  

 

Re: Request to Fill-In a Questionnaire on Interpersonal Conflict Handling Styles 

 

We are postgraduate students in the Masters of Strategic Project Management at Umea 

University, Sweden. Our dissertation is about ―Task conflict handling styles between 

colleagues with bad personal relationship: the effect of relationship conflict on task 

conflict‖.  

 

We are writing to request if you could kindly fill-in an online survey questionnaire. The 

questionnaire is anonymous and should not take you more than 5-10 minutes. The 

Questionnaire focuses on how you deal with work related conflicts with colleagues in 

bad personal relationship.  

 

Here‘s the link for the questionnaire: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/JQGDS7T 

For Chinese version please refer to: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D2VH8NV 

 

The aim of the research is to investigate the impact of bad personal relationship on work 

related tasks in organizations, so as to deliver implications for practitioners and 

contribute to academic research. 

 

We would like to express - in advance – our appreciation for your contribution in 

filling-in this questionnaire. All information provided will be treated with strict 

confidence, and will be used for research purposes only. The anonymity and voluntary 

participation were assured. Personal data results are not possible to trace back to 

individual respondents. No identity of any respondent will be revealed in the 

dissertation report.  

 

We look forward to receiving your response. We thank a lot if you could further 

forward this email to your friends who have project experience via Facebook, email or 

other ways. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

Huang Wang & Youwakim Nasr 

Umea University, Sweden  

Email: huwa0002@student.umu.se 

        yona0001@student.umu.se 

November 2010 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/JQGDS7T
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D2VH8NV
mailto:huwa0002@student.umu.se
mailto:yona0001@student.umu.se
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Appendix II: ROCI-II Questionnaire 

1. I try to investigate an issue with the colleague to find a solution acceptable to us. 

(INT 01) 

2. I generally try to satisfy the needs of the colleague. (OBL 01) 

3. I attempt to avoid being "put on the spot" and try to keep my conflict with the 

colleague to myself. (AVO 01) 

4. I try to integrate my ideas with those of the colleague to come up with a decision 

jointly. (INT 02) 

5. I try to work with the colleague to find solutions to a problem which satisfy our 

expectations. (INT 03) 

6. I usually avoid open discussion of my differences with the colleague. (AVO 02) 

7. I try to find a middle course to resolve an impasse. (COM 01) 

8. I use my influence to get my ideas accepted. (DOM 01) 

9. I use my authority to make a decision in my favor.  (DOM 02) 

10. I usually accommodate the wishes of the colleague. (OBL 02) 

11. I give in to the wishes of the colleague. (OBL 03) 

12. I exchange accurate information with the colleague to solve a problem together. 

(INT 04) 

13. I usually allow concessions to the colleague. (OBL 04) 

14. I usually propose a middle ground for breaking deadlocks. (COM 02) 

15. I negotiate with the colleague so that a compromise can be reached. (COM 03) 

16. I try to stay away from disagreement with the colleague. (AVO 03) 

17. I avoid an encounter with the colleague. (AVO 04) 

18. I use my expertise to make a decision in my favor. (DOM 03) 

19. I often go along with the suggestions of the colleague. (OBL 05) 

20. I use "give and take" so that a compromise can be made. (COM 04) 

21. I am generally firm in pursuing my side of the issue. (DOM 04) 

22. I try to bring all our concerns out in the open so that the issues can be resolved in 

the best possible way. (INT 05) 

23. I collaborate with the colleague to come up with decisions acceptable to us. 

(INT06) 

24. I try to satisfy the expectations of the colleague. (OBL06) 

25. I sometimes use my power to win a competitive situation. (DOM 05) 

26. I try to keep my disagreement with the colleague to myself in order to avoid hard 

feelings. (AVO 05) 

27. I try to avoid unpleasant exchanges with the colleague. (AVO 06) 

28. I try to work with the colleague for a proper understanding of a problem. (INT 07) 
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Appendix III: ROCI-II Questionnaire (Chinese version) 

 

1. 我会努力与该同事共同研究，以找到双方都能接受的解决办法。(INT 01) 

2. 一般而言，我会尽量满足该同事的需求。(OBL 01) 

3. 我会尽量避免制造麻烦，且试着不与该同事起冲突。(AVO 01) 

4. 我会试着整合我们两人的想法，以达到共同的决策。(INT 02) 

5. 我会努力与该同事一起找寻能满足双方期待的解决办法。(INT 03) 

6. 我通常会避免与该同事公开讨论彼此的差异。(AVO 02) 

7. 遇到僵局时，我会试着找出一条中庸之道。(COM 01) 

8. 我会运用我的影响力，使该同事接受我的想法。(DOM 01) 

9. 我会使用我的权威，来做出对我有利的决定。(DOM 02) 

10. 我通常会满足该同事的愿望。(OBL 02) 

11. 我会为了该同事的意愿而妥协。(OBL 03) 

12. 我会与该同事真诚交换信息，以共同解决问题。(INT 04) 

13. 我通常会向该同事让步。(OBL 04) 

14. 我通常会采取中间立场来打破僵局。(COM 02) 

15. 我会与该同事协商以达成妥协。(COM 03) 

16. 我会尽量避免与该同事有不同的意见。(AVO 03) 

17. 我会避免与该同事发生摩擦。(AVO 04) 

18. 我会利用我的知识或专长，做出对自己有利的决策。(DOM 03) 

19. 我常常接受该同事的建议。(OBL 05) 

20. 我会使用“有进有退”的互让策略以达成妥协。(COM 04) 

21. 一般而言，我会坚持自己的立场。(DOM 04) 

22. 我会努力阐明双方各自的关注点，以求找到最好的解决方式。(INT 05) 

23. 我会与该同事合作，来做出双方都能接受的决定。(INT 06) 

24. 我会尽量满足该同事的期待。(OBL 06) 

25. 在争执中，我有时会使用手中的权力来赢得胜利。(DOM 05) 

26. 为了维持和谐，我会保留自己与该同事不同的意见。(AVO 05) 

27. 我会避免与该同事有不愉快的交流或互动。(AVO 06) 

28. 我会试着与该同事一起努力，来更清楚地了解问题。(INT 07) 
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