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Abstract

Conlflicts are an inherent part of Agile team dynamics and can strongly affect performance. Yet, there
has been limited exploration of how this relationship functions at the individual level through verbal
behaviours and physiological responses. Despite growing calls for an objective and integrative approach
combining behavioural components with human physiological processes to examine organisational,
team or individual outcomes, this approach remains uncommon in organisational research. Therefore,
the primary objective of this study is to examine the relationship between observed verbal behaviours
and within-person physiological arousal during conflict situations in sprint planning and retrospective
meetings of mono- and multicultural Agile teams, and their impact on job performance. This exploratory
research utilised a mixed-method approach, integrating multimodal, frequency, comparative and episode
analyses, and triangulated three types of data: video-coded verbal behaviours, physiological arousal
levels captured through skin sensors, and expert performance ratings. The findings reveal two main
pathways through which conflicts unfold: escalatory and de-escalatory conflict processes. Escalatory
conflict processes involve negative relations-oriented behaviours, frequent and strong physiological
responses and high-expression intensity, all of which mutually reinforce each other, leading to further
escalation and a detrimental impact on performance. In contrast, de-escalatory conflict processes are
characterised by more neutral task- and change-oriented behaviours, evoking less intense emotions and
leading to low-intensity conflicts, resulting in more beneficial effects on performance. Cultural diversity
influences how these conflicts develop. Monocultural teams are more likely to experience de-escalatory
conflict processes by adopting positive relations-oriented behaviours, such as humour, and collectivistic
conflict management approaches. On the other hand, multicultural teams have a higher likelihood of
experiencing escalatory conflict processes, often engaging in excessive task-oriented behaviours and
encountering misunderstandings. Furthermore, the findings indicate no significant difference in arousal
levels between individuals directly involved in the conflict and those who are not involved, signalling
that tensions caused by conflicts are felt by all team members. Thus, this suggests that conflict is
pervasive, with tensions potentially spreading through emotional contagion Moreover, an individual’s
display of more positive relations-oriented verbal behaviour is linked to higher job performance. These
high-performing individuals also showed heightened alertness during conflicts, as evidenced by more
frequent and stronger physiological responses. The retrospective meeting emerged as particularly
critical, acting as a conducive environment to more harmful conflicts affecting job performance, with
performance level distinctions among high- versus low-performing individuals becoming more
pronounced. This study extends the current understanding of conflicts within Agile teams by
highlighting how conflicts unfold at the individual level through observed verbal behaviours and
establishing a link between individual-level verbal behaviours, within-person physiological arousal and
job performance within teams. Organisations and Agile team members should recognise the differences
in conflict perception and expression between mono- and multicultural teams and adjust their verbal
behaviours and conflict management strategies accordingly. To improve job performance, individuals
should prioritise positive relations-oriented behaviours while minimising negative relations-oriented
behaviours and remain alert and responsive to social cues during conflicts. The findings underscore the
importance of effective conflict management for organisations to leverage the positive effects of
conflicts and enhance job performance.
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1. Introduction

In today’s volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous business landscape, it has become crucial for
organisations to be highly flexible and adaptable (Schoemaker et al., 2018). Organisations are
continuously searching for methods to enhance collaboration, efficiency and their overall performance.
Over the years, a multitude of methods have been developed to address these demands, one of which is
the Agile methodology. The Agile way of working has been linked to increased team performance
(Peeters et al., 2022), enhanced communication (Dingseyr et al., 2018), and improved customer-centric
collaboration (Dyba & Dingseyr, 2008). While first developed in the software industry (Hoda et al.,
2018), the Agile way of working is nowadays being adopted across various sectors including health
care, manufacturing and logistics (Koch et al., 2023). Within the Agile methodology, individuals are
assigned to multi-disciplinary teams (Malik & Orr, 2022) operating with a shared leadership model
(Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Crucial to the success of these Agile teams are thus the aspects of team
communication and collaboration (Yousef, 2023).

Like any other team where communication and collaboration are central, Agile teams may experience
conflicts (Todorova et al., 2022). As indicated by Tuckman’s (1965) stage model of group development,
teams need to pass the ‘storming’ stage where they deal with differences in values and perspectives,
often resulting in conflicts, before achieving team cohesion. The body of literature on these team
conflicts is extensive (e.g., De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit et al., 2012; Greer & Dannals, 2017;
Todorova et al., 2022) and one of the most influential conflict typologies is Jehn’s (1995, 1997)
distinction between task conflict, referring to disagreements about the content of the task, relationship
conflict, focusing on interpersonal incompatibilities, and the subsequently introduced process conflict,
regarding the execution of the tasks.

This typology aligns with what the literature calls conflict states (DeChurch et al., 2013). However,
conflict states do not exist on their own, they are intricately linked to team conflict processes, also known
as conflict management (DeChurch et al., 2013; Todorova et al., 2022). Conflict management can alter
the effect of conflict states on team-level outcomes, such as team cohesion and team satisfaction
(Tekleab et al., 2009). Hence, both conflict states, composed of conflict types and intensities, and
conflict processes, i.e., how the team members handle the conflict, should be considered, when
investigating conflict situations (Todorova et al., 2022).

Furthermore, the team's interpretation of conflict types and intensities, along with their approach to
managing conflicts, may be influenced by the team’s cultural diversity (Krueger et al., 2022; Triana et
al., 2021; Weingart et al., 2015). Cultural heterogeneity within a team inherently boosts the potential for
conflict situations, especially in the case of task conflicts (Stahl et al., 2010). Stahl and colleagues (2010)
found the differences in values, norms, behaviours and communication styles present in culturally
diverse teams to increase irritation, misunderstandings and conflict. Similarly, previous research
indicated that diverse cultural backgrounds among team members could lead to variations in individual
preferred conflict management strategies, changing how the team navigates and resolves conflicts
(Ayoko, 2007; Kaushal & Kwantes, 2006), ultimately impacting the team member’s performance
(DeChurch et al., 2013; Todorova et al., 2022).

The team’s approach to conflict management is reflected in their verbal behaviour during and right after
the conflict situation. Since Agile teams tend to operate with a shared leadership model, all team
members eventually show verbal leadership behaviours (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). These verbal
behaviours can be divided into three meta-categories: task-oriented, relations-oriented, and change-
oriented leadership behaviours (Borgmann et al., 2016; Yukl et al., 2002; Yukl, 2012; Yukl et al., 2019).
Considering that cultural diversity can impact how the team members perceive the conflict state (i.e.,
intensity and type) and how they manage the conflict, mono- and multicultural Agile teams may display
different verbal leadership behaviours during situations of conflict.
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However, previous research has suggested that these verbal behaviours are connected with within-
person physiological processes (e.g., Christopoulos et al., 2019; Erez et al., 2008; Hoogeboom et al.,
2021), indicated by for example heart rate, blood pressure and perspiration (Deits-Lebehn et al., 2020).
Despite a rising number of researchers calling for an integrative approach combining behavioural
components with human physiological processes to examine organisational, team or individual
outcomes, this approach remains uncommon in organisational research (Arvey & Zhang, 2015;
Christopoulos et al., 2019). Hence, integrating skin conductance responses with observed verbal
behaviours can yield valuable insights into the differences between mono- and multicultural teams
during conflict situations and the impact of these differences on the team member’s job performance.

Furthermore, while the existing body of literature on the interplay between team conflict and cultural
diversity is substantial (Schmidt et al., 2023; Jehn et al., 2008), the majority focuses on the impact of
cultural diversity on team-level outcomes (Mannix & Neale, 2005; Stahl et al., 2010; Triana et al., 2021).
Only a few studies have concentrated on how conflicts may manifest differently in mono- and
multicultural teams (Behfar et al., 2006; Krueger et al., 2022), and even fewer linked this to verbal
behaviour. Furthermore, even though verbal behaviour and psychological arousal may be intertwined
(Christopoulos et al., 2019; Hoogeboom et al., 2021), the question of how psychological arousal might
co-occur with these verbal behaviours in the context of conflict situations has yet to be answered. This
leads to the crucial point that there is a noticeable lack of diverse methodologies in team conflict
research, which to date has mostly relied on survey-based data (Zhao et al., 2019). Yet, this method of
data collection relying on retrospective self-assessments may be exposed to self-report bias (Lucas &
Baird, 2006), where participants may (un)intentionally alter their responses due to cognitive processes,
survey conditions or social desirability, potentially leading to random or systematic misreporting
(Bauhoff, 2014). Hence, this thesis answers previous research calls for more objective and diverse
methods when investigating team conflict: Firstly, by utilising the fairly unique method of video
observations to fully capture the participants’ verbal behaviour in the real-life workplace; Secondly, by
simultaneously examining verbal behaviour and physiological arousal objectively measured through
high-quality skin conductance responses; Thirdly, by triangulating these two types of data with expert
performance ratings to create robust and detailed research on team conflict in mono- and multicultural
Agile teams.

Therefore, this research aims to investigate the relationship between verbal behaviours during conflict
situations in sprint planning and retrospective meetings and within-person physiological arousal with a
focus on the potential variations between mono-cultural and multicultural Agile teams and their effects
on individual job performance. This leads to the formulation of the following research question:

How do the physiological arousal and verbal behaviours of Agile team members during situations of
conflict in sprint planning and retrospective meetings differ between monocultural and multicultural
teams and impact the team members’ job performance?

The answers to this research question contribute to the literature on team conflict, in particular in the
context of culturally diverse Agile teams, by delving into the co-occurring verbal behaviours and within-
person physiological processes that take place during situations of conflict. By simultaneously analysing
time-stamped verbal behaviours and co-occurring skin conductance responses using non-obtrusive
measures in real-life workplace situations, this study advances the knowledge of what exactly happens
during conflicts instead of relying on participants’ retrospective self-assessments, hypothetical situations
or survey scores (Baumeister et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2019). Furthermore, this study provides further
insights into physiological processes in the workplace, a field that remains underdeveloped in
organisational research (Arvey & Zhang, 2015; Christopoulos et al., 2019).

In addition to its theoretical contributions, this thesis also offers valuable practical implications. By
examining the verbal behaviours displayed during conflict situations, this study provides managers and
team members with practical insights on what behaviours are beneficial for constructive conflict
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development and management, and what behaviours have a detrimental effect on conflict progression
and should thus be avoided. Moreover, it enhances managers’ awareness of differences in conflict
perception and conflict management approaches between culturally diverse and culturally homogeneous
teams and how these can be used to the team’s advantage, thereby minimising the potential for
misunderstandings and decreased performance (Tiana et al., 2021). In the end, how the team perceives
and handles their conflicts can have a significant impact on their performance levels (DeChurch et al.,
2013; Greer & Dannals, 2017). By understanding the individual behaviours and within-person
physiological processes during conflict situations, both managers and team members gain insights into
what behaviours and processes enhance or hinder their job performance, empowering them to adapt the
team’s perception of conflicts and their verbal behaviour patterns, ultimately leading to improved team
performance.

This report is organised as follows. In section two, the literature is discussed, followed by a description
of the methodology in section three. Subsequently, section four presents the results, section five
discusses the findings, elaborating on their theoretical and practical implications, and section six reflects
on their strengths and limitations. Finally, the report concludes by addressing the research question and
offering potential avenues for future research.
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2. Theoretical Framework

This section starts with a discussion of the Agile methodology, followed by a discussion of the existing
literature on team conflict. Furthermore, this section delves into the research on cultural diversity and
verbal leadership behaviours. Lastly, this section concludes with an overview of the literature on
physiological arousal in organisational research.

2.1 Agile Methodology

The roots of the Agile methodology can be traced back to the software development industry (Koch et
al.,2023). At the time, the prevailing belief in the software development industry was that every problem
has a logical, clear and optimal solution (Nerur et al., 2005). However, in the 1990s the software
development industry encountered a growing number of challenges marked by environmental shifts and
evolving customer demands (Koch et al., 2023). In response to these challenges, the Agile way of
working emerged, emphasising its ability to dynamically and effectively respond to change (Serrador &
Pinto, 2015). The Agile methodology serves as an umbrella term encompassing a variety of methods
such as Scrum, Extreme Programming (XP) and Lean Development (Dyba & Dinsegyr, 2008). These
different methods are unified by their fundamental principles as outlined in the Agile manifesto,
emphasising individuals and interactions over processes and tools, working software over
comprehensive documentation, customer collaboration over contract negotiation, and responding to
change over following a plan (Beck et al., 2001). Due to the diverse range of Agile methods, various
definitions have emerged. This thesis adopts the slightly older but still relevant definition (Dinseyr et
al., 2018) of Agile as an approach to “rapidly or inherently create change, proactively or reactively
embrace change, and learn from change while contributing to perceived customer value” (Conboy, 2009,
p. 340). With its emphasis on change and (customer-centric) value creation, the Agile methodology
presents significant opportunities for industries beyond software development (Dyba & Dingseyr,
2008). In current times, the Agile way of working has expanded into various industries offering
advantages such as improved interpersonal communication (Marder et al., 2021), enhanced performance
(Junker et al., 2022) and increased innovative behaviour (Koch et al., 2023)

Within this methodology, individuals are assigned to self-managing, multi-disciplinary teams (Malik &
Orr, 2022). These self-managing teams are defined as “a group of individuals with diverse skills and
knowledge with the collective autonomy and responsibility to plan, manage and execute tasks
interdependently to attain a common goal” (Magpili & Pazos, 2018, p. 3). Operating under a shared
leadership model, these teams lack a formal leader, instead, all team members take on parts of the
leadership role (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). These teams generally work with short development cycles
allowing the team to continuously integrate customers’ feedback, thereby increasing the team’s
flexibility to respond to changes in customer demands (Koch et al., 2023). Within Scrum, these
development cycles are known as sprints, consisting of three key meetings: sprint planning, refinement,
and retrospective meetings (Dinseyr et al., 2018; Hossain et al., 2009). Sprint planning initiates the
sprint, with the purpose of defining its goals, selecting tasks, prioritising them and planning their
execution (Ozcelikkan et al., 2022). On the other hand, the retrospective meeting marks the end of the
sprint, with the primary objective of improving team processes (Przybyteket al., 2022). During
retrospective meetings, team members reflect on their successes, failures and areas for improvement and
link this to people and practices (Przybyleket al., 2022). Hence, while sprint planning discusses mostly
task- and process-related issues, the retrospective holds greater potential for relations-related discussions
and evaluating process-related problems (Lehtinen et al., 2017). Furthermore, the person responsible for
bridging the gap between the customer and the team is called the Product Owner, helping the team to
prioritise the right tasks (Dinsgyr et al., 2018). Koch and Schermuly (2021) summarised these
characteristics of Agile teams into three overarching dimensions: team autonomy, team equality (i.e.,
absence of a formal leader), and iterative delivery of project increments, creating a combination of team
characteristics that is unique to Agile teams.
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2.2 Team Conflict

While Agile teams might differ from traditional teams in various aspects, conflicts remain unavoidable
as conflicts are an inherent part of team dynamics (Todorova et al., 2022). Team conflict can be defined
as a situation where “an individual or group perceives differences and opposition between itself and
another individual or group” (De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008, p. 6). The body of research on team conflict is
substantial, with a predominant focus on Jehn’s typology (1995, 1997) of task- and relationship conflict,
as well as the subsequently added process conflict (e.g., De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit et al., 2012;
Greer & Dannals, 2017; O’Neill et al., 2013). However, the type of conflict represents only one facet of
the broader conflict phenomenon (Todorova et al., 2022). Conflict type, alongside conflict intensity,
forms the conflict state, defined as the “shared perceptions among members of the team about the
intensity of disagreement over either tasks or relationships” (DeChurch et al., 2013, p. 560). How the
team perceives the conflict (i.e., conflict states) impacts how the team handles the conflict, leading to
the emergence of conflict processes, characterised as “members’ interactions aimed at working through
task and interpersonal disagreements” (DeChurch et al., 2013, p. 560). Similarly, how the team manages
the conflict may impact its perception of the conflict situation, thus intertwining the two concepts of
conflict states and conflict processes (DeChurch et al., 2013). A visual overview of the different
components of conflict can be found in Figure 1. In the following sections, the conflict states and
processes are discussed in detail.

2.2.1 Conflict states

The concept of conflict states consists of two fundamental components: firstly, the classification of
conflict into types and, secondly, the degree of conflict expression intensity (i.e., the intensity of the
disagreement). The three primary conflict types are task conflict, relationship conflict and process
conflict (Jehn, 1995, 1997). Task conflict refers to disagreements about the content of the task (Jehn,
1995, 1997). Relationship conflict, on the other hand, focuses on interpersonal incompatibilities (Jehn,
1995, 1997) and process conflict relates to matters such as defining and dividing responsibilities,
delegating and scheduling tasks, and deciding on the methods by which these tasks are executed (Jehn,
1997). The impact of these different types of conflict on performance is contested (Greer & Dannals,
2017). Job performance can be defined as “the total expected value to the organisation of the discrete
behavioural episodes that an individual carries out over a standard period of time” (Motowidlo, 2003,
p. 39). While some studies found task conflict to be positively related to performance (Jehn, 1995;
DeChurch et al., 2013), others found strong negative correlations between the two (De Dreu & Weingart,
2003). In contrast, the impact of relationship conflict on performance showed more stable results, current
research generally agrees that relationship conflicts may harm individual and team performance (e.g.,
De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit et al., 2012; Greer & Dannals, 2017; Jehn, 1995). Similarly, process
conflict was found to have a negative impact on team performance (De Wit et al., 2012, O’Neill et al.,
2013), except during the early stages of team formation (Greer & Dannals, 2017). Furthermore, in 2012,
a novel type of conflict was introduced, namely status conflict, defined as “disputes over people’s
relative status position in their group’s social hierarchy” (Bendersky & Hayes, 2012, p. 323), which may
also negatively affect performance outcomes (Greer & Dannals, 2017). While conflicts may exhibit
elements of various types, a pure status conflict is distinct from a pure relationship conflict (Bendersky
& Hayes, 2012). Status conflicts can arise independently of interpersonal relationship quality and
inherently involve attempts to bolster one’s status or lower another’s status, whereas pure relationship
conflicts are motivated by this negative interpersonal relationship dynamic stemming from different
values, preferences or priorities (Bendersky & Hayes, 2012).

Considering the partly conflicting results regarding the impact of conflict types on individual and team-
level outcomes, a sole focus on conflict type seems to be insufficient (Bendersky et al., 2014). Therefore,
research has broadened its scope to include how conflicts are expressed, providing further insights into
the relationship between conflict and job performance (Weingart et al., 2015). Using the framework
proposed by Weingart et al. (2015), conflict expression intensity can be defined along two dimensions:
oppositional directness and oppositional intensity. Oppositional directness is the degree to which a team
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member explicitly voices their opposition, both in terms of the ambiguity of the expression and to whom
it is expressed (Weingart et al., 2015). In conflicts that score high on oppositional directness, a team
member clearly communicates their disagreement to the opposing party, whereas in conflicts exhibiting
lower scores on this dimension, a team member might indirectly communicate their disagreement by
using for example critical questions directed at a third party instead of the ‘opponent’. Furthermore,
oppositional intensity is the “degree of strength, force or energy” (Weingart et al., 2015, p. 240) that the
team member uses to convey their opposition, defined in terms of entrenchment in position and
subversiveness of actions. Conflicts marked by higher oppositional intensity, such as fights, are
characterised by defending one’s own position (high entrenchment) and active attempts to undermine
or attack the position of the opposing party (high subversiveness) (Todorova et al., 2022), often eliciting
stronger emotional responses (Weingart et al., 2015). Conversely, low oppositional intensity conflicts,
such as debates, exhibit lower levels of entrenchment and subversiveness, with team members being
more open to considering the other party’s perspective (Todorova et al., 2022). Thus, oppositional
directness and oppositional intensity collectively determine the conflict expression intensity, with higher
levels of intensity increasing the likelihood of team members experiencing negative emotions (Todorova
et al., 2022).

Therefore, when analysing conflicts and their impact on job performance, it is important to consider
both the conflict type as well as the expressed intensity of the conflict (Weingart et al., 2015), not solely
at the team level, but arguably even more importantly, also at the individual level focusing on the
behaviours team members display and how they interact which each other, leading to more fine-grained
and in-depth insights into the relationship of conflict and job performance (Greer & Dannals, 2017).
Moreover, these behaviours and interactions also play a critical role in how the team navigates and
handles the conflict, constituting what is known as the conflict process, another important aspect in
explaining the impact of conflict situations on job performance (DeChurch et al., 2013; Todorova et al.,
2022).

2.2.2 Conflict processes

Conflict process, defined as “members’ interactions aimed at working through task and interpersonal
disagreements” (DeChurch et al., 2013, p. 560), can have a significant impact on overall performance
(Behfar et al., 2008). As previous research indicated task conflicts show the most potential to benefit
team outcomes (De Wit et al., 2012), but it hinges upon the effective management of the conflict (Greer
& Dannals, 2017). Indeed, the meta-analysis of DeChurch and her colleagues (2013) revealed that how
teams handle their conflicts and the behaviours they display explain additional variances in team
outcomes, surpassing those explained by conflict types alone. This analysis distinguished between
individualistic (concern for self) and collectivistic (concern for others) approaches to conflict
management (DeChurch et al., 2013; Todorova et al., 2022). Notably, collectivistic behaviours were
found to exhibit a positive relationship with team performance, while individualistic behaviours were
more likely to have a detrimental effect on team performance (DeChurch et al., 2013). According to the
dual concern model, conflict management encompasses five distinct strategies varying in their concern
for self and concern for others, namely problem-solving, compromising, yielding, forcing, and avoiding.
Problem-solving in conflict management involves integrating the concerns of others, whereas the
compromising strategy focuses on finding the middle ground. The yielding approach occurs when team
members accept the concerns of others while relinquishing their own. The opposite version of yielding
is forcing, where team members impose their will on others. Lastly, the avoiding strategy ignores the
conflict altogether, disregarding both their own concerns as well as the concerns of others.

This dual concern model also captures the distinction between competitive and cooperative conflict
management strategies (Krueger et al., 2022; Todorova et al., 2022). In competitive approaches, team
members treat their goals as mutually exclusive (Maltarich et al., 2018). In contrast, in cooperative
approaches, team members view their goals as congruent with those of their fellow team members
(Maltarich et al., 2018). The problem-solving, compromising and yielding strategies align with the
collectivistic/cooperative dimension, while the forcing and avoiding approaches belong to the
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individualistic/competitive dimension (Krueger et al., 2022). Research by Maltarich et al. (2018)
indicated that relationship conflict positively correlates with the adoption of competitive conflict
management strategies and negatively correlates with cooperative approaches. Moreover, in situations
marked by high-intensity relationship conflicts, forcing emerged as the predominant strategy for conflict
management, whereas, in situations with low-intensity task conflicts, team members were more inclined
to adopt collectivistic conflict management approaches (Todorova et al., 2022).

Hence, both conflict type and expression intensity may influence the conflict management approach
adopted by the team members, and the chosen conflict management strategy may shape the team
members’ perceptions of these conflict types and intensities, thereby intricately intertwining all three
concepts, which together influence the impact of conflict on performance (DeChurch et al., 2013;
Todorova et al. 2022).

Figure 1

Components of Conflict Based on the Literature

Conflict
expression
intensity

Collectivistic/cooperative:
Problem-solving
Compromising

Yielding
- Task conflict Individualistic/competitive:
- Relationship conflict Oppositional Oppositional Forcing
- Process conflict directness intensity Avoiding
- Status conflict

Ambiguity of To whom it is Entrenchment Subversivenss
expression expressed in positions of action

2.3 Cultural Diversity

The team members’ perception of conflict types and intensities, as well as their strategies for conflict
resolution, may be impacted by the team’s cultural diversity (Krueger et al., 2022). While cultural
diversity has been linked to beneficial team outcomes, such as enhanced creativity and knowledge
sharing (Mannix & Naele, 2005; Stahl et al., 2010), it was also found to increase the number of conflicts
within a team (Triana et al., 2021) and reduce the team members’ performance (Stahl et al., 2010; Triana
etal.,2021). In the meta-analysis conducted by Stahl and his colleagues (2010), culturally heterogeneous
teams were found to experience a higher frequency of task conflicts stemming from variations in values,
norms, behaviours and communication styles. Additionally, the team members’ different values and
experiences lead to different views on how to execute the task, resulting in a higher number of process
conflicts (Jehn et al., 2008). Not only is there an increase in the number of conflicts, but conflicts in
multicultural teams also manifest differently (Behfar et al., 2006). Culture is “a lens through which
people interpret conflict and orient themselves when conflict occurs” (Brett et al., 2014, p. 136).
Therefore, culture can affect the verbal and non-verbal behaviours through which conflicts are
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expressed, how these behaviours are perceived, what emotions they evoke, how the consequences of the
conflict are interpreted, and lastly, how the conflict should be handled (Krueger et al., 2022).

The cultural composition of a team may shape the experience and perception of particular conflict
expressions, in terms of their oppositional directness and intensity, affecting how team members choose
to express opposition and how others interpret and react to this opposition (Weingart et al., 2015).
Diverse cultures perceive and respond differently to expressions with high versus low intensity
(Weingart et al., 2015). These cultures behave differently in their reliance on verbal versus non-verbal
cues. In low-context cultures, such as the Netherlands, the US and Germany, team members typically
favour unambiguous and direct expressions characterised by words and actions, whereas in high-context
cultures, such as Japan, Italy and India, opposition is indirectly expressed and the team members’
interpretation relies heavily on non-verbal cues and the context of the conflict (Krueger et al., 2022).
When team members share the same cultural context, whether high- or low-context, they tend to hold
the same expectations towards conflicts, fostering a shared understanding of norms on how to behave
and react to each other, thus not limiting the information flow (Weingart et al., 2015). However, when
team members have different cultural backgrounds, in terms of high- and low-context cultures, their
expectations may diverge, leading to varying perceptions and interpretations of each other’s behaviours
(Weingart et al., 2015), potentially altering the original intended message (Krueger et al., 2022). This
challenge is particularly pronounced for team members from low-context cultures, who may struggle to
decipher and interpret the embedded messages from team members from high-context cultures
(Weingart et al., 2015). On the other hand, research indicates that team members from high-context
cultures are more likely to perceive expressions with high levels of oppositional directness as rude or
impolite and consequently tend to have negative emotional responses to them, in comparison to their
counterparts from low-context cultures (Krueger et al., 2022). Thus, a team member’s cultural
background, particularly in terms of high- versus low-context cultures, plays a crucial role in how the
conflict is expressed and acts as a filter through which conflict behaviours of others are interpreted and
reacted to.

Similarly, a team member’s cultural background affects their sensemaking of the conflict management
approaches employed by others (Krueger et al., 2022) as well as their individual openness towards
cooperation (Aslani et al., 2016). Central to this process is the differentiation between dignity, face and
honour cultures (Aslani et al., 2016). Their distinction is derived from individuals’ perceptions of self-
worth, the value assigned to status and power, and the recognition and acknowledgement of these
attributes in others (Leung & Cohen, 2011). In dignity cultures, prevalent in most Western European
and North American cultures, characterised by intrinsic derivation of one’s self-worth and a relatively
egalitarian and dynamic power distribution, individuals tend to employ a logical and direct approach to
conflict management, along with a greater emphasis on positive rather than negative emotions (Krueger
et al., 2022). Conversely, in face cultures, as present in many East and Southeast Asian cultures, self-
worth is derived in the context of social interactions and power is distributed as a fixed hierarchy (Leung
& Cohen, 2011). Here, an indirect collectivistic approach to conflict management is more common, in
which negative emotions are subdued and humility and duty are highly valued (Krueger et al., 2022).
Lastly, honour cultures, often found in Latin American and Middle Eastern cultures, base their self-
worth on how they are viewed by others, and power is distributed hierarchically, but often contested
(Leung & Cohen, 2011). In these cultures, individuals emphasise the concerns of others, but only of
those who are in their inner circle (Krueger et al., 2022). Based on their perceived threat to their
reputation, individuals from honour cultures either resort to competitive/individualistic approaches (high
perceived threat) or cooperative/collectivistic approaches (low perceived threat) (Aslani et al., 2016).

Thus, cultural diversity may not only increase the number of conflicts (Triana et al., 2021) and shapes
how the conflict manifests but may also hold significance in determining how teams handle their
conflicts (Krueger et al., 2022), which in turn influences the impact of these conflicts on performance
(Triana et al., 2021). Nevertheless, despite their heightened potential for conflicts, culturally diverse
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teams can serve as valuable assets to the organisation as long as they are managed properly (Schmidt et
al., 2023).

2.4 Verbal Behaviour

Analysing the interaction among team members and their individual behaviours may help to understand
conflict manifestation within teams (Greer & Dannals, 2017), particularly in multicultural teams where
conflict might present itself differently (Krueger et al., 2022). Since Agile teams operate under a shared
leadership model, all team members can eventually exhibit leadership behaviours (Mapili & Pazos,
2018). Previous research indicated that the behaviours displayed by a leader may trickle down to their
team members (Van Dun & Wilderom, 2021), who in turn adopt similar behaviours. These leadership
behaviours can reduce the number of conflicts and their intensity (Ballesteros-Rodriguez et al., 2020).
Furthermore, leadership behaviours during situations of conflict have a significant effect on the team’s
performance (Rzepka & Bojar, 2020). Thus, gaining a comprehensive understanding of these leadership
behaviours becomes of critical importance.

Over the years, numerous taxonomies of leadership behaviour have been established. While these
theories show differences and similarities, at the origin of many of these leadership taxonomies is the
dichotomy between the two meta-categories of task-oriented and relations-oriented leadership behaviour
(Behrendt et al., 2017), displayed in Table 1. Task-oriented leadership behaviour’s primary objective is
to enhance the efficiency and quality of the task accomplishment (Yukl et al., 2019) and it entails
behaviours such as informing, providing structure and direction, and correcting (Hoogeboom et al.,
2021). In contrast, relations-oriented behaviour encompasses behaviours such as providing support,
showing appreciation, and empowering with the main objective of maintaining ‘“commitment,
confidence and cooperation” (Yukl et al., 2019, p. 775) and has been found to explain most of the
variance in individual job performance (Borgmann et al., 2016). A crucial distinction between task- and
relations-oriented leadership behaviours lies in the focus of the behaviour: when a team member displays
relations-oriented leadership behaviour, they emphasise the bond between themselves and the team,
whereas, in situations with task-oriented leadership behaviour, the team member solely focuses on the
elements of the task (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). Moreover, recent research distinguishes positive from
negative relations-oriented leadership behaviour (Meinecke et al., 2017). While behaviours like
providing support, showing appreciation and empowering are all examples of positive relations-oriented
behaviour, negative relations-oriented behaviour includes behaviours such as belittling, showing
disinterest and interrupting (Meinecke et al., 2017). Similar behaviours have been linked to toxic,
dysfunctional leadership, which had a significant detrimental effect on job performance (Lee et al.,
2024). A third behavioural dimension, change-oriented leadership behaviour, has later on been
introduced, with the primary objective to “identify and implement desirable changes in tasks, outputs or
work procedures” (Yukl et al., 2019, p. 775). This behavioural category encompasses all behaviours
associated with change, which is pivotal within Agile teams (Serrador & Pinto, 2015), such as visioning,
inspiring and encouraging innovation (Van Dun et al., 2017; Yukl et al., 2019). Incorporating this third
dimension enables a comprehensive examination of the verbal behaviours exhibited by Agile team
members focusing on task efficiency, human relations and change.

Task-oriented leadership behaviours typically focus on task accomplishment (Yukl, 2012) by presenting
factual information, dividing tasks and providing structure (i.e., by governing/delegating, informing
with facts, and shaping the discussion, represented by codes 4, 5 and 6 in Table 3). Moreover, task-
oriented leadership behaviours may involve monitoring task progress and indicating negative
performance to enhance task quality and efficiency (Yukl, 2012) (i.e., verifying, governing/correcting,
and giving negative feedback, codes 2, 3, and 1 in Table 3). Lastly, task-oriented leadership behaviours
also include team members expressing agreement or disagreement with specific statements (codes 8 and
9 in Table 3) or sharing their own opinions (code 7 in Table 3) (Hoogeboom et al., 2021).

Furthermore, positive relations-oriented behaviours, aimed at increasing the quality of relationships
within the team (Yukl, 2012), involve team members engaging in behaviours that connect them with
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others or the team in general. This included paying attention to others, lightening the mood or boosting
the morale, strengthening team cohesion, and building relationships by sharing personal information
(i.e., giving positive attention, humour, and sharing personal information, codes 10, 12, and 13 in Table
3). Additionally, positive relations-oriented behaviours also involve behaviours where individuals offer
positive feedback such as praise or compliments to their fellow team members, thereby reinforcing
relationships within the team (Hoogeboom et al., 2021) (i.e., giving positive feedback, code 11 in Table
3). Notably, instances of humour only belong to positive relations-oriented behaviour if at least two
other team members laugh at the joke. If the team member telling the joke is the only one laughing, or
if the humour is sarcastic or undermines the other team members' position, this behaviour belongs to the
negative relations-oriented behaviour category.

Moreover, change-oriented behaviours promote innovation and facilitate change within the team (Yukl
et al., 2019) and include asking for input, stimulating ways of alternative thinking and providing a vision
(Van Dun et al., 2017). (i.e., professional challenging and giving direction/long term, codes 14 and 15
in Table 3).

Negative relations-oriented behaviours focus on behaviours where a team member promotes their self-
interest or undermines the position of others (defending one’s own position, code 17 in Table 3), or
when team members exhibit impolite or disrespectful behaviour (showing disinterest and
governing/interrupting, codes 16 and 18 in Table 3), thereby potentially damaging interpersonal
relations within the team (Briggs et al., 2023). Moreover, as an additional behaviour, as presented in
Table 3, listening involves team members actively listening to others, by for example making eye
contact, nodding, or paraphrasing. Even though listening is not an active verbal behaviour, it is included
in the codebook to allow for continuous coding of every moment in the meeting, ensuring a
comprehensive capture of all verbal behaviours using mutually exclusive categories.

Table 1

Overview of the Different Types of Leadership Behaviours

Type Primary objective Examples of behaviours
Task-oriented behaviour Enhancing efficient and high- - Clarifying
quality task accomplishment - Planning
(Yukl, 2012) - Monitoring
- Problem-solving
Relations-oriented behaviour Increasing the quality of human Positive:
resources and relations by - Supporting
building and maintaining - Empowering
relationships among the team - Showing appreciation
members (Yukl, 2012) - Developing
Negative:
- Belittling
- Showing disinterest
- Interrupting
Change-oriented behaviour Increasing innovation, - Advocating change
collective learning and - Envisioning change
adapting to the external - Facilitating collective
environment (Yukl, 2012) learning
- Encouraging
innovation
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These distinct categories of verbal leadership behaviours play a pivotal role in the occurrence and
progression of conflicts, holding the potential to minimise conflict frequency and reduce the intensity
when conflicts arise (Kotlyar & Karakowsky, 2007). Task-oriented leadership behaviours may set
examples for team members, thereby diminishing the adverse effects of task conflict (Bai et al., 2016).
Additionally, the emphasis on task-oriented leadership can enhance the team member’s positive
emotions towards their co-workers, reducing the frequency of relationship conflicts (Bono et al., 2007).
Furthermore, relations-oriented behaviour may improve the relationships within the team, preventing
both task and relationship conflict (Van Woerkom & Van Engen, 2009). Indeed, in previous research
conducted by Ballesteros-Rodriguez et al. (2020) both task- and relations-oriented leadership behaviour
had a significant negative impact on the occurrence of task conflict and relationship conflict, thereby
enhancing the level of team performance (Zhang et al., 2011).

However, current research has predominantly relied on survey-based data to assess both categories of
leadership behaviours (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). This is unlikely to fully capture the actual observable
behaviours as these surveys are often based on retrospective self-assessments (Hoogeboom &
Wilderom, 2015; Zhao et al., 2019). Therefore, to assess task-, relations- and change-oriented leadership
behaviour and their role in conflict development and management, ultimately impacting the team
member’s job performance, it is of great importance to observe the actual behaviour team members
display during situations of conflict.

2.5 Physiological Arousal

These verbal behaviours do not solely occur through cognitive processes; rather, they are a result of the
combination of cognitive and underlying subconscious processes and emotions, underscoring the need
to employ biological measures to assess the within-person physiological processes accompanying verbal
behaviours during situations of conflict (Christopoulos et al., 2019). Due to their diverse functions, these
different verbal leadership behaviours might be associated with distinct physiological processes
(Hoogeboom et al., 2021). This becomes increasingly interesting since cultural diversity within teams
may influence the type of verbal behaviours exhibited by the team members (Krueger et al., 2022;
Weingart et al., 2015), which at the same time, may occur beneath the level of consciousness (Stahl et
al., 2010). Therefore, it is crucial to look beyond observable behaviours and extend the horizon towards
the team members’ within-person physiological processes. Despite various calls for an integrative
approach, combining behavioural components with physiological processes to study conflict remains
uncommon in organisational research (Arvey & Zhang, 2015; Christopoulos et al., 2019). Hence,
simultaneously analysing synchronised verbal behaviours and fluctuations in team members’
physiological arousal levels might generate valuable insights into the fine-grained dynamics in conflict
situations and the differences between mono- and multi-cultural teams.

2.5.1 Measuring physiological arousal

There are multiple methods available to measure within-person physiological processes, such as
electroencephalography (EEG), functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) for brain scanning, and
electrodermal activity (EDA) (Bergstrom et al., 2014). Electrodermal activity (EDA) measurement
devices can measure skin conductance responses (SCRs) (Boucsein, 2012). Skin conductance reflects
variations in the activity of the eccrine sweat glands in response to sweat secretion from the skin
(Hoogeboom et al., 2021). While these eccrine sweat glands are present in the entire body, their highest
concentration can be found in the palms and soles (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). Skin conductance consists
of both tonic levels, representing a team member’s baseline level of skin conductance, and phasic levels,
measuring variations or responses to certain stimuli, i.e., the increases or decreases in electrodermal
activity (Boucsein, 2012). These various skin conductance responses are linked to the sympathetic
branch of the autonomic nervous system (SNS) (Figner & Murphy, 2011). Prior research indicated that
the brain regions connected with this system are involved in SCRs triggered by emotional stimuli rather
than non-emotional stimuli, such as taking a deep breath (Figner & Murphy, 2011). These SCRs reflect
what are known as secondary emotions, meaning that the emotions experienced do not have to be
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conscious to produce a physiological reaction (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). Additionally, the SNS
significantly influences an individual's emotional processes and motivation by generating neuronal and
hormonal stress responses, such as the fight-or-flight response (Boucsein, 2012; Figner & Murphy,
2011; Hoogeboom et al. 2021). Hence, SCRs are widely employed as biomarkers of general and
emotional arousal, associated with changes in emotional states (Christopoulos et al., 2019; Boucsein et
al, 2012).

2.5.2 Verbal behaviours, conflicts and physiological arousal

Within-person physiological arousal is intertwined with environmental stimuli, like social interactions
and the behaviours of others (Christopoulos et al., 2019). Consequently, the dynamics of the social
environment are reflected in the skin conductance responses (SCRs), where distinct verbal behaviours
might be accompanied by varying levels of within-person arousal. Notably, previous research revealed
that certain emotional words (e.g., joy, happiness, fear) paired with possessive pronouns (e.g., her
happiness) or negatives (e.g., no joy) evoked distinct physiological responses (Weis & Herbert, 2017).
Moreover, Hoogeboom et al. (2021) discovered a correlation between a leader’s physiological arousal,
their relations-oriented leadership behaviour and their level of effectiveness. Effective leaders
demonstrated higher levels of physiological arousal when they engaged in positive and negative
relations-oriented behaviour in comparison to their ineffective counterparts, whereas no significant
differences in arousal levels were observed between effective and ineffective leaders during situations
with task-oriented behaviour (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). This provides further indication that different
types of verbal leadership behaviour displayed during conflict situations may elicit varying
physiological responses, especially given the (sub)conscious differences between culturally
homogenous and heterogeneous teams.

Additionally, during these situations of conflict, team members experience several emotions, such as
anxiety, frustration and anger (Todorova et al., 2022). Relationship conflicts, for instance, often invoke
strong emotions (Chen & Ayoko, 2012; Todorova et al., 2022) and may even result in adverse
physiological effects, such as increases in somatic complaints (Meier et al., 2013). Furthermore,
conflicts within culturally diverse teams are likely to trigger additional emotional reactions, due to
varying interpretations and cultural inclinations (Krueger et al., 2022). Similarly, high-intensity conflicts
tend to prompt more emotional responses, in particular in instances of high-intensity relationship
conflicts (Weingart et al, 2015). High-intensity relationship conflicts are likely to involve personal
attacks and clashes of different personalities, potentially triggering feelings of threat and defensive
positions. When individuals experience perceived psychological threats, their blood pressure increases,
indicating higher levels of physiological arousal (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). Additionally, conflict
expressions characterised by high subversiveness and entrenchment, may result in team members feeling
irritated and angry (Weingart et al., 2015). Anger, among other negative stimuli, has been linked to
elevated SCRs and higher physiological arousal (Berkowitz, 1990; Vrana & Gross, 2004). However, not
only negative emotions have been linked to increased levels of physiological arousal; positive emotions,
such as happiness, are also connected to enhanced physiological arousal (Heaphy & Dutton 2008). Thus,
particular conflict situations, such as high-intensity conflicts, status conflicts or conflicts involving
negative relations-oriented behaviours, as well as instances where team members attempt to defuse or
resolve conflict with positive relations-oriented behaviours, may generate heightened physiological
responses compared to less emotional conflict situations.

Indeed, skin conductance responses (SCRs) are more likely to occur during situations where individuals
are presented with positive or negative stimuli than in situations with neutral stimuli (Bradley et al,
2008). Task-oriented behaviours, when compared to relations-oriented behaviours, can be considered as
more neutral stimuli (Hoogeboom et al., 2021). In the research by Weis and Herbert (2017), positive
emotional words (e.g., my joy) resulted in increased physiological responses (including heart rate and
SCRs), whereas neutral word pairs (e.g., no book) did not show any heightened physiological reactions.
Similarly, task-oriented behaviours accompanying words like ‘budget’, ‘planning’ or ‘action’, might not
generate distinct variations in SCRs, compared to more emotional statements. However, it is crucial to
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note that while SCRs can offer valuable insights into the intensity or valence of physiological arousal,
they do not specify the associated emotion (Boucsein, 2012). Previous research discovered that the most
profound learning occurred during situations marked by high physiological arousal (Waller et al., 2017).
Thus, it was the intensity of the physiological response, rather than the emotional valence (whether the
emotion is positive or negative) that fostered stronger learning processes.

2.5.3 Physiological arousal and performance

According to the premise of healthy variability, fluctuations in the intensity of the physiological
reactions must match the variations in social cues (including behaviours) present in the environment
(Navarro & Rueft-Lopes, 2015). Consequently, a lack of variability in physiological arousal may then
act as a signal of the team member’s lack of sensitivity to the behaviours of others (Hoogeboom et al.,
2021; Navarro & Rueff-Lopes, 2015). Insensitivity to social cues could lead to misinterpretations of the
behaviours of others, potentially resulting in inappropriate responses that hinder the smooth conflict
progression (Weingart et al., 2015), thereby increasing the detrimental impact of the conflict on job
performance. The premise of healthy variability thus suggests that team members with healthy
variability, i.e., fluctuations in physiological arousal levels that align with the variety of behaviours in
their environment, are more likely to be high-performing than team members with so-called ‘unhealthy’
variability. Hence, differences in fluctuations of team members’ physiological arousal levels may
indicate differences in their performance levels.

In light of the above, teams with different cultural compositions experience diverse conflict situations
with distinct characteristics, which may elicit various verbal behaviours, emotions and physiological
responses, thereby potentially influencing the team member’s job performance. Previous research,
mostly focusing on team-level conflict types and their effects on team performance, established that
conflicts can impact team performance and may manifest differently in multicultural teams (Mannix &
Neale, 2005; Stahl et al., 2010; Triana et al., 2021). In contrast, this thesis adopts a different approach.
Firstly, it focuses on conflict manifestation and progression, considering not only conflict type but also
conflict intensity, in terms of oppositional directness and oppositional intensity, along with conflict
management strategies. Secondly, it centres on conflict manifestation and progression at the individual
level, examining individual-level verbal behaviours and co-occurring within-person physiological
processes during conflict situations and their impact on individual job performance. Thirdly, by
investigating both culturally homogenous and heterogenous teams, a broader spectrum of verbal
behaviours, emotions, social interactions, and potentially different physiological responses can be
explored, providing further insights into how conflicts manifest, particularly in culturally diverse teams.
All in all, examining and comparing these conflict processes offers an in-depth and fine-grained analysis
of how conflicts may manifest and impact job performance on the individual level.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

This study employed a mixed-method research design, consisting of both qualitative and quantitative
measures (Creswell et al., 2003), to study the conflict processes at the individual level. By integrating
both quantitative and qualitative data, this study strived to gain a more complete and enriched
understanding of the phenomenon under study while enhancing the validity of the findings through the
convergence of qualitative and quantitative strategies (Lund, 2012). The study included three sources of
data: (1) video-coded verbal behaviours during regular team meetings, (2) electrodermal activity (EDA)
measures capturing the physiological arousal of participants through their skin conductance responses
(SCRs), and (3) expert performance ratings, where multiple experts each rated the observed performance
of all individual participants. By triangulating these distinct data sources, the research aimed to enhance
the validity and credibility of its findings (Cohen et al., 2018; Noble & Heale, 2019).

3.2 Data Collection

The data of this study were collected at a large financial service organisation in the Netherlands as part
of an extensive research project conducted by the Organisational Behaviour, Change Management and
Consultancy Group (OBCC) at the University of Twente. The dataset comprised transcribed video
recordings of three meetings — the sprint planning, the refinement meeting, and the retrospective meeting
— involving multiple Agile teams during a single sprint cycle. The recorded meetings were regularly
held staff meetings, which would have taken place regardless of the research project, allowing to capture
the real-life workplace interactions between participants. Directly after each meeting, participants were
asked to fill in a survey to confirm the representativeness of the recorded meeting compared to their
regular meetings, among other questions. Thus, each team, with a few exceptions, was recorded three
times, encompassing all three meetings of a full sprint cycle. Furthermore, the data utilised in this study
were collected and analysed at the individual level. The video-recorded meetings were deductively
coded using a verbal codebook developed by the OBCC Group at the University of Twente, which has
been validated through prior research (Hoogeboom & Wilderom, 2015; Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Van
Dun et al., 2017; Van Dun & Wilderom, 2021). This codebook consists of multiple mutually exclusive
categories designed to classify verbal behaviour. Two individuals independently coded all meetings to
mitigate potential observer bias. This resulted in two distinct event logs, which were then compared to
produce one final event log, thereby minimising the risk of potential bias during the coding process.

3.3 Sample

The organisation at which the data were collected has worked with Agile for over seven years. They
implemented the Agile methodologies across various divisions and branches, creating small
multidisciplinary teams consisting of specialists with backgrounds in, for instance, marketing, IT
development and product development, all dedicated to enhancing the customer journey. The sample
size of this study encompassed 58 individuals belonging to 7 teams. On average, the team members were
36.7 years old (SD = 8.74) and had worked with Agile for 4 years (SD = 3.13). Furthermore, they had
been part of the team for at least 1 month and on average for 1.1 years (SD = 1.11). The average team
size was 8.3 members (SD = 1.25). Moreover, out of all participants, 43 (74.1%) were male, 12 (20.7%)
were female, and 3 participants did not disclose their gender information. The majority of participants
were of Dutch nationality, compromising 34 individuals (58.6%), followed by 7 individuals (12.1%) of
Indian descent and 17 individuals (29.3%) with a different cultural background including Armenia,
Belgium, Brazil, Germany, Hungary, Indonesia, Peru, Poland, Russia, Spain, Slovakia and Thailand.

To categorise the teams according to their cultural composition, culturally diverse teams were defined
as those teams composed of individuals with different country- or ethnicity-based cultural backgrounds,
each carrying distinct values and attitudes associated with their culture (Stahl et al., 2010; Wang et al.,
2019). If a team included team members from three or more different cultural backgrounds, as indicated
by their self-reported nationality in the survey, the team was classified as culturally heterogeneous.
Applying this criterion, four teams were classified as multicultural teams, consisting of a total of 30
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individuals, whereas three teams were categorised as monocultural teams, compromising a total of 28
individuals. Henceforth, the monocultural teams will be referred to as Teams 1-3, and the multicultural
teams as Teams A-D. All individuals were analysed at two moments in time, corresponding to the two
different meetings (sprint planning and retrospective), resulting in a total of 14 analysed meetings. The
sprint planning and retrospective meetings were selected due to their different purposes, potentially
influencing the topics team members discuss, the verbal behaviours they utilise and the potential for
conflicts during these meetings.

3.4 Measures

3.4.1 Conflicts

Several behaviours, as outlined in the verbal codebook (see Table 3), were selected as potential triggers
for conflict situations. These six behaviours were: ‘Giving negative feedback’, ‘Disagreeing’,
‘Defending one’s own position’, ‘Governing/correcting’, ‘Governing/Interrupting’ and ‘Showing
disinterest’. All these behaviours involve a certain degree of criticism, thereby posing a potential threat
to an individual’s face and sociality rights (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Zhao et al., 2020), consequently
increasing the likelihood of starting conflicts (Zhao et al., 2020). The potential conflict situations were
reviewed starting one minute prior to and ending one minute after each instance of an identified trigger
behaviour to fully capture the context of the conflict situation.

Furthermore, to classify the conflicts according to their types, the intensity of conflict expression
(measured in terms of oppositional directness and oppositional intensity), and approaches to conflict
management, the definitions provided by Jehn (1995, 1997), Weingart et al. (2015) and DeChurch et al.
(2013) were used (see Section 2.2 for the specific definitions). When team members solely discussed
disagreements on task-related matters, the conflict was coded as a task conflict. On the other hand, if
team members started to use emotional statements, focus on workstyles and personalities, or attack other
team members, the conflict was identified as a relationship conflict. In the case that interpersonal
disagreements involved proving one’s superior position to other team members, it was coded as a status
conflict. Lastly, conflicts that arose from disagreements regarding when and how to execute tasks (i.e.,
task logistics) were categorised as process conflicts. Nevertheless, these conflict types are not mutually
exclusive, conflicts can evolve into another type and different types can co-occur (Bendersky & Hayes,
2012). To operationalise the definitions, Table 2 provides examples of different statements that may
signal a particular conflict type and its intensity level.

Table 2

Examples of Verbal Behaviours Signalling Conflicts

Conflict characteristic Example
Conflict type
Task conflict - “The website header should be blue, not red”
(Jehn, 1995,1997) - “No, the profit is 1 million, not 10 million”
Relationship conflict - “You did that completely wrong!”
(Jehn, 1995, 1997) - “I do not like your attitude”

- “You are always late”

Process conflict - “I disagree, person A should perform the task”
(Jehn, 1997) - “We need to finish this today, next week is too late”
Status conflict - “You do not understand this, I have done this many times
(Bendersky & Hayes, 2012) before”

- “I'have worked here for over 10 years and this is not how
we should solve this problem”

Conflict expression intensity
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Low oppositional directness - “Could we see how others typically make these financial

(Weingart et al., 2015) decisions”

- “Maybe we should try this differently”
High oppositional directness - “Icompletely disagree with your financial decisions.”
(Weingart et al., 2015) - “Ido not like this idea, we need to change it!”
Low oppositional intensity - “Maybe we can discuss this problem later in a private
(Weingart et al., 2015) meeting”

- Passive-aggressive behaviour
High oppositional intensity - “I did not make that mistake; you were the one that did it
(Weingart et al., 2015) wrong!”

- “T always note the changes; Person A is the one who forgets

it.”

3.4.2 Physiological arousal

Physiological arousal was measured using electrodermal activity (EDA) measurement capturing
participants’ skin conductance responses (SCRs). SCRs reflect the short-term variations in phasic
electrodermal activity (Boucsein, 2012). The SCRs were assessed during regular staff meetings using
the BIOPAC MP160 system. Measuring EDA on the hairless palm of the hand or sole of the foot
increases the reliability and validity of the results (Boucsein et al., 2012). Hence, before each meeting
started, two electrodes were placed on each participant’s non-dominant hand palm to measure their
EDA, thereby minimising the obtrusiveness of the devices (Boucsein, 2012). The BIOPAC MP160
system utilised EDA transmitters to send the skin conductance data to its accompanying software
‘AcgKnowledge’, where the EDA data was stored. Each participant was assigned a unique number for
identification during the video observations and verbal behaviour coding, which, in turn, was linked to
their measurement device, ensuring accurate matching of skin conductance data to the right individual.
Following the data collection, event-related EDA analysis was performed to create the dataset. The
event-related EDA analyses identified stimulus events and SCRs exceeding a specific threshold
(measured in microsiemens: uS) within a designated timeframe. Historically, thresholds were often set
at 0.05uS, however, recent technological advancements led to the adoption of lower thresholds in current
literature, ranging from 0.03uS to 0.01uS (Braithwaite et al., 2013). Therefore, in this study, the
threshold was set to 0.02uS. Furthermore, to match the SCRs with the video recordings and verbal
behaviours, a latency window of 1 to 4 seconds was utilised, aligning with established practices in the
literature (Boucsein, 2012). The event-related EDA analysis resulted in a dataset consisting of SCRs
along with their corresponding amplitudes, which is the change in tonic EDA levels, measured from the
moment an SCR surpasses the threshold until the SCR reaches its peak (Braithwaite et al., 2013).

3.4.3 Verbal behaviour

All teams were video recorded at two moments in time — during the sprint planning and retrospective
meeting — to assess the verbal interactions among the team members. Subsequently, all verbal
behaviours in the video-recorded meetings were systematically coded into 19 mutually exclusive
categories using the ‘Observer XT’ software (Noldus et al., 2000) and based on the codebook, as
illustrated in Table 3, developed by the OBCC group at the University of Twente, which has been
validated through previous research (Hoogeboom & Wilderom, 2015; Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Van
Dun et al., 2017; Van Dun & Wilderom, 2021).
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Table 3

Definitions and Examples of Verbal Behaviour Categories

Coded behaviour Type Definition Examples
1 Giving negative Task Negative evaluation in relation “I do not think that this is a
feedback to the team, a team member, an fitting solution”
action or a project “Next time, we need to do
this differently”
“I am not happy with your
work, but let’s try to fix it”
“I am not happy with your
work, it is totally wrong”
“You are always late”
2 Verifying Task Asking team members for “Did you already
clarification and confirmation complete...”
about (the progress on) their “We chose this option,
tasks or responsibilities; right?”
“What is the status on...”
3 Governing/Correcting Task Imposing disciplinary action; “No, that is wrong (=
Presenting team members with disagreeing), you need to
a “fait accompli’ do this...”
“You’re looking at your
individual tasks, instead of
the team tasks”
4 Governing/Delegating ~ Task Dividing or discussing tasks or “Jake, I would like you
roles (without enforcing them); to...”
Determining the current “Andrew, can you work on
direction 7
5 Informing with facts Task Giving factual information “Our scores increased by
10%”
“The organisation has a
new program”
6 Shaping the discussion ~ Task Structuring or shaping the “Let’s continue with...”
conversation; Changing topics “Let’s take a break at 2 pm”
“To summarise...”
“The next point on the
agenda...”
7 Giving direction/Own Task Giving one’s own opinion on “I think we should...
opinion goal, priorities, action or “I personally think that it is
direction more important to ...
8 Agreeing Task Agreeing with something; “Yes, you’re right”
Consenting to something “I agree”
“Correct”
9 Disagreeing Task Contradicting team members “I don’t think that’s
correct”
“I disagree with you”
10  Giving positive Positive Paying attention to others by Welcoming guests
attention relations showing friendly behaviour or “Would you like some
sympathy; Showing personal coffee”
interest or empathy toward “How are you doing now?
another team member Are you feeling better?”
“I understand... Do you
need help?”
“Enjoy your weekend”
11 Giving positive Positive Positively evaluating and “You did very well”
feedback relations rewarding the behaviour and “The result looks really
actions of team members good”
“Good idea”
“The other divisions were
very satisfied with our
results”
12 Humour Positive Making jokes or funny Joke or funny statement
relations statements “Haha, that was funny!”
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13 Sharing personal Positive Sharing personal information; “I had a lovely weekend”
information relations Talking about matters unrelated “Our new-born had trouble
to work sleeping last night”
14 Professional Change Asking for opinions or ideas; “What do you think
challenging Stimulating alternative ways of about...?”
thinking; Stimulating teamwork “What should we do?”
“How can we change...?”
“We can solve this problem
together”
15  Giving direction/Long ~ Change Talking about vision or long- “Our vision/goal is...”
term term goals; Talking about “We need to develop our
important values and beliefs knowledge of...”
16  Showing disinterest Negative Not taking any action (when Not listening actively
relations expected); Not focusing Whispering with one
(attentively) on the meeting another whilst someone else
is speaking
17  Defending one’s own Negative Emphasizing self-importance; “It is not my fault”
position relations Putting self-interest first; “You don’t understand, I
Putting someone else at fault know how...”
“We’re doing it my way”
18 Governing/Interrupting  Negative Interfering or disturbing when Interrupting other team
relations other team members are talking member’s sentences
19 Listening Active listening Nodding
- Paraphrasing

- Brief meaningful responses

All meetings were independently coded by two different students, with a background in either Business
Administration, Communication or Psychology. All students received extensive training on how to use
the codebook and the video-coding software ‘Observer XT’ to ensure a reliable and rigorous coding
process. After two students independently coded the entire meeting, the results were compared, and
differences were noted. These discrepancies were then discussed to create one final event log with 100%
agreement.

3.4.4 Job performance

Individual job performance was measured using expert performance ratings, developed by the OBCC
group at the University of Twente, following the scale established by Gibson et al. (2009). Five to eight
experts independently rated each individual’s observed behaviour in relation to the organisation’s
objectives throughout the two meetings across four dimensions: 1) “This employee is consistently high
performing’, 2) ‘This employee is effective’, 3) ‘This employee makes few mistakes’ and 4) ‘This
employee does high quality work’. All items were measured on a ten-point Likert scale, ranging from
‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’ demonstrating high internal consistency (o =.943).

3.4.5 Representativeness of behaviours

After each recorded meeting, participants were asked about the representativeness of the meeting
compared to their usual meetings (M =4.6, SD = 1.7), the resemblance of their team members’ behaviour
to their typical behaviour in non-recorded meetings (M = 5.3, SD =1.3), and the similarity of their own
behaviour to their usual behaviour (M = 5.3, SD = 1.3). All items were assessed based on a seven-point
Likert scale, ranging from ‘Very different’ to ‘Not at all different’.

3.5 Data Analysis

3.5.1 Multimodal analysis

To analyse the qualitative data resulting from the video-recorded meetings and their transcripts, this
thesis utilised an innovative methodological approach of multimodal analysis, where multiple modalities
(i.e., verbal and non-verbal behaviour) are combined. Multimodal analysis is “the process of interpreting
and making sense of qualitative data in projects that mix verbal and nonverbal forms of information”
(Dicks, 2019, p. 6), and is often used in linguistics and discourse analysis (Van Leeuwen, 2020). This
method of analysis allowed for a comprehensive understanding of patterns in the meetings, analysing
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multiple modes of communication, such as gestures, voice, gaze and body language, thereby integrating
what was being said with how it was said to make sense of the whole.

Firstly, all verbal behaviours exhibited during the video-recorded sprint planning and retrospective
meetings were coded using the verbal behaviour codebook, as illustrated in Table 3, facilitated by the
‘Observer XT’ software (Noldus et al., 2000).

Secondly, since not all instances of identified trigger behaviours (as specified in Section 3.4.1)
necessarily lead to conflict (i.e., not all situations in which trigger behaviours are displayed are perceived
as conflicts), all occurrences of trigger behaviours were reviewed to determine whether they resulted in
conflicts based on the researcher’s inductive interpretation, drawing on the video recordings and
corresponding transcripts. Each potential conflict situation was reviewed within a one-minute window
before and after the event to capture the context of the conflict. After reviewing all situations, the
moments of conflict were compared to an existing list of identified conflicts, resulting in an intercoder
reliability of 86.36%.

Thirdly, after identifying the actual moments of conflict, a combination of inductive and deductive
approaches was employed for analysis. First, verbal behaviours and skin conductance responses were
matched using the AcqKnowledge software. During the analysis, patterns within the data were noted
and interpreted inductively based on verbal behaviours and physiological arousal levels during the three
phases of conflict: initiation, escalation and resolution. Subsequently, all conflict situations were
categorised deductively drawing upon the established classifications present in the literature on conflict
types (see Section 2.2.1), conflict expression intensity (see Section 2.2.1), and conflict resolution
strategies (see Section 2.2.2).

3.5.2 Frequency and comparative analyses

Furthermore, these differences in conflict situations and their accompanying verbal behaviours and
arousal levels were then compared through frequency and comparative analysis, contrasting team
members from mono- and multicultural teams. Comparative analysis explores differences and
similarities across multiple cases, assessing values of variables, relational patterns between variables,
and occurrences or patterns of events, to holistically unravel the underlying processes that contribute to
the observed disparities and similarities (Pickvance, 2001). Frequency analysis was performed to
determine the number of conflicts within each sub-category, followed by comparative analysis,
including the comparative independent samples t-test and its non-parametric equivalent the Mann-
Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test, to pinpoint the differences and similarities in conflict
situations, exhibited verbal behaviours and levels of physiological arousal between team members of
culturally homogenous and heterogeneous teams.

Additionally, a further comparative analysis was conducted to compare conflict engagement,
manifestations of specific (patterns of) verbal behaviours and skin conductance responses between high-
and low-performing individuals based on the expert performance ratings. This analysis aimed to discern
whether different approaches and attitudes towards conflict might lead to distinct levels of job
performance.

3.5.3 Episode analysis

Lastly, an episode analysis was performed on a selection of conflicts to gain deeper insights into the
manifestation of verbal behaviours and different conflict situations between mono- and multicultural
teams, as well as high- and low-performing individuals. An episode is defined as “a significant moment
in the team’s ongoing activity [...] as occasions of heavy engagement, salient interaction dynamics and
strategically important decisions” (Jarrett & Liu, 2016, p. 370). The analysis focused on video
observations, transcripts and coded verbal behaviours to fully capture all relevant aspects of the conflict
dynamics.
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4. Results

In the following section, the results of the data analysis are presented. This study aimed to examine the
verbal behaviours and physiological responses during conflict situations within Agile teams, focusing
on differences between monocultural and multicultural teams during sprint planning and retrospective
meetings, and their impact on team members’ job performance. To offer a more comprehensive
overview, it was decided to combine quantitative and qualitative findings and report them per topic.
This approach clarifies how the quantitative results are reflected in actual verbal interactions and conflict
dynamics, enriching quantitative findings with qualitative insights (Lund, 2012).

The results section starts with the findings from the conflict identification process, followed by a
comparison of conflict situations between mono- and multicultural teams during sprint planning and
retrospective meetings. It then compares verbal behaviours and physiological responses in mono- and
multicultural teams and during sprint planning and retrospectives. Finally, it concludes with a
comparison of verbal behaviours and skin conductance responses between high- and low-performing
team members.

4.1 Conflict Identification

Throughout all meetings, a total of 1,424 trigger behaviours were observed. As shown in Table 4,
‘Governing/Interrupting’ was the most prominent one, accounting for 53.93% of all trigger behaviours.
This was followed by ‘Showing disinterest’ and ‘Defending one’s own position’, accounting for 17.35%
and 11.94% of all trigger behaviours, respectively. Furthermore, team members in mono- and
multicultural teams showed distinct frequencies of trigger behaviours. Team members in culturally
homogenous teams showed a higher prevalence of ‘Giving negative feedback’ (5.24%), ‘Defending
one’s own position’ (12.8%), and ‘Showing disinterest’ (23.78%), whereas team members in culturally
diverse teams displayed higher frequencies of ‘Disagreeing’ (11.59%), ‘Governing/Correcting’ (3.97%),
and ‘Governing/Interrupting’ (60.60%). Out of six trigger behaviours, only ‘Showing disinterest’
showed a significant difference between mono- and multicultural team members (23.78% versus 8.61%)
(p = 0.01), with team members in monocultural teams displaying disinterest in the conversation
significantly more often compared to team members in culturally diverse teams.

Table 4

Observed Trigger Behaviours among Team Members in Mono- and Multicultural Teams

Behaviour Monocultural team  Multicultural team Total
members members

N % N % N %
Giving negative feedback 43 5.24 27 4.47 70 4.92
Disagreeing 54 6.59 70 11.59 124 8.71
Defending one’s own position 105 12.8 65 10.76 170 11.94
Governing/Correcting 21 2.56 24 3.97 45 3.16
Governing/Interrupting 402 49.02 366 60.60 768 53.93
Showing disinterest 195 23.78* 52 8.61 247 17.35
Sum 820 100% 604 100% 1424 100%

Note. Values represent the results from the observed sprint planning (N = 7) and retrospectives (N = 7).
Values in bold represent significant results. * p <0.05 (two-tailed, Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-
Samples test). N = absolute frequency, % = relative frequency.

After reviewing all instances of trigger behaviours, 44 moments were identified as conflicts, each
consisting of one or multiple trigger behaviours. Of these, 20 conflicts were triggered by the verbal
behaviour of “Disagreeing”, 10 by ‘Negative feedback’, 8 by ‘Governing/Interrupting’, and 5 by
‘Governing/Correcting’. Interestingly, the verbal behaviour ‘Defending one’s own position’ triggered
only one conflict, which was also one of the only two relationship conflicts. ‘Showing disinterest’, on
the other hand, did not trigger any conflicts. While one behaviour was identified as the trigger for each
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conflict, the trigger behaviours were present throughout the conflicts, both in the initiation, escalation
and resolution phases, accounting for 22.08% of verbal behaviours during conflict situations.

Since 1424 trigger behaviours resulted in a total of 44 conflicts, the observed presence of a trigger
behaviour did not automatically lead to conflict. Furthermore, the task-oriented behaviour
‘Governing/Correcting’ triggered a relationship conflict, whereas the negative relations-oriented
behaviour ‘Governing/Interrupting’ triggered several task conflicts. Thus, it can be noted that the verbal
behavioural categories of task-oriented, positive and negative relations-oriented, and change-oriented
behaviours were not necessarily linked to the conflict types of task, relationship, process and status
conflict.

4.2 Conflict Composition

The 44 observed conflicts were categorised based on their conflict composition characteristics, including
conflict type, conflict expression intensity, and conflict management approach. During the analysis, an
additional code of ‘conflict resolution status’ was introduced to distinguish between resolved and
unresolved conflicts. Incorporating this code allowed for more nuances in the conflict categorisation
process. Team members occasionally employed conflict management approaches unsuccessfully. By
adding this code, not only the type of conflict management approach but also its effectiveness was
captured, determining whether the conflict was resolved or not. This code consisted of three categories:
‘explicit resolution’, for resolved conflicts where all involved team members expressed clear agreement
with the proposed solution to the conflict; ‘implicit resolution’, for conflicts that were resolved without
explicit agreement through for example unspoken understanding or natural alignment over time; and
‘unresolved’, for conflicts that remained unresolved and were likely to continue in the future.

All conflict composition characteristics were mutually exclusive, except for conflict type. Conflicts
could evolve from one type to another or exhibit attributes of multiple types, as was the case in the
retrospective meeting of monocultural Team 2, where a conflict showed elements of both a task and
status conflict, and in the retrospective meeting of multicultural team C where a task conflict evolved
into a relationship conflict.

Table 5

Conflict Composition Characteristics of Mono- and Multicultural Teams

Conflict characteristic Monocultural teams  Multicultural teams Total
N % N % N %

Conflict type

Task 18 81.82 17 77.27 35 79.55

Relationship 0 0.00 2 9.09 2 4.55

Process 4 18.18 5 22.73 9 20.45

Status 1 4.55 0 0.00 1 2.27
Oppositional directness

High 4 18.18 7 31.82 11 25.00

Medium 11 50.00 12 54.55 23 52.27

Low 7 31.82 3 13.64 10 22.73
Oppositional intensity

High 2 9.09 3 13.64 5 11.36

Medium 6 27.27 7 31.82 13 29.55

Low 14 63.64 12 54.55 26 59.09
Conflict resolution

Explicit resolution 17 77.27 14 63.64 31 70.45

Implicit resolution 3 13.64 5 22.73 8 18.18

Unresolved 2 9.09 3 13.64 5 11.36
Management approach

Problem-solving 3 13.64 8 36.36 11 25.00
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Compromising 6 27.27* 1 4.55 7 1591
Yielding 8 36.36 4 18.18 14 31.82
Forcing 3 13.64 7 31.82 8 18.18
Avoiding 2 9.09 2 9.09 4 9.09
Total number of conflicts 22 100% 22 100% 44 100%

Note. Values in bold represent significant results. Underlined values represent notable distinctions. * p
< 0.05 (two-tailed, Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test). N = absolute frequency, % =
relative frequency.

As shown in Table 5, task conflicts were the most prevalent, occurring in 79.55% of all conflict
situations, followed by process conflicts at 20.45%. Relationship and status conflicts were less common,
occurring in 4.55% and 2.27% of the conflict situations, respectively. Most conflicts exhibited a medium
level of oppositional directness (52.27%), indicating more direct statements voiced to the group, or more
indirect statements voiced to the opposing party, and a low level of oppositional intensity (59.09%), i.e.,
team members did not try to undermine the positions of others or defend their own. The combination of
high oppositional directness and high oppositional intensity, resulting in high conflict expression
intensity, was rare, occurring in only 4 out of 44 conflict situations. In these conflicts, statements were
direct and focused on the opponent, while simultaneously actively trying to defend the speaker’s position
and weaken the other’s position. Interestingly, the only status conflict and one of the two relationship
conflicts both had high oppositional directness and intensity. So, while these conflict types were rare,
they did have a strong impact on the team dynamics due to their high conflict expression intensity. The
following excerpt, resulting from the episode analysis of a relationship conflict with high expression
intensity in multicultural Team C, illustrates this dynamic:

Team member A: “I talked about this in the stand-up but you missed it. That was stand up [...] and you
were not there.”

Team member B: “pff ok.”
Team member A: “So if you don’t know about this was blocked. You are not in this.”
Team member A: “Ok, so now we are going to also be very nitty gritty.”

In contrast, a statement from a task conflict with a low expression intensity in multicultural Team B
showed a different approach:

Team member: “Can [ ask you why do you think we need to leave completely the valuable time?”

While in the first example, the statements were marked by direct, confrontational language and focused
on ‘you’ versus ‘me’, in the second example, the disagreement was voiced as an open question and more
focused on the collective ‘we’. This combination of medium oppositional directness and low
oppositional intensity was the most common, occurring in 15 out of 44 conflict situations and
exclusively in task and process conflicts.

Moreover, most conflicts were explicitly resolved (70.45%) or implicitly resolved (18.18%), with only
a small portion remaining unresolved (11.36%). Of the 5 unresolved conflicts, 3 conflicts exhibited a
high level of conflict expression intensity. Additionally, yielding (31.82%), where individuals give in to
the opponent’s demands, and problem-solving (25.00%), where team members integrate the concerns
of others, were the most common conflict management approaches. These were followed by forcing
(18.18%), where one individual imposes their will on others, compromising (15.91%), where team
members seek a middle ground, and lastly avoiding (9.09%), where team members ignore the conflict
altogether. Interestingly, in unresolved conflicts, team members opted for either a forcing or avoiding
approach to conflict management, both individualistic conflict management approaches. Similarly, in
conflict with high expression intensity, team members constantly chose an individualistic conflict
management approach of either forcing or avoiding. Consequently, high-expression intensity conflicts
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often remained unresolved. Overall, the collectivistic conflict management approaches (problem-
solving, compromising and yielding) were more prevalent, accounting for 72.73% of all conflict
situations, whereas individualistic approaches were only used in 27.27% of the conflict situations.

4.2.1 Comparing mono- and multicultural teams

Mono- and multicultural teams experienced an equal number of conflicts, 22 each, as shown in Table 5.
However, their conflict composition characteristics varied. In culturally homogenous teams, 81.82% of
conflicts were task-related, compared to 77.27% in culturally heterogenous teams. Conversely, process
conflicts were more common within culturally diverse teams (22.73%) than in monocultural teams
(18.18%). Notably, relationship conflicts occurred exclusively in multicultural teams, specifically Team
C, whereas monocultural Team 2 experienced the only status conflict.

Moreover, the overall level of oppositional directness was higher in multicultural teams than in
monocultural teams. For instance, as illustrated by the results from the episode analysis, during a task
conflict with low oppositional directness within monocultural Team 1, team members expressed their
disagreement indirectly with phrases such as: “So maybe we should have made [...]” and “That’s the
wrong focus perhaps”. In contrast, during a task conflict with medium oppositional directness in
multicultural Team A, the exchanges were more direct:

Team member A: “Yes, you have to make all the calls...”

>

Team member B [interrupting]: “I am not going to make any calls.’

Team members in monocultural teams expressed their conflicts with more medium and lower-level
oppositional directness (50.00% and 31.82%, respectively), while team members in multicultural teams
showed more medium and higher-level oppositional directness (54.55% and 31.82%, respectively).
Differences in oppositional intensity were less pronounced. Team members in monocultural teams
leaned slightly towards medium-low oppositional intensity, with low oppositional intensity conflicts
accounting for 63.63%, medium oppositional intensity for 27.27% and high-oppositional intensity
conflicts for 9.09%. Conversely, team members in multicultural teams exhibited slightly more medium-
oppositional intensity conflicts, with low oppositional intensity accounting for 54.55%, medium
oppositional intensity for 31.82% and high oppositional intensity conflicts for 13.64%. Additionally, 3
out of 4 rare high-expression intensity conflicts, with both high oppositional directness as well as high
oppositional, occurred in multicultural teams.

Furthermore, both mono- and multicultural teams resolved most conflicts (90.91% and 86.37%,
respectively). Team members in monocultural teams had a slightly stronger preference for explicit
resolution over implicit resolution (77.27% and 13.64%, respectively), in comparison to team members
in culturally diverse teams who resolved 63.64% of their conflicts explicitly and 22.73% implicitly.
Explicit resolution within monocultural teams often happened fast and efficiently, characterised by a
simple “Yes?” or “Clear?” to which most team members responded with some sort of verbal or non-
verbal approval, e.g., a simple nod.

Moreover, team members in mono- and multicultural teams held different preferences towards conflict
management approaches. Monocultural team members opted more often for yielding (36.36%) and
compromising (27.27%) compared to multicultural team members. Among the various conflict
composition characteristics, the conflict management approaches of compromising showed a significant
difference between mono- and multicultural team members (27.27% versus 4.55%) (p = 0.047),
indicating that monocultural team members chose this approach significantly more often than their
counterparts in multicultural teams. This approach is exemplified in the episode analysis of a process
conflict with medium expression intensity in monocultural Team 2 where team members were
discussing the duration of a presentation, first proposing a five-minute presentation, followed by several
counteroffers, and ultimately settling on a one-to-five-minute duration, thereby finding a middle ground
between the team member’s opinions and concerns and reaching a solution on which everyone agreed.
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Conversely, problem-solving (36.36%) and forcing (31.82%) were more frequently used among team
members in culturally heterogenous teams, compared to team members in culturally homogenous teams.
In general, team members in monocultural teams more often employed collectivistic conflict
management approaches compared to multicultural team members (77.27% versus 59.09%), while team
members in culturally diverse teams more frequently used individualistic approaches (40.91% versus
22.73%). Thus, while team members in mono- and multicultural teams experienced the same number of
conflicts, conflicts characterised by high oppositional directness and individualistic management
approaches were more frequently encountered in culturally diverse teams, whereas conflicts
characterised by lower levels of expression intensity and collectivistic management approaches,
specifically compromising, were more often experienced in monocultural teams.

4.2.2 Comparing sprint planning and retrospectives

All teams were reviewed at two moments in time: the sprint planning and the retrospective meeting. In
the sprint planning, most conflicts revolved around the allocation of story points and the selection of
stories for the sprint. This often resulted in factual conflicts, as illustrated by the following excerpt from
the episode analysis of a process conflict with low expression intensity during the sprint planning in
monocultural Team 3:

Team member A: “I think it’s already the second sprint in which it has 1 point.”
Team member B: “It is 10 points instead of 1.”

Team member C: “Yes, there are quite a lot of tasks for just one point”

Team member D: “But not 10.”

Team member A: “So now we use it for the third time?”

Team member D: “You could just make it 5.”

This continued until the team finally settled on 1 point. In contrast, conflicts within the retrospective
meeting often involved discussions about the achievement of KPIs, results, personal feedback,
encountered problems, and potential solutions. Within these conflicts, opinions played a larger role than
facts and a potential environment for higher-intensity conflicts was created. These differences are
reflected in the quantitative comparative analysis, as shown in Table 6. Firstly, 16 conflicts occurred
during the sprint planning compared to 28 conflicts during the retrospective meeting. Out of the 16
conflicts in the sprint planning, 12 were task conflicts (75%) and 4 were process conflicts (25%). In
contrast, within the retrospective meeting, 23 conflicts (82.14%) were task-related and 5 were process-
related (17.86%). Remarkably, all relationship and status conflicts were exclusively experienced during
the retrospective meeting.

Table 6

Conflict Composition Characteristics of Sprint Planning and Retrospective Meetings

Conflict Characteristic Sprint planning (N =7) Retrospective (N =7)
N % N %
Conflict type
Task 12 75.00 23 82.14
Relationship 0 0.00 2 7.14
Process 4 25.00 5 17.86
Status 0 0.00 1 3.57
Oppositional directness
High 3 18.75 8 28.57
Medium 7 43.75 16 57.14
Low 6 37.50 4 14.29
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Oppositional intensity

High 0 0.00 5 17.86

Medium 7 43.75 6 21.43

Low 9 56.25 17 60.71
Conflict resolution

Explicit resolution 11 68.75 20 71.43

Implicit resolution 4 25.00 4 14.29

Unresolved 1 6.25 4 14.29

Management approach

Problem-solving 3 18.75 8 28.57
Compromising 3 18.75 4 14.29
Yielding 5 31.25 9 32.14
Forcing 4 25.00 4 14.29
Avoiding 1 6.25 3 10.71
Total number of conflicts 16 100% 28 100%

Note. Underlined values represent notable distinctions. * p < 0.05 (two-tailed, Mann-Whitney U Two-
Independent-Samples test). N = absolute frequency, % = relative frequency.

Furthermore, conflicts in the sprint planning exhibited lower oppositional directness than those in the
retrospective meeting. Within the sprint planning, 37.50% of conflicts had a low oppositional directness,
43.75% had a medium oppositional directness, and only 18.75% had a high level of oppositional
directness. Conversely, 14.29% of conflicts in the retrospective meeting had a low level of oppositional
directness, 57.14% had a medium level, and 28.57% had a high level. Moreover, most conflicts in both
settings had low oppositional intensity (56.25% in sprint planning and 60.71% in retrospectives).
However, conflicts with the combination of high oppositional directness and high oppositional intensity
exclusively occurred in the retrospective meeting.

Additionally, retrospective meetings had a higher rate of unresolved conflicts than sprint planning
(14.29% versus 6.25%). Explicit over implicit resolution was more common among team members in
the retrospective meeting (71.43% and 14.29%, respectively) than in sprint planning (68.75% and
25.00%, respectively). Lastly, despite the significant difference in overall conflict composition
characteristics between the two types of meetings, the conflict management approaches did not show
large variations. Yielding was the most popular conflict management approach in both settings,
accounting for 31.25% in sprint planning and 32.14% in retrospective meetings. This was followed by
forcing (25.00%), problem-solving (18.75%) and compromising (18.75%) in the sprint planning, and
by problem-solving (28.57%), compromising (14.29%) and forcing (14.29%) in the retrospective
meetings. Avoiding was the least popular conflict management approach among team members in both
meetings, accounting for 6.25% in the sprint planning and 10.71% in the retrospectives. While none of
the specific conflict composition characteristics showed significant differences between sprint planning
and retrospectives, the comparative analysis did reveal significant differences in overall conflict
composition characteristics between these two types of meetings (p = 0.001). This indicates that the
overall conflict situations experienced by the team members during sprint planning and retrospectives
were significantly different, with retrospective meetings tending to involve more detrimental conflicts
affecting job performance, such as relationship conflicts and high-expression intensity conflicts.

4.3 Verbal Behaviour

Firstly, different conflict situations were accompanied by distinct patterns of verbal behaviours. In high-
to-medium level expression intensity conflicts, i.e., conflicts with a combination of high and medium
levels of oppositional directness and intensity, the behaviours of ‘Defending one’s own position’,
‘Negative feedback’ and ‘Disagreeing’ occurred more often and lasted longer than in low-to-medium
level expression intensity conflicts, i.e., conflicts with a combination of low and medium levels of
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oppositional directness and intensity. In one of the analysed episodes, one team member in monocultural
Team 2 during a task conflict with medium oppositional directness and high oppositional intensity said:

Team member: “Well, this confused me because I explicitly asked if these are the retour numbers [=
defending one’s own position]. And then you meant the coloured ones and I meant the other ones. I think
that is really way too low [= negative feedback] [...]. That completely put me on the wrong track [=
defending one’s own position].”

Another team member in multicultural Team C during a task conflict that evolved into a relationship
conflict with high oppositional directness and intensity said in an annoyed tone with a slightly raised
voice:

Team member: “I get that [= defending one’s own position], but that is not really the point here [=
disagreeing], right? [ ...] I've the feeling that we are starting the blame game of why certain things have
not been done [= negative feedback]. Basically, Person A is saying that I should have provided [...]
while we discussed that [...] you were going to do that with External Person [= defending one’s own
position].”

On the other hand, the behavioural patterns in low-to-medium expression intensity conflicts showed
more task-oriented behaviours, complemented by positive relations-oriented and change-oriented
behaviours. For instance, during an analysed episode of a task conflict with low oppositional directness
and intensity in monocultural Team A, one team member said:

Team member: “But I think it has to be done also in this sprint, of course [= Giving direction/own
opinion]”

To which another team member responded:

Team member: “Eh, maybe or maybe not [= disagreeing], because if there’s a lot of work and we are
really involved then we can also say, okay, yeah, we cannot fix it at this point or we have to re-prioritise.
It depends on how we feel. [= Giving direction/own opinion] We should think about it, right? [=
professional challenging]”.

These examples from the episode analysis illustrate the differences in verbal behaviours and how they
reflect the various levels of oppositional directness and intensity.

4.3.1 Comparing mono- and multicultural teams

Secondly, the comparative analysis of the four verbal behaviour types, as shown in Table 7, revealed
two significant differences. Team members in culturally diverse teams engaged in significantly more
task-oriented behaviours than team members in monocultural teams (47.96% versus 36.38%) (p =
0.026), indicating a preference for task-oriented behaviours for team members in culturally diverse
teams. Individuals in monocultural teams, on the other hand, displayed (marginally) significantly more
positive relations-oriented behaviours when compared to team members in multicultural teams (5.19%
versus 1.95%) (p = 0.072), meaning that team members in monocultural more often used positive
relations-oriented behaviours during conflicts than their multicultural counterparts. Team members in
monocultural teams also exhibited more negative relations-oriented behaviours, accounting for 17.11%
of all verbal behaviours, compared to 12.02% among individuals in multicultural teams. Overall,
individuals in monocultural teams were observed to show more relations-oriented behaviour compared
to those from multicultural teams (22.3% versus 13.97%). Among the individual behaviours, two
specific verbal behaviours contributed significantly to this difference. Firstly, individuals in
monocultural teams showed significantly more ‘Humour’ compared to those from multicultural teams
(4.09% versus 0.94%) (p =0.028). This indicates that within monocultural teams, team members more
often made jokes, resulting in laughter from their peers, in comparison to team members in culturally
diverse teams. Secondly, they were observed to exhibit more ‘Showing disinterest’ when compared to
individuals from culturally diverse teams (4.70% versus 1.67%) (p = 0.047), meaning that individuals
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in monocultural teams were more often distracted and not paying attention during conflict situations
than those in multicultural teams. ‘Showing disinterest’ typically involved individuals not paying
attention, while looking at their phones or working on their laptops and was mostly exhibited by the
same few individuals in certain teams. Conversely, the differences in the adoption of change-oriented
behaviour were less pronounced, with individuals in multicultural teams displaying a slightly higher
percentage of change-oriented behaviours than those in monocultural teams (1.56% versus 0.95%).
Nevertheless, team members in mono- and multicultural teams exhibited distinct verbal behavioural
patterns during conflict situations, particularly in their adoption of task- and relations-oriented
behaviours.

Table 7

Observed Verbal Behaviours during Conflicts among Team Members in Monocultural and Multicultural
Teams

Behaviours Standardised frequency in %
Monocultural team Multicultural team
members (V= 28) members (V= 30)
Task-oriented behaviour 36.38* 47.96
Giving negative feedback 0.51 0.95
Veritying 5.43 4.18
Governing/Correcting 0.71 0.48
Governing/Delegating 0.18 0.04
Informing with facts 10.21 9.42
Shaping the discussion 0.74 1.36
Giving direction/own opinion 12.32 18.79
Agreeing 3.93 5.07
Disagreeing 2.33 7.67
Positive relations-oriented behaviour — 5.19% 1.95
Giving positive attention 0.53 0.96
Giving positive feedback 0.24 0.03
Humour 4.09* 0.94
Sharing personal information 0.32 0.03
Change-oriented behaviour 0.95 1.56
Professional challenging 0.95 0.92
Giving direction/long term 0.00 0.64
Negative relations-oriented behaviour — 17.11 12.02
Showing disinterest 4.70* 1.67
Defending one’s own position 1.90 1.43
Governing/Interrupting 10.50 8.93
Listening 40.38 36.50
Total 100.00% 100.00%

Note. The percentages represent the mean relative frequency of each behaviour displayed by team
members during the sprint planning and retrospective meetings. Values in bold represent significant
results. T p <0.10 (two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test). * p < 0.05
(two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test).

Moreover, the most common behaviours among team members in monocultural teams were 1)
“Listening’ (40.38%), 2) ‘Giving direction/own opinion’ (12.32%), 3) ‘Governing/Interrupting’
(10.50%), and 4) ‘Informing with facts’ (10.21%), accounting for 73.42% of the observed behaviours.
Other behaviours were observed much less frequently, collectively accounting for 26.58%. Notably,
‘Giving direction/long term’ did not occur during conflicts in monocultural teams, but was observed in
multicultural teams, comprising 0.64% of verbal behaviours. In a similar fashion to the monocultural
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teams, the most common verbal behaviours of team members in multicultural teams were 1) ‘Listening’
(36.50%), 2) ‘Giving direction/own opinion’ (18.79%), 3) ‘Informing with facts’ (9.42%)’, and 4)
‘Governing/Interrupting’ (8.93%). Despite the similarities in most frequent behaviours, individuals in
culturally heterogenous teams showed higher frequencies of ‘Disagreeing’ (7.67%) and ‘Agreeing’
(5.07%) compared to those in culturally homogenous teams. The remaining 13 behaviours were all
observed during conflicts in multicultural teams, although less frequently, totalling 13.62%, compared
to 86.38% from the six most frequent behaviours.

4.3.2 Comparing sprint planning and retrospectives

As shown in Table 8, team members in the sprint planning and retrospective meetings were observed to
show distinct verbal behaviours. In sprint planning meetings, individuals primarily displayed task-
oriented behaviour (46.27%), followed by listening (40.21%), negative relations-oriented behaviour
(9.31%), positive relations-oriented behaviour (3.10%), and lastly change-oriented behaviour (1.11%).
Individuals within the retrospective meeting followed this similar pattern, with task-oriented behaviour
accounting for 40.19% of the observed verbal behaviours, followed by listening (36.95%), negative
relations-oriented behaviour (17.80%), positive relations-oriented behaviour (3.66%), and finally
change-oriented behaviour (1.40%).

Table 8

Observed Verbal Behaviours during Conflicts among Team Members in Sprint Planning and
Retrospective Meetings

Behaviours Standardised frequency in %
Sprint planning (V= 53) Retrospective (/V = 46)
Task-oriented behaviour 46.27 40.19
Giving negative feedback 0.90 0.65
Veritying 5.56 4.19
Governing/Correcting 0.77 0.47
Governing/Delegating 0.00 0.18
Informing with facts 12.11 8.19
Shaping the discussion 0.35 1.58
Giving direction/own opinion 18.30 14.14
Agreeing 3.43% 5.32
Disagreeing 4.86 5.48
Positive relations-oriented behaviour ~ 3.10 3.66
Giving positive attention 0.00* 1.28
Giving positive feedback 0.18 0.09
Humour 2.56 2.27
Sharing personal information 0.35 0.02
Change-oriented behaviour 1.11 1.40
Professional challenging 1.11 0.81
Giving direction/long term 0.00 0.59
Negative relations-oriented behaviour — 9.31* 17.80
Showing disinterest 0.53 4.79
Defending one’s own position 0.96 2.12
Governing/Interrupting 7.83 10.89
Listening 40.21 36.95
Total 100.00% 100.00%

Note. The percentages represent the mean relative frequency of each behaviour displayed by team
members during the sprint planning and retrospective meetings. Values in bold represent significant
results. T p <0.10 (two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test). * p < 0.05
(two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test).
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Despite the similar ranking of behaviour categories, the percentages differed. In sprint planning the main
observed task-oriented behaviours were 1) ‘Giving direction/own opinion’ (18.30%), 2) ‘Informing with
facts’ (12.11%) and 3) “Verifying’ (5.56%). In contrast, in the retrospective meeting, the most common
task-oriented behaviours were 1) ‘Giving direction/own opinion’ (14.14%), 2) ‘Informing with facts’
(8.19%), 3) ‘Disagreeing’ (5.48%), and 4) ‘Agreeing’ (5.32%). Notably, the task-oriented behaviour of
‘Agreeing’ showed a (marginally) significant difference between the sprint planning and retrospective
meetings (3.43% versus 5.32%) (p = 0.055), indicating that during retrospectives, team members more
often expressed agreement with one another than during sprint planning meetings.

Furthermore, individuals in sprint planning and retrospective meetings showed significant differences
in the frequencies of negative relations-oriented behaviours (p = 0.017), where individuals in
retrospectives more frequently adopted negative relations-oriented behaviours (17.80%) compared to
individuals in sprint planning (9.31%). All three negative relations-oriented behaviours of ‘Showing
disinterest’, ‘Defending one’s own position’, and ‘Governing/Interrupting’ were observed more
frequently in the retrospective meeting (4.79%, 2.12% and 10.89%, respectively) than during the sprint
planning (0.53%, 0.96% and 7.83%, respectively). During an analysed episode of a task- and status-
related conflict with high expression intensity in the retrospective meeting of monocultural Team 2, a
team member defended his position after a long discussion about KPI performance, saying in an annoyed
voice:

Team member: “But okay, if everyone says so, then I probably made that mistake, I mean if you know
it for sure.”

Interestingly, individuals in retrospective meetings also showed more positive relations-oriented
behaviours, with a 21.46% observed frequency of relations-oriented behaviour, compared to a 12.41%
frequency during sprint planning. As illustrated by the results of the episode analysis, in multicultural
team C, where after a long process conflict with many opposing opinions, when team members
transitioned into the resolution phase of the conflict situation, team members were quick to provide
positive feedback on the proposed solution:

Team member A: “That is a really good idea to put it on the whiteboard”

>

Team member B: “Yeah, so everyone can see, yes.’

This helped to realign the team, allowing the team to positively move past the conflict. Additionally,
‘Giving positive attention’, one of the positive relations-oriented behaviours, showed a significant
difference between retrospective and sprint planning meetings (p = 0.016). This indicates that
individuals in retrospective meetings were more inclined to give positive attention to their fellow team
members (1.28%) compared to those in sprint planning, where this behaviour was not observed. For
instance, during an analysed episode of a relationship conflict in multicultural Team C, where the
emotions and frustrations were running high, one team member paid positive personal attention to the
frustrations of another team member by asking “So that’s how you felt”, allowing the other team
member to explain and reflect on her emotions, which helped calm the situation and transition from
conflict escalation to the resolution phase. Moreover, ‘Giving positive attention” was one of the three
verbal behaviours, along with ‘Governing/Delegating’ and ‘Giving direction/long term’, which were not
observed during any of the sprint planning meetings. In contrast, all verbal behaviours were observed
during the retrospective meetings, albeit some in low frequencies. All in all, both positive as well as
negative relations-oriented behaviours were more common during retrospectives than in sprint planning,
suggesting a higher emphasis for individuals on the relational aspects of team dynamics during
retrospectives than during sprint planning.

4.4 Skin Conductance Responses
All team members, whether actively engaged in the conflict or merely observing it, showed skin
conductance responses (SCRs) that surpassed the threshold during conflict situations. Individuals who
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appeared seemingly passive during a conflict exhibited similar numbers of SCRs as those who were
actively engaged in the conflict situation. However, the average SCR frequency, i.e., the number of
SCRs surpassing the threshold measured in SCRs per minute, during conflicts was not significantly
different from the average SCR frequency throughout the entire meeting (4.29 SCRs per minute versus
4.25 SCRs per minute). This indicates that conflict situations were not associated with substantially
more individual-level physiological responses than the meeting in general, i.e., individuals were not
likely to experience a substantial increase in SCRs during conflict situations. Nevertheless, the highest
SCR amplitudes were mostly observed during conflicts with relatively high expression intensity, i.e.,
conflicts with medium or high oppositional directness and intensity. Similarly, these conflicts also had
a higher SCR frequency compared to low-expression intensity conflicts. This indicates that during
intense conflict situations, characterised by direct disagreements and personal attacks or the defence of
one’s position, individuals, on average, experienced more skin conductance responses, as well as the
strongest SCRs compared to low- or medium-intensity conflicts.

Table 9

Team Members’ Skin Conductance Responses during Conflict Situations

Monocultural  Multicultural Sprint  Retrospective
team members team members planning
SCR frequency 4.38 4.09 4.26 4.19
(SCR/min)?
SCR amplitude® 0.893 0.988 0.894* 0.996

Note. Values in bold represent significant results. * The values represent the mean SCR frequency,
measured in SCRs per minute, during conflict situations. ® The values represent the mean SCR amplitude
during conflicts, relative to an individual’s average SCR amplitude. * p < 0.05 (two-tailed, based on a
Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test).

Furthermore, as shown in Table 9, individuals in mono- and multicultural teams did not experience a
significantly different SCR frequency with an average of 4.38 SCRs per minute during conflicts for
individuals in monocultural teams, compared to 4.09 SCRs per minute for individuals in multicultural
teams. The SCR amplitude, the difference between the peak height of an SCR minus the height at the
moment an SCR surpasses the threshold, had an average of 0.988 in multicultural team members,
compared to the average SCR amplitude of 0.893 of individuals in monocultural teams. Interestingly,
while team members in culturally diverse teams displayed, on average, fewer SCRs per minute, the
average strength of their responses, i.c., the SCR amplitude, was stronger, albeit not significant. Hence,
although team members in mono- and multicultural teams encountered different conflict situations, their
physiological responses were quite similar, suggesting that individuals in culturally diverse teams did
not experience their conflicts differently from their monocultural counterparts.

Moreover, the SCR frequency during conflict situations was not significantly different between the
sprint planning and retrospective meetings, with an average of 4.26 SCRs per minute and 4.19 SCRs per
minute, respectively, meaning that individuals did not experience significantly more or less skin
conductance responses during sprint planning than retrospective meetings. However, individuals in the
retrospectives experienced significantly higher average SCR amplitudes during conflicts in comparison
to individuals in the sprint planning (0.996 versus 0.894) (p = 0.037). Thus, while individuals did not
experience significantly more or less SCRs in sprint planning and retrospective meetings, their
physiological reactions were significantly stronger in retrospectives than in sprint planning meetings.

4.5 Job Performance

The top 25% highest- and lowest-performing individuals were selected, resulting in two groups of 15
individuals each. The 15 highest-performing individuals had job performance ratings of 7.5 and above,
with 8.9 as the highest job performance rating, whereas the 15 low-performing individuals were rated
below 6.5, with 5.3 as the minimum rating. The two extremes were selected to create groups with
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significantly different performance ratings. Notably, in the high-performance group, 11 out of the 15
individuals (73%) were part of a monocultural team compared to only 3 out of the 15 individuals (20%)
in the low-performance group. Thus, monocultural teams had more high-performing individuals
whereas culturally diverse teams had more low-performing individuals.

Table 10

Observed Verbal Behaviours during Conflicts among High- and Low-performing Team Members

Behaviours Standardised frequency in %
High-performing team Low-performing team
members (V= 15) members (N =15)

Task-oriented behaviour 37.86 36.27

Giving negative feedback 0.11 1.48
Veritying 3.81 3.70
Governing/Correcting 0.70 0.18
Governing/Delegating 0.25 0.00
Informing with facts 13.04 9.51
Shaping the discussion 1.65 0.29
Giving direction/own opinion 11.03 13.74
Agreeing 4.02 5.90
Disagreeing 3.24 1.46
Positive relations-oriented behaviour — 6.39% 1.49
Giving positive attention 1.87* 0.00
Giving positive feedback 0.22 0.09
Humour 4.30 1.04
Sharing personal information 0.00 0.36
Change-oriented behaviour 0.81 1.75
Professional challenging 0.81 0.89
Giving direction/long term 0.00 0.86
Negative relations-oriented behaviour — 8.87% 24.33
Showing disinterest 0.72 11.11
Defending one’s own position 1.03 2.21
Governing/Interrupting 7.12 11.01
Listening 46.08 36.16
Total 100.00% 100.00%

Note. The percentages represent the mean relative frequency of each behaviour displayed by team
members during the sprint planning and retrospective meetings. Values in bold represent significant
results. Underlined values represent notable distinctions. ¥ p < 0.10 (two-tailed, based on a Mann-
Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples test). * p < 0.05 (two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-
Independent-Samples test).

Analysing their behavioural patterns during conflict situations (Table 10), showed distinct differences
between the two groups. Both high- and low-performing individuals most frequently exhibited listening
(46.08% and 36.16%, respectively) and task-oriented behaviours (37.86% and 36.27%, respectively)
with ‘Informing with facts’ and ‘Giving direction/own opinion’ as the most prominent task-oriented
behaviours. However, ‘Informing with facts’ was more often used by high-performing individuals
compared to low-performing individuals (13.04% versus 9.51%), whereas ‘Giving direction/own
opinion’ was more frequently exhibited by low-performing individuals (13.74% versus 11.03%).

Even though both groups relatively frequently adopted ‘Giving direction/own opinion’, there was a clear
observable distinction in how these opinions were expressed. High-performing individuals, when
expressing their opinion, typically used more concise statements with an average duration of 5.95
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seconds, conveying useful information for the group and in the case of the exceptional longer statements,
the statements were well-substantiated opinions. Conversely, low-performing individuals tended to
make longer statements, with an average duration of 9.31 seconds, often as a contrarian response to
other team members’ opinions or the general consensus, with many unnecessary additional comments,
thereby hindering the conflict resolution process. Interestingly, low-performing individuals showed
relatively more ‘Agreeing’ (5.90% versus 4.02%) and less ‘Disagreeing’ (1.46% versus 3.24%) than
high-performing individuals, even though low-performing individuals more often had contrasting
opinions. Thus, although listening and task-oriented behaviours were the most common in both groups,
there were large differences in the specific task-oriented behaviours high- and low-performing
individuals adopted and, more importantly, in how they utilised these behaviours during conflict
situations.

Moreover, both groups exhibited negative relations-oriented behaviours as the third most frequent
category. However, high-performing individuals were observed to display (marginally) significantly
fewer negative relations-oriented behaviours than low-performing individuals (8.87% versus 24.33%)
(p = 0.072). This suggests that high-performing individuals, on average, engage less often in negative
relations-oriented behaviours than their low-performing counterparts. This was particularly evident in
the differences between high- and low-performing team members in ‘Showing disinterest’ (0.72%
versus 11.11%) and ‘Governing/Interrupting’ (7.12% versus 11.01%). Even though the frequencies of
‘Governing/Interrupting’ were relatively high for both groups, high- and low-performing individuals
exhibited this behaviour differently. Low-performing individuals interrupted other team members at
appropriate and inappropriate times and tended to continue speaking, thereby dominating the
conversation. Conversely, high-performing individuals when interrupting someone, only made short
comments or immediately stopped speaking when noticing their interruption, sometimes even
apologising for the interruption. High-performing team members also showed interrupting behaviour
when team members were engaged in multiple conversations at the same time to bring back the
conversation to the team level. Therefore, high-performing team members not only displayed
significantly fewer negative relations-oriented behaviours but also showed higher proficiency in
utilising these behaviours when necessary.

While high-performing team members’ overall adoption of relations-oriented behaviour was lower
(15.26% versus 25.82%), their display of positive relations-oriented behaviour was, in fact, (marginally)
significantly higher than their low-performing counterparts (6.39% versus 1.49%) (p = 0.061), meaning
that high-performing individuals more often engaged in positive relations-oriented behaviours when
compared to low-performing individuals. This was mostly due to the difference in ‘Humour’ (4.30%
versus 1.04%) and the significant difference in ‘Giving positive attention’ between high- and low-
performing individuals (1.87% versus 0.00%) (p = 0.035). Only high-performing individuals displayed
‘Giving positive attention’, as illustrated during one of the analysed episodes, where one low-performing
team member in monocultural Team 2, shyly and reluctantly stated her worries about a certain deadline.
A high-performing team member from the same team showed positive attention by acknowledging her
concerns, while simultaneously addressing the comment at the team level, without shifting focus entirely
to the uncertain team member:

Team member: “If this is not the right moment, that’s completely okay, guys!”

In this episode, the high-performing individual showed positive attention as well as individual
consideration, adapting her comments towards the other team member’s verbal and non-verbal
behaviour. During conflict situations, ‘Giving positive attention’ helped to recognise and address the
other party’s feelings, ensuring their worries were heard and if necessary, acted on. In the observed
meetings, high-performing individuals' humour typically consisted of short, witty remarks that picked
up on other individuals’ previous statements and helped to ease the tension during conflicts. In contrast,
low-performing individuals’ jokes were more self-centred, drawing attention towards themselves, and
while this also resulted in laughter from other team members, it did not particularly help to ease the
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tension. Instead, it distracted from the topic at hand and disrupted the process of conflict resolution. In
contrast, high-performing team members often played a crucial role in transitioning the conflict from
the escalation phase to the resolution phase. Thus, the significantly higher adoption of positive relations-
oriented behaviours by high-performing individuals played a crucial role in diffusing tension during
conflicts and facilitating the team’s progression towards the resolution phase.

Furthermore, change-oriented behaviours posed the second smallest category for low- and high-
performing individuals, respectively. Low-performing individuals spend more time on change-oriented
behaviours than high-performing individuals (1.75% versus 0.81%). Lastly, high-performing
individuals did not exhibit the behaviours of ‘Sharing personal information’ and ‘Giving direction/long
term’, while low-performing individuals did not show ‘Governing/Delegating’ and ‘Giving positive
attention’. Overall, high-performing individuals were more frequently part of monocultural teams,
where they engaged more often in positive relations-oriented behaviours, particularly by giving positive
attention, and less often in negative-relations-oriented behaviours, and used their verbal behaviours more
efficiently compared to low-performing individuals.

Table 11

Skin Conductance Responses of High- and Low-performing Team Members

High-performing team members Low-performing team members

SCR frequency 4.45% 2.82
(SCR/min)?
SCR amplitude® 0.952* 0.941

Note. * The values represent the mean SCR frequency, measured in SCRs per minute, during conflict
situations. °® The values represent the mean SCR amplitude during conflicts, relative to an individual’s
average SCR amplitude. * p <0.05 (two-tailed, based on a Mann-Whitney U Two-Independent-Samples
test).

As shown in Table 11, high-performing individuals exhibited a significantly higher SCR frequency
during conflict situations than low-performing team members (4.45 SCRs per minute versus 2.82 SCRs
per minute) (p = 0.019). This indicates that high-performing individuals experienced significantly more
physiological responses during conflict situations, suggesting a higher level of alertness compared to
low-performing individuals. Furthermore, high-performing individuals had a significantly higher
average SCR amplitude in comparison to their low-performing counterparts (0.952 versus 0.941) (p =
0.016). This indicates that high-performing individuals not only had more SCRs but also experienced
more responsive physiological reactions, i.e., showed higher SCR peaks, in comparison to low-
performing individuals, meaning that they reacted more frequently and more strongly. Interestingly, this
difference in SCR amplitude was even more pronounced during retrospectives than during sprint
planning, with a 29.39% increase between low- and high-performing individuals in sprint planning, and
a 38.33% increase in retrospectives. Thus, the differences in performance ratings between high- and
low-performing individuals were also evident in their SCR patterns, particularly during the retrospective
meetings.
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5. Discussion

This mixed-method study explored the co-occurring observed verbal behaviours and within-person
physiological arousal processes of mono- and multicultural Agile team members that take place during
conflict situations in both sprint planning and retrospective meetings. Through multimodal, frequency,
comparative and episode analyses, this study reveals how conflicts unfold differently in mono- and
multicultural Agile teams through distinct verbal behaviours and physiological arousal patterns and the
different roles of high- and low-performing team members during these situations. Mono- and
multicultural team members experienced an equal number of conflicts, yet with varied conflict situations
and verbal behaviour patterns. Multicultural team members adopted significantly more task-oriented
behaviours, whereas monocultural team members exhibited higher frequencies of positive and negative
relations-oriented behaviours, such as humour and showing disinterest. Despite the distinct verbal
behavioural patterns, there was no significant difference in the levels of physiological arousal between
the two team types. Furthermore, during retrospective meetings team members experienced more and
significantly different conflict situations, including all high-expression intensity and relationship
conflicts, suggesting that this meeting environment is more conducive to conflicts. Team members also
displayed significantly more ‘giving positive attention’, negative relations-oriented behaviours and
higher skin conductance responses (SCR) amplitudes during retrospectives compared to sprint planning.
Moreover, high-performing team members exhibited significantly higher frequencies of positive
relations-oriented behaviours and significantly fewer negative relations-oriented behaviours.
Differences in job performance ratings were also reflected in the levels of physiological arousal where
high-performing team members showed significantly higher average SCR frequencies and amplitudes
compared to low-performing individuals.

These findings extend the current understanding of team conflict by uncovering how conflicts unfold
both within teams and at the individual level. The concept of emotional contagion is proposed to enrich
our understanding of what exactly happens during conflict situations and two main pathways are
proposed to explain how conflicts escalate or de-escalate, which are summarised in Figures 2, 3 and 4,
respectively. The different propositions are expanded on below.

Figure 2
The Proposed Model of the General Individual-level Conflict Process
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5.1 Theoretical Implications

5.1.1 Unboxing the conflict process

Firstly, this study suggests that conflict may be pervasive. During conflict situations, all individuals even
those seemingly disengaged, displayed similar frequencies of significant skin conductance responses.
This indicates that tension created by conflict situations might influence the overall atmosphere of the
meeting, thereby also affecting those who seem to be merely observing the conflict, as evidenced by
their increased physiological responses. Most observed conflicts were micro-conflicts, defined as
“fleeting, minute-by-minute disagreements” (Paletz et al., 2011, p. 315). Due to the fleeting nature,
participants often cannot recall their exact expressions and feelings, making it difficult to capture such
conflicts through self-reported retrospective data (Paletz et al., 2011). Yet, with the innovative measures
integrating video observations with physiological arousal data, it was possible to capture these micro-
conflicts including the associated fleeting verbal interactions and accompanying feelings at the
individual level. The findings reveal how verbal behaviours, conflict composition characteristics and
physiological arousal interact and reinforce each other, thereby extending survey-based knowledge that
verbal behaviours may be associated with distinct conflict types (Ballesteros-Rodriguez et al., 2020) and
uncovering which specific behaviours, physiological arousal states and conflict characteristics are
associated. This study proposes that this conflict process may manifest through emotional contagion.
Emotional contagion refers to the tendency of individuals during social interactions to mimic the facial,
vocal and postural expressions of others, leading to behavioural, attentional and emotional synchrony
(Hatfield et al., 1993; Herrando & Constantinides, 2021). These subconscious processes occur in
milliseconds (Hatfield et al., 1993) and therefore cannot be objectively captured through traditional
research methods such as surveys or focus groups (Herrando & Constantinides, 2021). However, by
measuring skin conductance responses, this study could capture these subconscious processes and
showed that during conflicts, both actively engaged individuals and merely observing individuals
displayed similar frequencies of physiological responses. Indeed, previous research found that observing
another person’s emotional state during social interactions automatically triggers the same autonomic
nervous system (ANS) response in the observer (Anders et al., 2001; Hatfield et al., 1993; Herrando &
Constantinides, 2021; Prochazkova & Kret, 2017). Hence, it is proposed that emotional contagion also
occurs during conflict situations, through the (subconscious) synchronisation of both micro-verbal and
non-verbal behaviours, such as body language and facial expressions, along with within-person
physiological arousal processes. This helps to explain how conflicts unfold and impact the entire team,
leading to the following proposition:

Proposition 1: Conflict may be pervasive, affecting all individuals in a meeting, including those who
appear disengaged, as the tension and emotions from conflict situations can spread through the process
of emotional contagion.

Secondly, instead of focusing on mediators or moderators to explain the conflicting results of the effects
of conflict on performance, this study unboxes the conflict process itself, by revealing how conflicts
may unfold through emotional contagion and specific co-occurring verbal behaviours, physiological
responses and conflict composition characteristics that reinforce each other, thus aiding in explaining
the relationship between conflict and performance and extending current knowledge on conflict
processes (Weingart et al., 2015; Todorova et al., 2022). Based on the findings, two main pathways for
conflicts to evolve are proposed: the escalatory conflict process and the de-escalatory conflict process,
as illustrated in Figures 3 and 4, respectively.
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Figure 3

The Proposed Model of the Escalatory Conflict Process
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The escalatory conflict process may unfold through higher frequencies of negative relations-oriented
behaviours, more frequent and stronger physiological responses, and high-expression intensity conflicts,
characterised by high oppositional directness and medium to high oppositional intensity. Due to the
increased tension and strong opposition in the escalatory conflict process, team members may more
often adopt individualistic conflict management approaches, leading to unresolved conflict situations.
Previous research has linked relationship conflict and high-intensity conflicts with more frequent
adoption of individualistic conflict management approaches which negatively affect performance
(DeChurch et al., 2013; Maltarich et al., 2018; Todorova et al., 2022). This escalatory conflict process
was particularly evident in high-expression intensity conflicts, associated with the specific verbal
behavioural pattern of ‘disagreeing’, ‘defending one’s own position’ and ‘giving negative feedback’,
along with individual conflict management approaches, often leading to unresolved conflicts. During
these high-expression intensity conflicts, individuals experienced the highest skin conductance
responses, indicating stronger feelings about the situation. While this does not indicate the valence of
these emotions (Boucsein, 2012), it suggests more intense emotions. High-expression intensity conflicts
have been linked to stronger emotions (Todorova et al., 2022; Weingart et al., 2015). Hence, it is likely
that through emotional contagion, team members mimicked each other’s strong emotions, as evident in
the arousal states, and therefore responded with corresponding expressions and negative relations-
oriented behaviours, leading to increased tension and increasingly stronger emotions, resulting in the
escalatory conflict process, which negatively impacts their performance.
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Figure 4

The Proposed Model of the De-escalatory Conflict Process
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In contrast, the de-escalatory conflict process may unfold through higher engagements in task-, change-
and positive relations-oriented behaviours, resulting in low-expression intensity conflicts, with low to
medium oppositional directness and low oppositional intensity. Within the de-escalatory conflict
process, individuals may more often adopt collectivistic management approaches and resolve their
conflicts. Previous research has linked task and low-expression intensity conflicts with collectivistic
conflict management approaches and increased performance (DeChurch et al., 2013; Todorova et al.,
2022). The findings show that during low-expression intensity conflicts, team members experienced
fewer and weaker physiological responses. This suggests that due to the more neutral task- and process-
related topics discussed during the de-escalatory conflict process, team members may experience less
intense emotions and therefore may use more neutral expressions based on task- or change-oriented
verbal behaviours, leading to low-expression intensity conflicts with lower tensions and benefitting from
the positive effects of conflict on performance. This leads to the following two propositions:

Proposition 2a: Conflicts may evolve along two pathways: escalatory or de-escalatory conflict
processes, with escalatory conflict processes characterised by a) negative relations-oriented
behaviours, disagreeing, defending one’s own position and negative feedback, b) frequent and strong
physiological responses and c) high-expression intensity conflicts, reinforcing each other and negatively
impacting performance levels.

Proposition 2b: Conflicts may evolve along two pathways: escalatory or de-escalatory conflict
processes, with de-escalatory conflict processes characterised by a) more neutral task- and change-
oriented behaviours, b) evoking less intense emotions, c) leading to low-intensity conflicts, reinforcing
each other and positively impacting performance levels.

Nevertheless, the escalatory and de-escalatory conflict processes are not mutually exclusive. Individuals
may transition an escalatory conflict process into a de-escalatory conflict process by engaging in positive
relations-oriented behaviours, in particular giving positive attention and humour. This was often
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performed by individuals with a high level of job performance. High-performing team members
displayed a higher frequency of positive relations-oriented behaviours, specifically giving positive
attention, combined with heightened alertness, as evidenced by their higher physiological arousal states,
demonstrating an increased ability to appropriately react to social and environmental cues during
conflict situations. This suggests that in teams with shared or distributive leadership, such as Agile
teams, the extent to which team members adopt relations-oriented verbal leadership behaviours may
influence the team member’s performance levels. Previous research has shown that in traditional top-
down teams with a single leader, verbal leadership behaviours, specifically relations-oriented
behaviours, might impact team members’ performance (Borgmann et al., 2016; Pletzer et al., 2023).
This study extends this to (Agile) teams with shared leadership, where leadership is distributed among
all team members (Magpili & Pazos, 2018), suggesting that an individual’s engagement in more positive
and fewer mnegative relations-oriented behaviours may be associated with higher job performance,
emphasising the critical distinction between positive and negative relations-oriented behaviours
(Meinecke et al., 2017).

Furthermore, this study answers the call for more integrative methods examining behavioural,
physiological arousal and performance-related data (Arvey & Zhang, 2015; Christopoulos et al., 2019;
Hoogeboom et al., 2021). The findings reveal that high-performing individuals may demonstrate
heightened alertness to their team members’ verbal and non-verbal cues during conflict situations, as
evidenced by their significantly more frequent and higher physiological responses. Previous research on
the influence of verbal behaviours and physiological responses on leader effectiveness, using the healthy
variability thesis, found that when engaging in relations-oriented behaviours, leaders who exhibited
more responsive arousal levels were more effective (Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Navarro & Rueff-Lopes,
2015). This study extends the healthy variability thesis to the individual team member level, where
similar to effective leaders, high-performing team members demonstrate more responsive arousal levels
to social and environmental cues compared to their low-performing counterparts. Hence, heightened
alertness, indicated by greater fluctuations and responsiveness in arousal levels during conflict
situations, may be associated with higher job performance, leading to the following proposition:

Proposition 3: An individual’s adoption of more positive relations-oriented behaviours, fewer negative
relations-oriented behaviours and more and stronger physiological responses during the conflict
process, may be associated with higher job performance.

5.1.2 The influence of cultural diversity on the conflict process

The findings suggest that the adoption of task-oriented and positive relations-oriented behaviours,
specifically humour, influences how conflicts unfold differently between culturally homogenous and
heterogenous teams, which, in turn, influences the impact of the conflict process on performance.
Multicultural team members' significantly higher adoption of task-oriented behaviours had a substantial
impact on the conflict process, resulting in longer statements likely due to the need to explain their
actions and thought processes more frequently. This might stem from a lack of shared mental models,
which are shared beliefs and understandings about the team’s relevant environment, including team
tasks and expectations, that help to enhance effective communication (Triana et al., 2021). Establishing
these shared norms and expectations is an essential step in the team development process (Bonebright,
2010). According to Tuckman’s model (1965), teams must navigate through the forming, storming, and
norming phases to achieve high performance in the performing stage. However, as the findings indicate,
several multicultural teams do not yet have these shared expectations, thereby keeping them in the
storming phase, characterised by frequent conflicts and intense emotions (Tuckman, 1965; Tuckman &
Jensen, 1977). Thus, this lack of shared mental models and increased miscommunications may increase
the potential for escalatory conflict processes in culturally diverse teams.

In contrast, the significantly higher adoption of positive relations-oriented behaviours, particularly
humour, in monocultural teams, may result in more de-escalatory conflict processes. Previous research
has shown that humour can influence the type of conflict (Andreea et al., 2023). The findings indicate
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that monocultural team members used humour to diffuse the tension and elicit positive emotions, thereby
transforming potential escalatory conflict processes into de-escalatory ones. The shared cultural
perception of humour among team members in monocultural teams may facilitate the more frequent use
of humorous expressions compared to their multicultural counterparts (Jiang et al., 2019). Hence,
through positive relations-oriented behaviours, team members can de-escalate the conflict process,
transitioning it towards its resolution phase. This is evidenced by the higher adoption of collectivistic
conflict management approaches in monocultural teams compared to individualistic conflict
management approaches in multicultural teams. Specifically, monocultural (Dutch) team members
opted significantly more often for the compromising strategy. This might be due to the Dutch cultural
inclination towards consensus-based decision-making, where decisions are typically made through
unanimous group agreement (Meyer, 2014; Selvarajah et al., 2018), which often leads to finding the
middle ground through compromise (Todorova et al., 2022). Indeed, previous research indicates that an
individual’s cultural background may influence their interpretation of conflict situations and the conflict
management strategies they adopt (Krueger et al., 2022), which in turn strongly impacts the effect of
conflict on performance (Todorova et al., 2022). Thus, monocultural team members may transition from
an escalatory conflict process to a de-escalatory one by engaging in positive relations-oriented
behaviours, particularly humour, diffusing the tension, and enabling the adoption of collectivistic
conflict management approaches, which may positively affect performance (DeChurch et al., 2013;
Todorova et al., 2022).

Proposition 4: The adoption of task-oriented and positive relations-oriented behaviours, specifically
humour, can influence how conflicts unfold in mono- and multicultural Agile teams, with monocultural
teams benefitting from shared cultural understandings and humour to transition to de-escalatory
conflict processes and adopting collectivistic conflict management approaches, leading to improved
performance, whereas multicultural teams may be more likely to engage in escalatory conflict
processes, negatively impacting their performance.

Interestingly, mono- and multicultural team members did not show significantly different physiological
responses, indicating that they did not experience the conflict differently, despite variations in verbal
behaviours and conflict composition characteristics. This could be because both escalatory conflict
processes and the transition from escalatory to de-escalatory conflict processes may elicit more intense
emotions and physiological responses compared to neutral situations. Indeed, more positive or negative
statements, rather than neutral ones, have been shown to evoke increased physiological reactions (Weis
& Herbert, 2017). Hence, the negative emotions elicited by escalatory conflict processes, as well as the
positive emotions elicited by the positive relations-oriented behaviours during the transition to de-
escalatory conflict processes, may result in similar physiological responses, which might explain why
both mono- and multicultural team members experienced similar physiological reactions.

5.1.3 The influence of a meeting’s nature on the conflict process

While sprint planning meetings primarily focus on setting goals and tasks for the upcoming sprint
(Ozcelikkan et al., 2022), the retrospective centres around the teams’ successes, failures and potential
improvements (Przybytek et al., 2022). This suggests that due to the distinct nature of these meetings,
the conflict process in sprint planning may be based on more neutral social and environmental cues,
whereas during retrospectives with their focus on successes and failures, the conflict process may
involve more positive and negative stimuli. This, in turn, may result in more and stronger physiological
reactions and accompanying relations-oriented behaviours, increasing the potential for escalatory
conflict processes during retrospectives. Indeed, the findings show that in retrospective meetings, team
members exhibited significantly more and stronger physiological responses during conflicts and
engaged more in positive (in specific, giving positive attention) and negative relations-oriented
behaviours. Previous studies argued that positive and negative stimuli are inherent characteristics of
relations-oriented behaviours (Hoogeboom et al., 2021) and these stimuli were found to elicit stronger
physiological responses than neutral stimuli (Weis & Herbert, 2017). Therefore, retrospectives, by
focusing on positive and negative team processes, may create an emotionally charged environment, with
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more positive and negative relations-oriented behaviours, whereas sprint planning meetings might,
inherently, foster an environment with more neutral stimuli and behaviours that do not evoke intense
emotions.

Additionally, retrospectives may become more conducive to harmful conflicts that negatively affect job
performance. All observed high-expression intensity conflicts, relationship conflicts and status conflicts
occurred exclusively during retrospectives. These conflict characteristics are generally perceived as
detrimental to performance (DeChurch et al., 2013; Greer & Dannals, 2017; Todorova et al., 2022). This
is likely due to the retrospective’s focus on positive and negative team processes, which can elicit
stronger tensions that may easily escalate in high-expression intensity conflicts centred on personal
characteristics. Indeed, retrospectives have been criticised in the past for becoming a moment to
complain rather than to improve as a team (Przybylek et al., 2022). Thus, due to the distinct nature of
retrospective meetings, Agile team members may experience stronger physiological responses and
engage more in positive and negative relations-oriented behaviours during conflict situations, while this
nature might also increase the likelihood of conflicts evolving into an escalatory conflict process, with
can negatively affect performance, leading to the following proposition:

Proposition 5: Due to the distinct nature of retrospective meetings, focusing on team successes and
failures, Agile team members may experience stronger physiological responses and engage more in
positive and negative relations-oriented behaviours during conflicts, increasing the likelihood of
escalatory conflict processes.

All in all, this study uncovered how conflicts unfold within Agile teams through the process of emotional
contagion, integrating individual-level behavioural and physiological data and capturing the often-
overlooked micro-behaviours and fleeting emotional responses during conflict situations. The escalatory
and de-escalatory conflict processes were proposed as the two main pathways for conflicts to unfold.
Additionally, the study shows how these may be impacted by cultural diversity and the nature of a
meeting, thereby providing further insights into the conflicting results on the relationship between
conflicts and performance.

5.2 Practical Implications

The findings of this study offer several valuable insights for practitioners. Firstly, organisations, Agile
coaches and team members should pay close attention to the individual-level processes, particularly the
verbal behaviours individuals adopt and their corresponding physiological responses, that add to the
team-level dynamics during conflict situations. During conflict management training, the focus should
be on individual-level verbal behaviours and their potential to (de)escalate or resolve conflicts. To
improve their performance, team members should strive to engage in positive relations-oriented
behaviours, while minimising their negative relations-oriented behaviours. Especially the positive
relations-oriented behaviour of ‘giving positive attention’ proved to be important for high-performing
individuals. This can be achieved by, for example, showing sympathy for others’ concerns, engaging in
friendly acts like getting coffee for a colleague, or showing personal interest, all of which foster strong
interpersonal relationships within the team (Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Yukl, 2012). Organisations could
offer training opportunities teaching team members to select the appropriate behaviours and to
understand when to engage in task- and relations-oriented behaviours, which are key to preventing
conflicts from escalating and minimising high-expression intensity and relationship conflicts, allowing
teams to benefit from the positive effects of conflict, while simultaneously reducing its adverse effects
on job performance.

Secondly, conflicts affect not only those actively involved in the conflict and engaged in verbal
behaviours but also seemingly more ‘passive’ individuals, as evidenced by their similar frequency of
skin conductance responses. Sometimes, individuals who appeared rather disengaged showed even more
SCRs than individuals actively participating in the conflict. This suggests that conflicts increase the
tensions within the team’s meeting, which is then also experienced by the other team members. Thus,
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conflict situations do not only impact the directly involved parties but the entire team. Therefore, it
becomes increasingly important to manage conflict, even when it only involves two team members, as
through the concept of emotional contagion, its occurrence influences the overall team atmosphere. By
effectively mitigating the adverse effects of conflict while simultaneously harnessing its positive
potential, the overall team atmosphere can be improved.

Thirdly, high-performing individuals were more alert during conflict situations, showing higher SCR
frequencies and amplitudes. Thus, to enhance performance during conflict situations, individuals should
be responsive to the signals in the environment, i.e., appropriately respond to other team members’
verbal behaviours and non-verbal cues. In particular, high-performing team members are adept at
discerning when to remain silent and when to speak, focusing on solutions rather than past problems,
recognising the feelings of other team members, and acting as connectors within the team. They
effectively translate different communication styles, enhancing communication in the team. These
behaviours are crucial for transitioning an escalatory conflict process into a de-escalatory one. Thus, to
enhance performance, individuals should stay alert to what is happening in the environment during
conflicts, i.e., the verbal and non-verbal cues of other team members, and respond accordingly. This
does not always entail a verbal response, but rather a heightened awareness and the ability to discern
when action is necessary.

Fourthly, organisations should acknowledge the differences between mono- and multicultural teams and
how these lead to distinct behavioural patterns and conflict situations. The pitfall of multicultural teams
during conflicts is the excessive adoption of task-oriented behaviours, which can limit the opportunity
for relations-oriented behaviours. A potential solution to address this issue is creating shared mental
models. These shared understandings of team tasks and expectations minimise the need for excessive
task-oriented behaviours, enhancing effective communication and subsequently boosting performance
(Arendt et al., 2024; Triana et al., 2021).

Lastly, organisations and Agile teams should be aware that retrospectives, given their nature, can be a
conducive environment for conflicts, especially those that are detrimental to performance, such as high-
expression intensity conflicts, relationship conflicts and individualistic conflict management
approaches. To mitigate these harmful conflicts, it is crucial to minimise negative relations-oriented
behaviours during retrospectives. Furthermore, Agile coaches should highlight that the goal of
retrospectives is team improvement, rather than providing a moment to complain. Practical tools such
as retrospective games (Przybylek et al., 2022) or other structured activities, may help to navigate the
retrospective meeting, preventing a negative atmosphere conducive to the emergence of escalatory
conflict processes. By creating a constructive environment during retrospectives, team members can
more effectively address issues and enhance job performance.
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6. Limitations and Future Research

As with any research, this study is not without limitations. Firstly, the sample size at the individual level,
but especially at the team level, was relatively small. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the data collection
process became increasingly difficult resulting in a smaller sample size at the team level. Furthermore,
some teams had incomplete data, such as being only recorded at one moment in time or missing skin
conductance data, leading to their exclusion from the sample. However, by triangulating the video-coded
verbal behaviours with the skin conductance responses and expert performance ratings, the validity and
credibility of the findings were enhanced (Cohen et al., 2018; Noble & Heale, 2019). Additionally, this
study uncovered several differences that, while only marginally significant with this sample size, could
become more pronounced in large-sample studies.

Secondly, all data were exclusively collected from one financial service organisation in the Netherlands.
While this could introduce potential biases due to firm-specific factors and may potentially limit the
generalisability of the findings, it also allowed for a detailed and focused study, providing a rich
understanding of the conflict dynamics within this specific context. Future research can build on these
findings by expanding the sample size and including additional companies, sectors and countries to
further validate and generalise the findings. Thirdly, team participation was voluntary. While this could
potentially introduce intrinsic participation biases (Keeble et al., 2013) as it is plausible that only
relatively high-performing teams and individuals would be inclined to participate in an observational
study, it also ensured active and engaged participants. Therefore, future research could complement
these findings by including low-performing teams and team members to improve the representativeness
of the sample.

Fourthly, cross-validation of identified conflicts was conducted between several independent coders,
ensuring a rigorous and thorough analysis. While certain discrepancies could not be resolved due to
differences in subjective interpretation, the intercoder reliability of 86.26% is generally perceived as
nearly perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977; O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). Including an additional
coder in future studies might help to further enhance the reliability of the conflict identification process.
Furthermore, this study analysed two important meetings in an Agile team’s sprint: sprint planning and
retrospectives. These two meetings presented strong examples due to their distinctly different natures as
reflected in their primary objectives (Ozcelikkan et al., 2022; Przybylek et al., 2022). Nevertheless,
future studies could examine additional meetings, such as refinements or daily stand-up meetings, to
determine whether the different natures of these meetings lead to additional differences in behavioural
patterns, physiological responses and conflict characteristics.

Additionally, all verbal behaviours observed during the meetings were systematically coded based on
the validated verbal codebook developed by the OBCC group at the University of Twente (Hoogeboom
& Wilderom, 2015; Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Van Dun et al., 2017; Van Dun & Wilderom, 2021). For
each meeting, two coders independently performed the coding and then compared and discussed their
results to create one final event log with 100% agreement, ensuring a reliable and rigorous coding
process. While the coders underwent extensive training, the behaviour of ‘listening’ was sometimes
coded incorrectly. ‘Listening’ is defined in the codebook as active listening, involving (non-)verbal
behaviours such as eye contact, nodding and brief meaningful responses (Cooney et al., 2020), which
may improve interpersonal relationships (Yip & Fisher, 2022) and therefore belongs to the positive
relations-oriented behavioural category. In some instances, alternative forms of listening, such as
listening without making eye contact, were mistakenly coded as active listening. This behaviour does
not necessarily contribute to the quality of interpersonal relationships and can even generate additional
negative responses (Manusov & Trees, 2002; Yip & Fisher, 2022). Since listening behaviours
constituted a significant portion of verbal behaviours, including ‘listening’ as a positive relations-
oriented behaviour would skew the results. Therefore, it was decided to exclude this behaviour from the
positive relations-oriented category and treat it as a distinct category to minimise potential biases. Hence,
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future research could facilitate through additional training of the coders that only active listening
behaviours are coded as listening and included in the positive relations-oriented category.

Finally, the skin conductance responses were collected in a field setting. Whilst this may limit the ability
to control for a variety of factors that might impact physiological responses, such as room temperature,
the recall of emotionally salient events or mental effort (Hoogeboom et al., 2021), this approach captures
data on real-life work interactions. Hence, future studies could benefit from a quasi-experimental setting,
which would provide opportunities to establish clear causal links between specific verbal behaviours
and corresponding physiological responses.
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7. Conclusion

This exploratory study investigated the relationship between verbal behaviours and within-person
physiological arousal during conflict situations in sprint planning and retrospective meetings, focusing
on variations between mono- and multicultural Agile team members and their effects on job
performance, using video-recorded real-life work interactions. Based on the triangulation of
physiological, behavioural and performance data, this research answers the call for more objective and
integrative analyses of moments of conflict (Christopoulos et al., 2019; Hoogeboom et al., 2021; Zhao
et al., 2019). The findings of this study reveal how conflicts unfold within Agile teams, through distinct
verbal behaviours and physiological responses that are associated with different conflict characteristics,
which reinforce each other and manifest differently in mono- and multicultural teams. The verbal
behaviours adopted, and the levels of physiological arousal experienced during conflict situations are
linked to job performance. High job performance is associated with a higher frequency of positive
relations-oriented, a lower frequency of negative relations-oriented behaviours and more frequent and
stronger skin conductance responses, indicating heightened alertness during conflict situations.
Nevertheless, conflicts influenced the overall atmosphere of the meeting through the phenomenon of
emotional contagion, eliciting physiological responses from all participants, not just those actively
engaged in the conflict. Hence, effective conflict management through the adaptation of verbal
behaviours at the individual level is crucial for leveraging the positive effects of conflicts and enhancing
job performance in Agile teams.
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