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Abstract
This article investigates collective team identification and team member
alignment (i.e., the existence of short- and long-term team goals and teambased reward structures) as moderators of the association between task and
relationship conflicts. Being indicators of cooperative goal interdependence
in teams, both moderators are hypothesized to mitigate the positive
association between the two conflict types. Findings from 88 development
teams confirm the moderating effect for collective team identification, but
not for team member alignment. Moreover, the moderating role of collective
team identification is found to be dependent on the level of task conflict: It
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is more effective in decoupling task and relationship conflicts at medium as
compared with high or low levels of task conflict.
Keywords
task conflict, relationship conflict, collective team identification, team
member alignment, cooperative goal interdependence
Research on antecedents and consequences of work team conflicts has
sparked a lot of academic interest in the last decades (De Dreu, 2011; De
Dreu & Gelfand, 2008). To date, conflict scholars have chiefly focused on the
distinction between task and relationship conflicts in teams (Guetzkow &
Gyr, 1954; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Priem & Price, 1991). Task conflicts describe
disagreements among team members concerning the content of the tasks
being performed, including differences in ideas, viewpoints, and opinions
(Jehn, 1995). By contrast, relationship conflicts exist when there are incompatibilities between team members on a personal rather than a task-related
level, including tensions and annoyances (Jehn, 1995, 1997). While extant
research has consistently shown relationship conflicts to be detrimental to
team performance (Lau & Cobb, 2010), task conflicts can, under some circumstances, benefit team effectiveness (DeChurch & Marks, 2001; De Dreu,
2006; De Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 2012).
However, existing studies investigating task and relationship conflicts
reveal a dilemma; that is, both conflict types often occur together in teams
(De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit et al., 2012). When team members disagree over the content of the task to be accomplished, this dissent may entail
tensions on a personal level (Choi & Cho, 2011). As a consequence, the
potential of task conflicts to benefit team performance is jeopardized by the
negative side effect that they often also cause performance-impeding relationship conflicts (De Wit et al., 2012). To overcome this dilemma, research
has examined the question of whether and how task conflicts can be prevented from spilling over into relationship conflicts. In this regard, different
boundary conditions of the association between the two conflict types have
been identified, among them trust (Peterson & Behfar, 2003; Simons &
Peterson, 2000), behavioral integration (Mooney, Holahan, & Amason,
2007), and conflict management (DeChurch, Hamilton, & Haas, 2007).
Despite providing valuable insights in how to attenuate the transition of
task into relationship conflicts, existing studies reveal two shortcomings:
First, they have neglected the role of individuals’ goal-relatedness for decoupling task and relationship conflicts. This omission appears to be remarkable
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as organizational conflict theories emphasize the importance of goal interdependence for the consequences of workplace conflict (Deutsch, 1949, 2006;
Tjosvold, 1998). Second, none of the existing research has addressed the
question of how the dilemmatic association between task and relationship
conflicts in teams can be completely resolved. While several factors have
been found to attenuate the co-occurrence of the two conflict types, there
always remained a risk that task conflicts still turn into relationship conflicts.
No boundary conditions have been identified so far that entirely prevent taskrelated disagreements from spilling over into interpersonal tensions.
With our study, we aim at filling these gaps in research in two ways. First,
we examine the link between task and relationship conflicts from the perspective of Deutsch’s (1949) theory of cooperation and competition. According to
this theoretical framework, individuals can perceive their goals and those of
others to be linked either cooperatively (“swim or sink together”) or competitively (“one swims, the other sinks”). Under perceived cooperative goal interdependence, members of a team are more likely to communicate effectively
and to handle conflicts in a constructive manner (Stanne, Johnson, & Johnson,
1999). In teams with high cooperative goal interdependence, the risk of task
conflicts resulting in relationship conflicts may therefore be reduced. We
investigate two indicators of cooperative goal interdependence in teams: On
the one hand, collective team identification constitutes an affective bond
evolving between team members which reinforces a feeling of interdependence and goal-relatedness. It pertains to team members’ intrinsic motivation
for cooperation resulting from the inherent value attached to team membership (Edwards & Peccei, 2007). On the other hand, team member alignment
alludes to team members’ extrinsic motivation for cooperation arising from
the instrumental value of effective collaboration for achieving individual
rewards (Wageman, 1995, 2001). It comprises well-defined team goals and a
reward structure that is based on team performance (Bettencourt, Brewer,
Croak, & Miller, 1992; van der Vegt, Emans, & van de Vliert, 2000, 2001).
Second, we investigate whether the above dilemma can be completely
resolved, meaning that task conflicts can be entirely prevented from inducing
relationship conflicts in teams. Several conflict researchers have posited that
the level of conflict is crucial for the consequences of task-related debates on
team functioning and performance (De Dreu, 2006; Farh, Lee, & Farh, 2010;
Jehn, 1995). We address this stream of research by taking the level of task
conflict into account when examining the interplay with the boundary conditions in our analysis. More precisely, we scrutinize whether the potential of
collective team identification and team member alignment for resolving the
dilemmatic association between task and relationship conflicts is contingent
on the level of task conflict in teams.
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The contribution of this article is threefold. First, we complement organizational conflict research by analyzing boundary conditions for preventing taskrelated debates from spilling over into personal conflicts (Choi & Cho, 2011).
Both collective team identification and the constituents of team member alignment have been proposed to promote constructive conflict handling in teams,
but have been neglected in research on task and relationship conflicts
(Huettermann & Boerner, 2011; Wageman, 1995). Second, this study contributes to research that has identified the level of conflict to be important for the
consequences of task conflicts in teams (De Dreu, 2006; Todorova, Bear, &
Weingart, 2014). Indeed, our study reveals that the dilemma of task conflicts
being connected to relationship conflicts can be entirely resolved in teams
where collective team identification is high and, at the same time, task conflicts
are at a medium level. Third, we complement research on the theory of cooperation and competition (Deutsch, 1949, 1973). On the one hand, our analysis
demonstrates that cooperative goal interdependence is a powerful theoretical
approach for analyzing the association between task and relationship conflicts.
On the other hand, we integrate factors pertaining to both team members’
intrinsic (i.e., collective team identification) and extrinsic (i.e., team goals and
team-based reward structures) motivation for cooperation as indicators of
cooperative goal interdependence in teams (Deutsch, 1973; Tjosvold, 1998).

Theory and Hypotheses
In the following paragraphs, the conceptual model and hypotheses are developed in three steps. First, we elaborate on the association between task and
relationship conflicts in teams. Second, both collective team identification and
team member alignment are introduced as boundary conditions of the relationship between the two conflict types. Third, we consider the level of conflict for
the interplay between task conflicts and the boundary conditions.

The Association Between Task and Relationship Conflicts
Task conflicts can be both a cause and a consequence of relationship conflicts
in teams (De Dreu, 2011). The emphasis of our analysis, however, is on the
influence task conflicts have proved to exert on the emergence of relationship
conflicts (Choi & Cho, 2011; Mooney et al., 2007; Peterson & Behfar, 2003).
This focus is due to pragmatic reasons: While task conflicts are preponderantly
associated with a positive potential concerning team performance, relationship
conflicts are considered to be generally detrimental to team effectiveness (De
Wit et al., 2012); hence, preventing task conflicts from turning into relationship
conflicts appears to be of particular interest for organizational research and
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practice alike. Accordingly, existing studies have also largely focused on moderators that buffer the influence of task on relationship conflicts (Greer, Jehn, &
Mannix, 2008; Huang, 2010; Mooney et al., 2007).
Two theoretical mechanisms underlying the influence of task on relationship
conflicts are discussed in the literature. First, task conflicts can lead to relationship conflicts through a process of misattribution (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003;
De Wit et al., 2012; Simons & Peterson, 2000). That is, objective criticism or
divergent ideas explicated in the course of task-related debates may subsequently be subjectively misinterpreted as personal attacks and evoke negative
interpersonal emotions and attitudes. Research on attribution theory has found
that people tend to construe causal explanations for events that they encounter in
everyday life; to this end, they use information from their environment for making sense of factors that give rise to certain outcomes (Harvey & Weary, 1985;
Ross & Fletcher, 1985). In the course of task-related conflicts, team members
express diverging ideas, knowledge, and viewpoints. When confronted with
objective critique, team members are likely to assume their competence to be
challenged and attribute the cause of the disagreement not to the task itself, but
to the person voicing it (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999;
Tjosvold, 1998). Negative affect has proved to develop resulting from objective
critique and this, in turn, deteriorates team members’ attitudes toward each other
(Rispens, 2012). As a consequence, the emergence of relationship conflicts is
becoming more likely (Amason, 1996; Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Jehn, 1997).
Second, relationship conflicts can emerge from harsh behaviors in the
course of task conflicts (Mooney et al., 2007; Simons & Peterson, 2000). In
particular, passionate and heated debates about the best way for accomplishing a task can tempt team members to use aggressive language or even intimidation tactics for advancing their opinion (Pelled, 1996; Simons & Peterson,
2000). Thereby, team members feel offended and humiliated by the way others express their opinion. According to the literature on procedural justice,
the fairness of treatment that people perceive exerts a powerful influence on
their attitudes and behaviors (Lind & Tyler, 1988). As people are apt to react
negatively to disrespectful conduct, inadequate behaviors in the course of
task-related discussions are likely to foster personal animosities which give
rise to relationship conflicts (Simons & Peterson, 2000).
In support of the assumption of both misattribution processes and inadequate behaviors, research has found task conflicts to foster negative emotionality, which in turn engenders relationship conflicts (Meier, Gross, Spector, &
Semmer, 2013; Rispens, 2012).
Hypothesis 1: Task conflicts are positively associated with relationship
conflicts.
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Disentangling Task and Relationship Conflicts
According to Deutsch’s theory of cooperation and competition (Deutsch,
1949, 1973), the way people perceive their goals to be related to other persons’ goals has important implications for the dynamics and consequences of
their interactions. People can perceive their goals and those of others to be
linked either cooperatively or competitively (Deutsch, 2006). Under perceived cooperative goal interdependence, goals are linked in such a way that
the probability of a person’s goal attainment is dependent on the probability
of another person’s goal achievement. As a result, people want each other to
perform effectively as that helps each person to be successful (i.e., they
“swim or sink together”; Deutsch, 1973). By contrast, when people perceive
their goals to be competitively linked, goal attainment by one person makes
it less likely for other people to reach their goals (i.e., “one swims and the
other sinks”). In such situations, people tend to act against each other, given
that they are better off when others act ineffectively.
Under perceived cooperative goal interdependence, team members are
more likely to handle conflicts in a constructive way, which increases their
benefits from the conflicts both as individuals and as a team (Alper, Tjosvold,
& Law, 2000; Deutsch, 1973). In conflict situations, cooperative goals lead to
mutual exchange and open-minded discussions of diverse positions that
amplify decision quality and productivity (Kane, Argote, & Levine, 2005);
this improved team functioning, in turn, has a positive feedback effect on the
interpersonal relationships between team members (Tjosvold, 1998). When
team members discuss and exchange different viewpoints in the course of
task-related discussions, they can be confident that others will reciprocate
and work for mutually beneficial solutions. Perceived cooperative goal interdependence can hence be expected to prevent both misattribution processes
and the use of harsh behaviors in the course of task-related conflicts as team
members are assured that the others are pursuing the same goals. As a result,
the emergence of relationship conflicts resulting from task conflicts is likely
to be mitigated.
Among others, Deutsch (2006, p. 22) points out that “positive interdependence can result from people [ . . . ] being rewarded in terms of their joint
achievement [and] holding common membership or identification with a
group whose fate is important to them”. In the following paragraphs, we discuss collective team identification and team member alignment as boundary
conditions of the association between task and relationship conflicts.
Collective team identification pertains to team members’ intrinsic motivation
for cooperation resulting from the inherent value attached to team membership (Edwards & Peccei, 2007). By contrast, team member alignment refers
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to team members’ extrinsic motivation for cooperation arising from the
instrumental value of effective team collaboration for gaining individual
rewards (Wageman, 1995, 2001).
Collective team identification. Social identification is defined as a deep, psychological, self-defining affective bond between an individual and a social
entity (Edwards & Peccei, 2007). When the focus of identification is the
work team and members hold a shared feeling of attachment and belonging
to the team, this process can be referred to as collective team identification
(Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; Pratt, 1998; van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005).
Individuals can have multiple foci of identification and a range of potential social identities, as they are usually members of various social groups
(e.g., based on functional background, gender, or race; Riketta & van Dick,
2005). When collective identification in a team is high (i.e., when collective
team identification becomes “salient”; Ashforth & Johnson, 2001), members
do not primarily identify with subgroups in a team (e.g., based on functional
background), but rather with the team as a whole. As a result, team members
will perceive the situation to be cooperative rather than competitive, as they
can be confident that other team members’ behavior is guided by common
team goals rather than by the goals of their relative subgroups (Deutsch,
1973). Due to the feeling of belonging to one team and the commitment to
common team goals, team members try to work together as one team and put
more effort into gaining common ground (van Knippenberg & Ellemers,
2003).
Strong collective team identification will prevent task conflicts from leading to relationship conflicts. First, misattributions in the course of task-related
discussions will be attenuated under high collective team identification.
When interpreting diverging views and critique of their counterparts during
task conflicts, team members are more likely to make favorable attributions
concerning the underlying motives. Knowing that other team members share
the same affective bond with the team as well as high commitment to common team goals, these attributions will point to the task itself and not to personal attacks (van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 2003). As a consequence,
objective critique is less likely to be taken personally, but will be rather seen
as an attempt for improving team performance (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).
Second, the occurrence of harsh behaviors in the course of task-related discussions will become less likely. Striving for the same team goals and being
united by the feeling of emotional attachment to the team, a sense of cooperative team spirit will develop (Hogg & Terry, 2000). This feeling of belonging
together, in turn, will improve the quality of social interaction in the team and
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sensitize team members to effective modes of dispute resolution. The emergence of interpersonal animosities from task-related discussions is likely to
diminish.
Hypothesis 2: Collective team identification moderates the association
between task and relationship conflicts such that this association is weaker
under high rather than low levels of collective team identification.
Team member alignment. Team member alignment combines two aspects that
have been investigated separately in previous research—team goals and outcome interdependence (Bettencourt et al., 1992; van der Vegt et al., 2000,
2001; Wageman, 1995, 2001). Team member alignment is considered to be
high when there exist short- and long-term goals at the team level and, at the
same time, team members are rewarded on the basis of team instead of individual performance. That is, each individual team member’s financial rewards
are contingent on the input of all other team members. This approach of
establishing team goals and outcome interdependence is proposed to heighten
the salience of team rather than individual goals (Schippers, Den Hartog,
Koopman, & Wienk, 2003).
Both team goals and team-based reward structures have been shown to
foster team members’ sense of responsibility for their team and their willingness to work together (Beersma et al., 2003; De Dreu, 2007; Kane et al.,
2005; Stanne et al., 1999). They create some kind of “common fate” for team
members who realize that their own benefits depend on the cooperative
efforts of all team members (Deutsch, 1949). Hence, when team member
alignment is high, team members are likely to perceive the situation as cooperative (Alper et al., 2000; Tjosvold, 1998). In contrast to the emotional
aspect of perceived cooperative goal interdependence that develops through
collective team identification, team member alignment pertains to structural
aspects of the organizational context that exert a motivational influence on
team members.
Team member alignment is expected to minimize the risk of task conflicts
leading to relationship conflicts. On the one hand, as has been argued above,
misattributions are likely to result from task-related disputes (Harvey &
Weary, 1985; Ross & Fletcher, 1985); these misattributions can be expected
to diminish when team members are aware that joint problem solving and job
completion are indispensable for obtaining individual rewards. Team members are less likely to suspect hidden agendas in task-related discussions and
will interpret objective critique of others in terms of a collective interest for
effective performance rather than as personal attacks (Wageman, 2001).
Moreover, the explication of unequivocal team goals will contribute to

Schaeffner et al.

475

target-oriented discussions in the course of task conflicts, which will prevent
the danger of broad and undirected debates that could easily induce relationship conflicts (Jehn, 1997; Jehn & Mannix, 2001). On the other hand, harsh
behaviors are less likely to occur during task conflicts when team member
alignment is high. Both explicitly stated team goals and reward interdependence will decrease the likelihood of inadequate behaviors or insulting rhetoric, because team members want to avoid the risk of jeopardizing individual
rewards that can only be achieved through joint efforts. Instead, they will
focus more on objective task-related discussions.
Hypothesis 3: Team member alignment moderates the association
between task and relationship conflicts such that this association is weaker
under high rather than low team member alignment.

The Level of Task Conflict
Extending our previous argumentation, we assume that the potential of the
two moderators for resolving the dilemmatic association between task and
relationship conflicts depends on the level of task conflict in a team. More
precisely, both collective team identification and team member alignment are
expected to be more effective when the level of task conflict is medium rather
than low or high.
At low levels of task conflict, misattributions and the use of inadequate
behaviors in the course of task-related disputes are unlikely to emerge (Jehn,
1997). Thus, both collective team identification and team member alignment
are not expected to have a meaningful effect on the co-occurrence of the two
conflict types. In a similar vein, when levels of task conflict are high, we
assume that spillover effects from task into relationship conflicts are inevitable—even when cooperative goal interdependence is high. The effectiveness of both moderators in cushioning dysfunctional team processes will
reach its limits, preventing the emergence of relationship conflicts only to
some extent. In the course of heated task-related conflicts, team members are
likely to insist on their positions, thereby further fueling long-lasting debates
(Brett, Shapiro, & Lytle, 1998; Pruitt, 2008). Being repeatedly confronted
with contrary viewpoints and inadequate behaviors of their colleagues, team
members will increasingly tend to attribute the cause of the disagreement not
to the task itself but to the persons voicing it. In such situations, team members’ commitment to the team and to joint goal achievement may not be sufficient for outweighing the negative emotional impact of heated task-related
debates (Neuman & Baron, 1997; Pruitt & Kim, 2004). As Tjosvold (1998, p.
305) points out, in the case of such “intractable” conflicts, methods of

476

Group & Organization Management 40(4)

cooperative goal interdependence “dealing with these tough, escalated conflicts have limited effectiveness.”
Following from this argumentation, we expect both collective team identification and team member alignment to be more effective for preventing the
emergence of relationship conflicts at medium levels of task conflict. Under
this condition, there is both a necessity for avoiding the emergence of relationship conflicts (as compared with when levels of task conflict are low) and
a potential for preventing relationship conflicts as task-related disputes have
not yet reached a stage where they can only hardly be influenced (as compared with when levels of task conflict are high).
Hypothesis 4: The potential of both collective team identification and
team member alignment for moderating the association between task and
relationship conflicts is contingent on the level of task conflict. Both moderators will be more effective at medium as compared with low or high
levels of task conflict.

Method
Sample and Data Collection
To test our hypotheses, we gathered data from 88 development teams (373
individuals) in 60 German organizations operating in different industrial and
service sectors (e.g., mechanical engineering, pharmaceuticals, consulting,
financial services). We focused on development teams as they work by definition on creative and innovation-related tasks and are likely to encounter
frequent incidents of task conflicts (S. L. Brown & Eisenhardt, 1995; De
Dreu, 2006). Moreover, this type of team has been the subject of much of the
extant literature on work team conflicts (Jehn, 1995; Pelled et al., 1999).
Our initial sample consisted of 102 teams working in 63 organizations.
However, to assure adequate data quality, our sample was reduced to 88
teams for three reasons: First, teams were retained in our final sample only if
we had at least 80% of team members’ demographic information (Oh, Chung,
& Labianca, 2004). As diversity has been confirmed as an important predictor of relationship conflicts (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999), we decided to
control for the influence of age, tenure, and functional diversity in our analysis (see below). Extant research has shown that unbiased diversity measures
and effects can only be obtained when demographic information is available
from the majority of team members (Allen, Stanley, Williams, & Ross, 2007).
Second, we required at least three team members to participate in our survey
to distinguish our analysis from studies that investigate dyads (Guzzo &
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Shea, 1992; Weick, 1969). Third, we focused on teams in which team members had been working together for at least 6 months. In doing so, we wanted
to make sure that the constructs which are the focus of our analysis (in particular collective team identification and conflicts) had already meaningfully
developed over time; for example, team members will only be able to develop
collective team identification after having worked in their respective team for
a certain period of time (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008).
Out of the 88 teams in our analysis, 24 teams (27.3%) worked in business
consulting firms, 34 teams (38.6%) developed industrial products, and 30
teams (34.1%) worked in banking and insurance companies. Team size
ranged from 3 to 16 individuals (M = 6.76; SD = 3.22). The majority of participants were male (65.9%) with an average age of 35.8 years (SD = 7.84
years) and high average levels of education (87.2% hold a master’s or equivalent degree in different academic fields, such as business administration,
engineering, pharmacy, etc.). Average team tenure was 25.96 months and the
average organizational tenure was approximately 8 years (95.17 months).
We collected data from both team leaders and members. Team leaders
were asked to assess team member alignment and team size. Team members
provided data with respect to demographic variables (gender, age, team tenure, and functional background) as well as task and relationship conflicts,
collective team identification, and task interdependence.

Measures
All variables were measured on 5-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1
(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree), except for demographic data.
For measuring task and relationship conflicts, collective team identification,
and task interdependence, the original scales had to be translated into German.
For this purpose, the common translation-back-translation method was
applied (Brislin, 1986).
Task and relationship conflicts. Task conflicts were measured with the following three items developed by Jehn (1995): “People in our team disagree very
often about how the work should be done”; “Members of our team disagree
very often about the best way to achieve the best result”; and “In our team,
conflicts about how to achieve a (shared) goal arise very frequently.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .90 and a principal components factor analysis
revealed a single factor with an Eigenvalue greater than 1 that explained
83.62% of the variance.
Relationship conflicts were measured with three items also developed by
Jehn (1995): “Personal conflicts are very evident in our team”; “There is a lot
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of emotional conflict between members of our team”; and “There is a lot of
tension between members of our team.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was
.85 and a principal components factor analysis yielded a single factor with an
Eigenvalue greater than 1 that explained 77.7% of the variance.
Collective team identification. We measured this variable with four items
adapted from Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) organizational identification scale:
“The members of our team predominantly identify with the team as a whole
and not primarily with (informal) subgroups within the team”; “Even if our
team is attacked from the outside, we stand together as a strong unit”; “When
a team member talks to others (not belonging to the team) about the team, he/
she usually says ‘we’ rather than ‘they’”; and “When someone praises our
team, every team member feels like getting a personal compliment he/she can
be proud of.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .81 and a principal components factor analysis showed a single factor with an Eigenvalue greater than
1 that explained 65.38% of the variance.
Team member alignment. Team member alignment was measured with two
items answered by the team leader: “Short- and long-term objectives are
stated for the team as a whole” (M = 3.84, SD = 1.02) and “Individual team
members are financially rewarded based on the degree to which team goals
are achieved” (M = 2.36, SD = 1.52). Following our theoretical argumentation, team member alignment requires the simultaneous existence of both
shared goals and team-based reward structures. First, motivation theories
suggest that shared goals and team-based rewards are jointly required for
fostering team members’ extrinsic motivation (Georgopoulus, Mahoney, &
Jones, 1957; Vroom, 1964). Team goals will more persistently be pursued
when team members are also rewarded based on common goal achievement
(Wageman, 1995). Likewise, joint rewards can be expected to strengthen
common goal striving in teams only when the goals to be achieved are clearly
defined (van der Vegt et al., 2000). Second and relatedly, both shared goals
and team-based rewards can be expected to reinforce each other in promoting
team members’ motivation for cooperation and joint goal achievement
(Vroom, 1964). To represent the requisite simultaneous existence and mutual
reinforcement of shared goals and team-based rewards, team member alignment was operationalized as the product of the scores of these two items (for
a similar approach, see R. Brown, Vivian, & Hewstone, 1999; Vezzali,
Capozza, Mari, & Hichy, 2007).
Control variables. We controlled for team size as it may be more difficult to
coordinate activities in large teams, giving rise to relationship conflicts
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(Pelled et al., 1999). We included team tenure (in months) as longer tenure
may decrease social categorization processes and hence reduce relationship
conflicts (Beal, Cohen, Burke, & McLendon, 2003). Moreover, diversity
concerning age, team tenure, and functional background was controlled for.
It can be expected that all types of diversity can induce relationship conflicts,
for instance, via social categorization processes (van Knippenberg, De Dreu,
& Homan, 2004). Standard deviations were used to calculate diversity scores
for age and tenure; functional diversity was measured by using Teachman’s
(1980) index (Harrison & Klein, 2007).
Task interdependence (Saavedra, Earley, & van Dyne, 1993) was included
as it requires a well-functioning division of labor and allocation of responsibilities, which may give rise to relationship conflicts (items: “Our work
requires us to consult with other team members fairly frequently”; “Every
member of our team frequently must coordinate his/her efforts with other
team members”; and “Every team member’s performance depends on receiving accurate information from other members of our team.”). Finally, we controlled for industrial sector (Oh et al., 2004). First, we distinguished between
business consulting teams and other teams in our sample. Consulting firms
are often based on partnership models (Anand, Gardner, & Morris, 2007) and
may possess a structural safeguard against high levels of relationship conflict. Second, we differentiate between teams in industrial production firms
and those in services organizations. The larger number of functions in industrial services firms may entail more coordination regarding division of labor
and allocation of responsibility, thereby fueling relationship conflicts (Pinto,
Pinto, & Prescott, 1993).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
We conducted team-level confirmatory factor analysis to test the factor structure for task conflicts, relationship conflicts, and collective team identification. We did this to ensure adequate discriminant validity and to control for
possible common method bias, as the data concerning all three of these variables were collected from the same team members (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). As expected, the three-factor model yielded a satisfactory fit to the data (χ2 = 30.82, df = 32, p = .53, Normed Fit Index (NFI) =
.94, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 1.001, Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI) =
.94, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = .00). Due to the
high correlation between task and relationship conflicts, we also tested a twofactor model that combines the two types of conflict. Compared with the
three-factor model, this two-factor model exhibited an inferior fit to the data
(χ2 = 78.40, df = 34, p = .00, NFI = .85, CFI = .90, GFI = .83, RMSEA = .12).
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A chi-square difference test showed that the three-factor model fitted the data
significantly better than did the two-factor model (Δχ2 = 47.58, df = 2, p <
.01). Finally, we tested a one-factor model, which did not fit the data well
(χ2 = 184.80, df = 35, p = .00, NFI = .64, CFI = .68, GFI = .69, RMSEA = .22).
Once again, a chi-square difference test showed that the three-factor model
provided a better fit than did the one-factor model (Δχ2 = 153.98, df = 3, p <
.01). Given these results, we do not regard common method bias as a serious
problem in our analysis.

Data Aggregation
Data aggregation on the team level was justified on the basis of intraclass
correlation coefficients (ICC1 and ICC2; Bliese, 2000) and interrater reliability scores (rwg(j); James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984). The following scores
were obtained for the scales in our analysis: task conflicts (ICC1 = .24; ICC2 =
.51; rwg(j) = .91), relationship conflicts (ICC1 = .29; ICC2 = .57; rwg(j) =
.89), collective team identification (ICC1 = .21; ICC2 = .49; rwg(j) = .92),
and task interdependence (ICC1 = .16; ICC2 = .38; rwg(j) = .88). The ICCscores of our scales largely meet the critical values discussed in the literature.
As for ICC1, values between .05 and .30 are considered to be typical (Bliese,
2000; Murphy & Myors, 1998); concerning ICC2, values between .50 and
.60 have been proposed to be acceptable (Boyer & Verma, 2000; Glick, 1985;
Kunze & Bruch, 2010). However, as ICC2 scores are constrained by group
size (Bliese, 2000), the moderate ICC2 values in our analysis are likely to be
due to the relatively small average team size (LeBreton & Senter, 2008).
Thereby, the ICC2 values are within the range of values reported in prior
research investigating similar variables and showing a comparable number of
respondents per team (Greer, Homan, De Hoogh, & Den Hartog, 2012;
Kirkman, Chen, Farh, Chen, & Lowe, 2009; Wu, Tsui, & Kinicki, 2010).
Moreover, all scales exceed the traditional threshold of .70 (George, 1990)
for the rwg(j). In summary, both the ICC scores and the rwg(j) values can be
considered to support aggregation of the data on the team level.

Results
Table 1 shows means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among variables. Consistent with previous research, task and relationship conflicts were
positively and significantly correlated (r = .68, p ≤ .01). Moreover, collective
team identification showed a significant negative relationship with relationship conflicts, while team member alignment was not significantly related to
relationship conflicts.
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Team size
Team tenure
(months)
Age diversity
Team tenure
diversity
Functional diversity
Task
interdependence
Consulting
Industrial
development
Task conflicts
Relationship
conflicts
Collective team
identification
Team member
alignment

Note. N = 88 Teams.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.

12

11

9
10

7
8

5
6

3
4

1
2

SD

9.39

3.90

2.20
1.95

0.27
0.39

0.75
3.61

7.00

0.53

0.59
0.63

0.45
0.49

0.61
0.45

6.07 3.65
13.74 15.26

6.76 3.22
25.96 21.40

M

.30**
.71**

—

2

—
.42**

3

−.05
−.20

—

4

−.02

.13

−.12 −.07

.02 −.10
.06 .19

−.08

.10

−.16
−.07

−.05

.00

−.01
.11

−.10 −.36** −.43** −.29**
.15 −.01
.33** .06

.21 −.18
.12
−.15 −.41** −.16

.19
.18

—
.08

1

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations.

.30**
.26**

—

6

.16
−.08 −.04

.05

.00 .15
−.12 −.05

.11
.13

—
.03

5

.24*

.26*

.10
−.01

—
−.49**

7

−.22*

−.06

.03
.06

—

8

.03

−.24*

—
.68**

9

.11

−.37**

—

10

.15

—

11
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To test Hypotheses 1 to 3, we conducted hierarchical regression analysis
and simple slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991; Cohen, Cohen, West, &
Aiken, 2003); all predictor variables were mean-centered to facilitate interpretation of results (Dalal & Zickar, 2012; Hayes, Glynn, & Huge, 2012).
Relationship conflicts served as our dependent variable. In the first step of the
regression analysis, we entered the control variables (i.e., team size, team
tenure, age diversity, tenure diversity, functional diversity, task interdependence, and industry sector). In the second step, we added the independent
variables task conflicts, collective team identification, and team member
alignment. In the third step, interactions between task conflicts and collective
team identification as well as between task conflicts and team member alignment were entered.
Table 2 presents the results of the regression analysis. There was a significant main effect of task conflicts, supporting Hypothesis 1. Moreover, team
tenure and collective team identification also showed significant main effects.
The model associated with Step 2 of the regression analysis (after adding the
independent variables) explained a high percentage of the variance in the
dependent variable relationship conflicts (R2 = .59). In the third step, we found
a significant negative interaction effect between collective team identification
and task conflicts (β = −.23, p ≤ .01); this result supports Hypothesis 2, which
states that collective team identification is a moderator of the association
between task and relationship conflicts. By contrast, the interaction between
team member alignment and task conflicts was non-significant (β = .03, p =
.74). Team member alignment does not constitute a moderator of the connection between task and relationship conflicts, contradicting Hypothesis 3. The
additional amount of variance explained by the interactions, over and above the
variance explained by the control and independent variables, was 4% (p ≤ .05).
To further analyze the moderating effect of collective team identification
on the relationship between task and relationship conflicts (Hypothesis 2), we
conducted simple slope analysis following Aiken and West (1991). This analysis was based on the significant interaction effect in Step 3 of the regression
analysis shown in Table 2. In the equation Ŷ = b1X + b2Z + b3XZ + b0, collective team identification was framed as the moderator variable (Z).
Following Aiken and West (1991), we calculated the values of X at both one
standard deviation above and below the mean of Z. Figure 1 depicts the
results of simple slope analysis. As expected, there was a strong association
between task and relationship conflicts when collective team identification
was low (β = .82, p ≤ .01). Hypothesis 2 posits that this relationship would be
weaker under high collective team identification. Results were in line with
Hypothesis 2, even though the association between the two conflict types was
still significantly positive (β = .43, p ≤ .01).
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Table 2. Results of Regression Analyses.
Relationship conflicts

1. Control variables
Team size
Team tenure
Age diversity
Team tenure diversity
Functional diversity
Task interdependence
Consulting
Industrial development
2. Independent variables
TC
CTI
TMA
3. Interactions
TC × CTI
TC × TMA
R2
ΔR2
Adjusted R2
F

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

.06
.25
−.10
.01
−.10
−.03
.13
.16

.02
.30*
.03
−.09
−.09
−.08
.18
.16

.01
.32*
.01
−.09
−.08
−.14
.19
.18

.64**
−.23**
.06

.62**
−.12
.06

.59
.51**
.53
9.70**

−.23**
.03
.63
.04*
.56
9.29**

.08
−.02
0.80

Note. N = 88 teams; standardized regression coefficients are reported. TC = task conflicts;
CTI = collective team identification; TMA = team member alignment.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.

To test the assumption that collective team identification and team member alignment are more effective in moderating the association between task
and relationship conflicts under medium levels of task conflict (Hypothesis 4),
we analyzed only those 62 teams that reported medium levels of task conflict.
The level of task conflict in these teams was in the range between one standard deviation below and one standard deviation above the mean (cf. Aiken
& West, 1991). In this subsample, we conducted the same regression and
simple slope analyses that we had performed for the overall sample (see
Table 2). Once again, only the interaction between collective team identification and task conflicts was significant in predicting relationship conflicts (β =
−.34, p ≤ .05), while the interaction between team member alignment and
task conflicts was not (β = .04, p = .72).
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Figure 1. Moderating effect of CTI on the relationship between task and
relationship conflicts (N = 88 teams).
Note. CTI = collective team identification.

The simple slope analyses in this subsample showed that, given a medium
level of task conflict, it is possible that task and relationship conflicts are
uncorrelated under high levels of collective team identification. Figure 2
illustrates this finding. When collective team identification was low, there
was a significantly positive association between task and relationship conflicts (β = .57, p ≤ .01). This association was no longer significant when collective team identification was high (β = −.04, p = .79). This result is in
contrast to the interaction effect reported for the overall sample, where the
association between task and relationship conflicts remained positive under
high levels of collective team identification. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported
with respect to the moderating role of collective team identification.1

Discussion
Research on task and relationship conflicts in teams has revealed a dilemma,
that is, task-related disagreements are likely to spill over into interpersonal
tensions (Choi & Cho, 2011; De Dreu, 2011; De Wit et al., 2012). As a consequence, the positive potential of task-related conflicts to benefit
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Figure 2. Moderating effect of CTI on the relationship between task and
relationship conflict at medium levels of task conflicts (n = 62 teams).
Note. CTI = collective team identification.

team performance is at risk of being jeopardized by performance-impeding
relationship conflicts. While prior studies have identified boundary conditions which attenuated the association between the two conflict types, they
did not succeed in completely resolving the dilemmatic association (Greer
et al., 2008; Mooney et al., 2007; Simons & Peterson, 2000). The purpose of
this study was to scrutinize the promise of both collective team identification
and team member alignment (i.e., the existence of shared team goals and
team-based rewards) for separating task and relationship conflicts in teams.
Both moderators were argued to be indicators of cooperative goal interdependence in teams (Deutsch, 1949, 1973) and to moderate the connection
between the two conflict types. Results from an analysis of 88 development
teams showed that complete separation of task and relationship conflicts is
possible under certain conditions. The findings from this study contribute to
the team literature in several ways.
First, the results showed that strong identification of members with their
team can help to mitigate the spillover from task into relationship conflicts.
This finding adds to the growing stream in conflict research which investigates boundary conditions of the association between task and relationship
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conflicts. Prior investigations have demonstrated the quality of interpersonal
relationships in a team to be important for the link between task and relationship conflicts (Mooney et al., 2007; Simons & Peterson, 2000). Collective
team identification, however, goes beyond relationship quality in that it
includes strong emotional ties and a feeling of common belonging among
team members (Ashforth et al., 2008). Realizing that they share a common
interest for their team and for promoting its well-being, team members appear
to be willing to constructively handle task-related differences, thereby reducing the development of relationship conflicts (Tjosvold, 1998). The findings
of this study can be interpreted to support Deutsch’s theory of cooperation
and competition, which hypothesizes collective team identification to be an
indicator of cooperative goal interdependence in teams that fosters constructive conflict handling (Deutsch, 1949, 1973).
Second, our results indicate that completely resolving the dilemmatic
association between task and relationship conflicts is possible. The mitigating effect of collective team identification on the association between task
and relationship conflicts in teams was found to be dependent on the level of
task conflict. The co-occurrence of the two conflict types entirely disappeared in teams that exhibited medium levels of task conflict and at the same
time showed high collective team identification. This finding further corroborates the effectiveness of collective team identification for separating task
and relationship conflicts (Gebert, Boerner, & Kearney, 2006). Moreover, to
the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to find a contingency that
allows for complete separation of the two conflict types—provided that task
conflicts are at a medium level. Given these results, the study complements
the limited prior research that has demonstrated the importance of the level of
task conflict for team functioning (De Dreu, 2006; Todorova et al., 2014). In
addition, our analysis offers a new and promising avenue for conflict research
by demonstrating that the level of conflict is important when considering the
interaction of task conflicts with other team factors.
Third, the hypothesized alleviating role of team member alignment on the
association between task and relationship conflicts could not be confirmed by
the results of this analysis, regardless of the level of task conflict. The existence of short- and long-term goals as well as team-based reward structures
did not significantly reduce the probability of task conflicts turning into relationship conflicts. From the perspective of organizational conflict research, it
could be construed from this finding that extrinsic factors aiming at team
members’ rational motivation for cooperation (i.e., team goals and team-based
reward structures) are not as effective for separating task and relationship conflicts as intrinsic factors relating to team members’ affective attachment to the
team (i.e., collective team identification). As conflict scholars have pointed
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out, every kind of conflict—irrespective of its source—is emotional to some
extent (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). Due to this emotionality, which may also be
associated with task conflicts, it could be inferred that extrinsic incentives
cannot prevent the emergence of interpersonal animosities resulting from
task-related disputes (De Dreu, 2011).
Furthermore, the lack of empirical support for the moderating role of team
member alignment might be interpreted as disproof of Deutsch’s (1973,
2006) notion that team goals and team-based rewards are effective for conflict management in teams. As others have argued, the effects of goal and
outcome interdependence may depend on additional factors like the personality of team members (Beersma et al., 2003; De Dreu, 2007). Against this
background, a further conceptual refinement of the theory of cooperation and
competition might be indicated with regard to the role of joint goals and
rewards for promoting cooperative goal interdependence and constructive
conflict management in teams.
Fourth, results revealed that teams with higher average team tenure exhibited higher levels of relationship conflict. This finding contrasts with theoretical predictions that argue for a mitigating effect of team tenure on
relationship conflicts in teams (Beal et al., 2003; Pelled, 1996). Rather, the
results from this study speak to the notion that team members who have
worked together for a longer period of time have become more aware of
interpersonal differences, in particular with regard to underlying attributes
(e.g., values and attitudes). The perception of these differences may contribute to relationship conflicts (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998). Another possible
explanation for higher levels of relationship conflict in teams with high average tenure might be that team members that work together for longer periods
of time tend to primarily discuss shared and, therefore, redundant information (Levin, Cross, & Abrams, 2002). As a consequence, there may be fewer
benefits to be derived from team exchanges and team members may increasingly perceive team discussions as useless. Under these circumstances, they
may become frustrated or angry, and this dissatisfaction may fuel relationship
conflicts (Rogelberg, Leach, Warr, & Burnfield, 2006).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Our analysis is subject to several methodological limitations. First, the study
is cross-sectional, thereby limiting the ability to make causal assertions. For
example, we cannot rule out the possibility that relationship conflicts may
have also triggered the emergence of task conflicts; that is, personal conflicts
between team members may also have detrimental effects on the evaluation
of their task-related ideas and opinions (Choi & Cho, 2011). Future research
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may benefit from a longitudinal replication of our study to further consolidate
the causal direction of the association between task and relationship conflicts
and the moderating role of collective team identification. In addition, the
negative association of collective team identification with both task and relationship conflicts indicates that other causal relationships than those included
in this study appear to be plausible. While the complex interplay between the
conflict variables and collective team identification is beyond the scope of
this analysis, we believe that it offers several exciting avenues for future
research.
A second limitation concerns the risk of common method bias as all variables, except for team member alignment, have been assessed by the same
respondents. Yet, as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003), we used a
single-factor model to test for common method bias. Moreover, it has to be
noted that interaction effects, which were of primary interest in this study, are
unlikely to be artifacts of common method bias (McClelland & Judd, 1993).
On the contrary, interaction terms can be considerably deflated by common
method variance, making them even more difficult to be detected through
statistical means (Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). Nevertheless, future
research would benefit from a replication of this study using a multimethod
design.
Third, the measurement of team member alignment was based on supervisor ratings. This procedure is comparable with previous research (Mooney
et al., 2007) and reduces the risk of common method bias; however, future
research might rely on team member ratings of this variable to capture how
strong team member alignment is perceived by the team members themselves, as their perceptions may diverge from the team leader’s view.
Fourth, the subsamples of teams with high and low levels of task conflict
were relatively small in this study (n = 16 teams with high levels of task conflict; n = 10 teams with low levels of task conflict), not allowing for an adequate test of the interaction between task conflicts and collective team
identification in these two subsamples. Even though additional analyses (not
reported here due to the small sample sizes) showed that the interaction is not
significant in the subsamples of teams with high and low levels of task conflict, we cannot eliminate the possibility that this finding is due to a lack of
statistical power (Cohen et al., 2003). Future investigations that incorporate
more teams with high and low levels of task conflict may add to further consolidate this finding.
This study also provides several conceptual implications for future
research. For example, conflict research may benefit from a thorough analysis of intervening mechanisms between task and relationship conflicts.
Similar to our study, existing research has neglected the search for mediators
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of the relationship between task and relationship conflicts; however, the identification of intervening processes would allow for a more concise analysis of
boundary conditions of the relationship (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007).
Therefore, it might on the one hand be worthwhile to analyze the theoretical
mechanisms proposed by existing research (i.e., misattribution processes and
inadequate behaviors). On the other hand, the finding from this study concerning collective team identification as a boundary condition speaks to the
relevance of social categorization processes as mediators; that is, diverging
task-related opinions may lead to subgroup formation in teams which subsequently promotes the emergence of relationship conflicts (Tajfel & Turner,
1986).
In addition, future research may further explore the promise of Deutsch’s
(1949, 1973) theory of cooperation and competition for identifying boundary
conditions of the association between task and relationship conflicts. This
study provided initial evidence for the appropriateness of the theoretical
framework by showing that collective team identification as an indicator of
cooperative goal interdependence moderates the link between task and relationship conflicts. Future studies may examine the complementarity and
interplay of collective team identification with other drivers of cooperative
goal interdependence (e.g., influences from the team environment or formal
authorities; Deutsch, 2006) for preventing task conflicts from spilling over
into relationship conflicts. Furthermore, it could be explored how strong collective team identification is actually related to perceived cooperative goal
interdependence in teams—a connection that was theoretically postulated but
not empirically tested in this study.
As for the results concerning team member alignment, it might be premature to conclude that team goals and team-based reward structures are generally ineffective in separating task from relationship conflicts. Rather, future
research may benefit from the consideration of additional aspects relating to
team member alignment. First, it may be promising to examine not only the
existence but also the nature of team goals and team-based reward structures.
If, for instance, the content of team goals and the basic principles of teambased reward structures are perceived as incompatible with individuals’ values and beliefs, this discrepancy may be essential for the effects of team
member alignment (Brockner & Siegel, 1996). Second, future research may
examine how individual-based rewards interact with team-based reward
structures (Wageman, 1995). It is conceivable that individual-based rewards
may either complement or be in conflict with team-based rewards in promoting cooperative goal interdependence in teams.
Finally, the higher level of relationship conflict in teams with high average
team tenure calls attention to temporal aspects of conflict dynamics. Future
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research may examine how the association between task and relationship
conflicts develops over time (see Choi & Cho, 2011, for first evidence) and
how collective team identification and team member alignment exert their
moderating influence on this association at different points of time in a team’s
existence. For example, it would be interesting to examine whether team
member alignment is particularly effective in decoupling task and relationship conflicts at early stages of a team’s development, when team spirit has
not yet developed. By contrast, collective team identification could be particularly effective when a team has already existed for some time and team
members already had the chance to develop a common feeling of belonging.

Managerial Implications
From the viewpoint of organizational practice, the most important finding of
this study is that the association between task and relationship conflicts in
teams can be overcome under certain conditions (i.e., at high levels of collective team identification and medium levels of task conflict). This finding
raises the question of how, on the one hand, collective team identification can
be fostered and, on the other hand, high levels of task conflict can be
prevented.
As for drivers of collective team identification, one of the most powerful
influence factors discussed by extant research is leadership, in particular
transformational leadership (Huettermann, Doering, & Boerner, 2014;
Kearney & Gebert, 2009). By providing an attractive common vision for the
team as a whole, transformational leaders’ idealized influence may enhance
team members’ identification with team goals. Moreover, their team-oriented
behaviors will serve as an inspiring role model and foster team members’
commitment to team goals and the emergence of team spirit (Bass & Avolio,
1994). Thus, transformational leadership development might be one of the
most promising avenues for organizations to enhance effectiveness in teams
experiencing high levels of task conflict (Antonakis, Fenley, & Liechti,
2011).
Another factor that has been found to be an important driver of collective
team identification is the level of communication and interaction in the team
(Postmes, Haslam, & Swaab, 2005). This finding contains two important
organizational implications. First, organizations should ensure that team
members have enough opportunity to interact and communicate for cultivating a sense of “we” in their team. (Postmes et al., 2005). Second, team building measures might be an important instrument for fostering collective team
identification as they have been shown to be most strongly related to affective
team outcomes (Klein et al., 2009).
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As for avoiding high levels of task conflict, again team leadership might
play a crucial role. We posit that team leaders might bear two aspects in mind
to avoid high levels of task conflict: First, he or she should ensure that all
team members share a common cooperation model (Mathieu, Goodwin,
Heffner, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000). Such a cooperation model includes
the assumption that dissent is a necessary precursor to achieving synergies,
but that dissent also entails the danger of transforming functional task conflicts into dysfunctional relationship conflicts. A viable cooperation model
would also include strategies that specify how to deal with this threat. Second,
teams should regularly reflect on team processes to evaluate whether all team
members abide by the guidelines specified in the cooperation model. Several
studies have found this kind of meta-communication—which is referred to as
process reflection (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002) or team reflexivity
(Schippers et al., 2003)—to be highly useful with respect to accomplishing
team tasks that involve knowledge processing. One of the reasons for the
usefulness of this form of communication might be its ability to make team
members aware of the ever-present danger of task conflicts deteriorating into
relationship conflicts.
In conclusion, this study extends the understanding of how the positive
potential of task-related conflicts that may unfold under certain circumstances can be completely separated from performance-impeding relationship conflicts (De Dreu, 2006; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit et al.,
2012). We find that strong collective team identification may prevent the danger of task conflicts turning into relationship conflicts. Given the fact that the
alleviating role of collective team identification is dependent on the level of
task conflict in a team, the challenge for organizations and team leaders is
twofold: On the one hand, the development of collective team identification
should be fostered, for instance, by transformational leadership (Huettermann
& Boerner, 2011; Kearney & Gebert, 2009). On the other hand, high levels of
task conflict should be avoided, as the effectiveness of collective team identification for mitigating the association between task and relationship conflicts decreases with rising levels of task conflict.
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Note
1.

To verify that the significant interaction between task conflicts and collective team
identification is unaffected by the non-significant control variables in our study, we
conducted further regression analyses, thereby including team tenure as the only
significant control variable. The results of our additional analyses showed that the
significant interaction effect between task conflicts and collective team identification is unaffected by the omission of the non-significant control variables.
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