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Abstract 

The current studies contribute to research by examining the effect of intragroup conflict type on 

performance. It was hypothesized that conflicts concerning tasks increase performance through 

higher levels of behavioral activation.  Conflicts regarding personal issues, however, were assumed 

to decrease performance through lower levels of behavioral activation. Further, in line with the so-

called too-much-of-a-good thing effect, it was thought that performance is greatest among 

moderate task conflicts, with lower levels of performance among low- and high-intensity conflicts. 

Two experiments were conducted: Study 1 (n = 44) examined the effect of conflict type on 

behavioral activation. To induce conflicts, participants experienced different conflict types by 

means of videos and subsequently, behavioral activation was measured. Results showed no 

changes in behavioral activation among either conflict type. To increase involvement, study 2 (n 

= 46) asked participants to recall actual past conflicts of both conflict types, after which tests for 

behavioral activation and performance were conducted. Study 2 showed that both conflict types 

lead to a decrease in performance without any mediation by behavioral activation. Further, task 

conflict intensity indeed showed a bell-shaped relationship with subjective performance. These 

findings imply for organizational theory and related fields that many positively linear assumed 

effects might be of more complex nature, thereby opening the door for further investigations, and 

for organizational practice to conscientiously deal with conflicts in order to maintain performance.  
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Beginning in 2017, a conflict with global scope kept the world in suspense: The so-called North-

Korea Crisis. North-Korea’s demonstration of nuclear weapon capacity lead to increased 

tensions between the US and North-Korea. However, instead of resulting in constructively 

dealing with conflict issues, the conflict kept growing, spreading fear and hate. This North Korea 

crisis is an example of a conflict hindering effective procedure and causing negative 

externalities, but is this the case for every conflict? 

 

In the 1990s, a view on conflict emerged which differentiated between types of conflicts and its 

effects in the field of intragroup conflicts (Jehn 1995, 1997). This view entails two main types of 

conflict exist: Task conflict and relationship conflict. Whereas task conflict can be defined as 

conflict regarding task content, relationship conflict is about personal issues. Specifically, in 

organizational theory, those two conflict types and their effects received much attention. Looking 

at those, task conflict seems to increase team performance, while relationship conflict seems to 

be rather counterproductive (e.g. Amason & Mooney, 1999; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Van de Vliert & 

de Dreu, 1994). Still, those findings could not unanimously be supported (De Dreu & Weingart, 

2003; de Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 2011). Therefore, in order to contribute to a clear understanding of 

intragroup conflicts in an organizational setting, further research on the theorized effects of 

conflict type is required. Additionally, most cited previous work has only focused on rather 

ultimate outcome measures such as performance (e.g. Amason & Mooney, 1999), thereby 

disregarding processes occurring between the conflicts and outcome measures. Hence, the 

purpose of this paper is to contribute to conflict theory by not only examining the effect of 

intragroup conflict type on performance, but also with special focus on the mechanism behind it. 

Specifically, a mediating role of the behavioral activation systems according to Gray (1970; 

1982) concerning the effect of conflict type on performance will be subject closer examination. 

The research question is therefore: To what extent does conflict type influence behavioral 

activation and subsequently performance in work situations? 
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Theoretical Framework 

Types of conflict. 

In the history of conflict theory, several distinctions of conflict type exist (e.g. Aubert, 1963; 

Rahim, 1985; Smith & Gehl, 1974). Those entail for example differentiations between individual 

and group levels of conflicts (Rahim, 1985), approach or avoidance behavior shown by conflict 

participants (Smith & Gehl, 1974), or competition and dissensus as a characterization of conflict 

(Aubert, 1963). Whereas the aforementioned classifications emerged in different kinds of fields, 

intragroup conflict within an organizational setting is commonly classified by the conflict issue. 

This leads to a differentiation between task conflict and relationship conflict (De Dreu & 

Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2011; Guetzkow & Gyr, 1954; Jehn, 1995, 1997). While task 

conflict is defined as conflict about the content of a task, hence relating to a rather cognitive 

dissensus, relationship conflict is defined as conflict about non-work related, personal issues, 

thus relating to a more affective component. Although some literature also includes process 

conflicts, which are conflicts about procedural structure, this study focuses on the two main types 

of intragroup conflict: Task conflict and relationship conflict. However, although aforementioned 

are two distinct types of conflict, they might also influence each other (Edmondson & McLain 

Smith, 2006). 

 

Conflict and behavioral activation. 

Besides effects on group performance (e.g. Amason & Mooney, 1999; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Van de 

Vliert & de Dreu, 1994), further associated behavior of conflict type has been investigated in 

literature. Task conflict was shown to increase various active behavior such as advice seeking or 

knowledge sharing, as opposed to relationship conflict, which was shown to decrease 

aforementioned behavior (Leung, Lu, & Zhou, 2011; Marineau, Hood, & Labianca, 2018). Still, 

the question of the psychological mechanisms behind those effect remains. One key finding by 

Todorova, Bear, and Weingart (2014) reveals that task conflict increases positive active emotions 

– emotions which are related to activation or arousal. As hypothesized by Todorova et al. (2014), 

the explanation for this is that task conflict is evaluated to be relevant for one’s goal and 

therefore activation increases. Relationship conflict, on the other hand, is not able to do so, 
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instead, motivation and moral decrease when it occurs (Vaux & Kirk, 2018), which ultimately 

inhibits behavior. Looking at those findings, one can argue that task conflict increases activation 

while relationship conflict decreases it. Specifically, behavioral activation (in case of task 

conflict) and behavioral inhibition (in case of relationship conflict) seem to underlie caused 

changes in behavioral activation.  

 

Behavioral activation and behavioral inhibition. 

One widely accepted conceptualization of behavioral activation and behavioral inhibition is the 

one proposed by Gray (1970; 1982). Gray proposed a psychobiological theory explaining 

underlying mechanisms of all behavior, namely the Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory (RST). 

This theory builds upon one key assumption: All behavior is preceded by behavioral activation 

and behavioral inhibition. When stimuli are processed in the brain, either the Behavioral 

Activation System (BAS) or the Behavioral Inhibition System (BIS) is activated. Whereas the 

BAS is responsible for approach motivation, the BIS increases avoidance motivation. For 

example, when working in a project group, an increase in BAS (and thus approach motivation) 

would result in more approach behavior such as asking coworkers for help, sharing thoughts and 

opinions on the task, or simply working on the own, personal task. An increase on the BIS (and 

thus avoidance motivation) would mean that motivation to avoid aforementioned behavior 

increases, thereby decreasing behavioral activity. The activation of the system is dependent on 

processed stimuli; incentives and reward activate the BAS, while fear and anxiety related stimuli 

elicit activation of the BIS. Stemming from the field of personality theory, the two systems are 

dispositional traits among individuals. Still, activation of each system can differ across points of 

time, dependent on present stimuli (Gray, 1970; Gray, 1982). 

 

In 2000, Gray and McNaughton created a revised version of the RST, including a third element: 

The Fight-Flight-Freeze System (FFFS), which is related to avoidance motivation as well. 

However, the focus of this paper is on a general distinction between behavioral activation and 

behavioral inhibition, making the inclusion of the FFFS superfluous. 
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Recapping the previous section, most studies on intragroup conflict focused on rather ultimate 

variables (e.g. Amason & Mooney, 1999; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Van de Vliert & de Dreu, 1994), but 

one characteristic shared by these is an increase in behavioral activation among task conflict and 

a decrease among relationship conflicts. A possible explanation for this would be that task 

conflict increases behavioral activation whereas relationship conflict decreases it, preceding 

changes in other behavior. Hence, the following hypotheses are assumed: 

H1: Exposure to task conflict increases activation of the Behavioral Activation System. 

H2: Exposure to task conflict decreases activation of the Behavioral Inhibition System. 

H3: Exposure to relationship conflict increases activation of the Behavioral Inhibition System. 

H4: Exposure to relationship conflict decreases activation of the Behavioral Activation System. 

 

Conflict and performance. 

Although the effect of task conflict and relationship conflict are not completely clear yet (De 

Dreu & Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2011), literature supports the idea of task conflict exerting 

positive influence on performance (Chun & Choi, 2014; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Jehn, Northcraft, 

& Neale, 1999). Relationship conflict, on the other hand, is assumed to negatively impact 

performance among teams (Amason & Mooney, 1999; Chun & Choi, 2014; Martins, Schilpzand, 

Kirkman, Ivanaj, & Ivanaj, 2012). Based upon that, hypotheses 5 and 6 are: 

H5: Exposure to task conflict increases performance. 

H6: Exposure to relationship conflict decreases performance. 

Further, I propose that also the widely examined effect of conflict type on performance (Chun & 

Choi, 2014; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Lehmann-Willenbrock, Grohmann, & Kauffeld, 2011) would 

be mediated by changes in the BAS and BIS. Looking at the theorized positive effect of task 

conflict on performance, and the negative effect of relationship conflict of aforementioned, this 

would mean that task conflict increases behavioral activation, which then, in turn, increases 

performance. Relationship conflict, on the other hand, would, given this explanation, decrease 
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behavioral activation, which then, in turn, decreases performance. Operationalizing this with the 

concepts of BAS and BIS, the assumptions arise: 

H7: The positive effect of task conflict on performance is mediated by the Behavioral Activation 

System, with task conflict increasing its activation which then, in turn, increases performance. 

H8: The positive effect of task conflict on performance is mediated by the Behavioral Inhibition 

System, with task conflict decreasing its activation which then, in turn, increases performance. 

H9: The negative effect of relationship conflict on performance is mediated by the Behavioral 

Activation System, with relationship conflict decreasing its activation which then, in turn, 

decreases performance. 

H10: The negative effect of relationship conflict on performance is mediated by the Behavioral 

Inhibition System, with relationship conflict increasing its activation which then, in turn, 

decreasing performance. 

 

 Conflict intensity and the Too-Much-of-a-Good-Thing effect. 

Besides the conflict type, conflict intensity could be shown to be a moderating factor concerning 

the effect of conflict types on activation (Todorova et al., 2014) and related behaviors (De Dreu, 

2006; Farh, Lee, & Farh, 2010; Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Specifically, beneficial effects of task 

conflict such as innovation in teams or increased positive active emotions were shown to 

diminish among high-intensity task conflicts (De Dreu, 2006; Todorova et al., 2014), and low-

intensity task conflicts (De Dreu, 2006). Moderate levels of task conflict, on the other hand, were 

shown to support beneficial effects such as performance, specifically when appearing at the 

initial conflict stage (Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Also, innovation (De Dreu, 2006) was shown to 

increase among specifically moderate levels of task conflict. The latter is in this context 

especially interesting since creative thinking was shown to be positively correlated to behavioral 

activation (De Dreu, Nijstad, & Baas, 2011). Findings by Todorova et al. (2014) show a more 

direct link to arousal among milder levels of task conflict as opposed to intense ones; positive 

active emotions increased only at mild levels of task conflict intensity. However, the employed 
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dichotomous categorization of intensity into either mild or intense conflicts does not allow for 

inferences concerning intensity as a continuous variable. 

 

The theorized curvilinear relationship is line with the proposal of the ‘Too-Much-of-a-Good-

Thing’ effect by Pierce and Aguinis (2011), who argue that most simply positive appearing 

effects underlie an actual curvilinear effect. Further, the effect is supposed to account for 

ambivalent results in management theory, including the field of organizational behavior which 

also accounts for intragroup conflicts. In the context of this paper, the Too-Much-of-a-Good-

Thing effect would explain ambivalent results in meta-analyses (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; de 

Wit et al., 2011) and an appearing curvilinear relationship concerning the effect of task conflict 

performance. To elaborate, it would mean that high levels of task conflict would be ‘too much of 

a good thing’ and positive effects do not hold for intense task conflicts, thereby explaining 

diminishing effects on either high or low levels of conflict. 

Resuming on the idea that task conflict increases performance, it seems that this effect is further 

dependent on conflict intensity. As previously elaborated, moderate levels of task conflict seem 

to show beneficial effects of the former on behavioral activation, while mild and intense levels of 

task conflict appear to be ineffective. Based upon that, a curvilinear relationship between task 

conflict intensity and the effect of task conflict on behavioral activation is assumed, reaching its 

apex being among moderate levels of task conflict. Hence, three further hypotheses are: 

H11: The positive effect of task conflict on the Behavioral Activation System is associated with 

conflict intensity in a curvilinear relationship, with its highest effect among moderate levels of 

conflict intensity. 

H12: The negative effect of task conflict on the Behavioral Inhibition System is associated with 

conflict intensity in a curvilinear relationship, with its lowest effect among moderate levels of 

conflict intensity. 

H13: The positive effect of task conflict on performance is associated with conflict intensity in a 

curvilinear relationship, with its highest effect among moderate levels of conflict intensity. 
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The current studies. 

The current paper includes two studies: In study 1, the effect of conflict type on behavioral 

activation will be investigated. This will be done by inducing either task or relationship conflict 

among subjects by exposure to a videotape simulating either of those; the respective control 

group will be asked to put themselves into the scenario of a project group with no conflict at all. 

Then, adjusted measures of the BIS/BAS scales developed by Carver and White (2013) will be 

administered to test for changes in behavioral activation. Study 2 extends the framework by 

further examining the hypothesized role of conflict intensity as well as the mediating role of the 

BIS and BAS concerning the effect of conflict type on performance. Participants will be asked to 

recall previous project works including either task conflict, relationship conflict, or no conflict at 

all. Measures of objective and subjective performance enable investigation of the effect of 

conflict type on performance, whereas measures of the BIS and BAS allow mediational analyses 

of those in the aforementioned effect. Additionally, the expected curvilinear relationship between 

task conflict intensity and the BIS, BAS, as well as performance will be tested. 

The following framework is assumed:  

 

Figure 1. The proposed framework. Task conflict increases the BAS and decreases the BIS, 

whereas Relationship conflict increases the BIS and decreases the BAS. The BAS ultimately 

leads to increased performance, while the BIS decreases it. Conflict intensity and behavioral 

activation form a curvilinear relationship in a bell-shaped curve. 
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Study 1 

 

Methods 

Participants and design. 

The current study employed a between-subjects design with conflict type as the independent 

variable, entailing a task conflict, a relationship conflict, and a control group condition, and the 

BAS as well as the BIS as dependent variables. Participants were randomly assigned to each 

condition.  

 

The participants were sampled by an availability sampling strategy targeting students of social 

sciences at the University of Twente. Participation ensued in exchange for partial course credits. 

51 total responses were collected of which 7 had to be omitted due to incomplete data.  The final 

sample consisted of 14 males and 30 females (ܯ = 21.20, ܵܦ  = 2.22). 

 

Procedure. 

When starting the online study, participants were briefed that the purpose of the study is to 

explore ingroup behavior among workgroups. First, an informed consent was presented. After 

agreement with aforementioned, participants were asked to fill in information about gender, age, 

nationality, study programme and study year. Then, participants were introduced to a scenario of 

a project group work by text. It stated that the second meeting of a new project group with five 

fellow students just ended. Subsequently, participants in the task- or relationship conflict saw a 

video of a fellow project group member approaching the camera. A conflict conversation is 

started by the fellow student, either by stating proposing a different project work strategy (task 

conflict) or by stating that the participant is not fun to work with (relationship conflict) (verbal 

transcripts can be found in Appendix A). Due to frequent project work within studies and videos 

being recorded in project rooms participants were assumed to be vividly exposed to conflict. 

Participants in the control condition were asked to think themselves into the previously 

introduced scenario, without any conflict appearing. Then, the state measures of BIS/BAS scales 

were administered (Appendix B). As a manipulation check, participants were asked to recall 

what they experienced over the course of the study: a task-related conflict, person-related 
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conflict, both, or none. Then, participants were asked to state their involvement in conflict. 

Finally, each participant was briefed about the specific purpose of the study. 

 

 Measures. 

A revised version of the initial BIS/BAS scales by Carver and White (1994) including 

instructions and comments were used to measure BIS and BAS (Carver & White, 2013). The 

scale tests for the constructs BIS and BAS, with the scales of BIS (7 items, e.g. ‘Right now, 

criticism or scolding hurts me quite a bit’), and BAS (13 items, e.g. ‘If I would want something 

right now, I would go all-out to get it.’ Additionally, 4 filler items were added. The complete 

item list including order and respective subscale can be found in Appendix A. The initial items 

made for measuring dispositional BIS and BAS were changed into situational items by replacing 

frequency words such as ‘often’ or ‘rarely’ by the term ‘right now’. When scenarios were 

induced by means of ‘if’ or ‘when’ statements, items were reformed by the word ‘would’, 

otherwise active verb forms were maintained to maintain involvement. Scores were indicated by 

a 7-option Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Reliability was 

measured for the scales with α = 0.80, λ2 = 0.81 for BIS and α = 0.65, λ2 = 0.68 for BAS 

Results 

 

 Manipulation check. 

90% of the participants correctly identified the type of conflict they were exposed to. 10% of the 

participants stated to have experienced a conflict different from their condition, relating to the 

respective other conflict type, no conflict experienced, or both types of conflict experienced. 

However, results did not differ dependent on inclusion or exclusion of those participants. 

 

 Descriptive statistics. 

The means and standard deviations of the BAS and BIS per condition can be seen in Table 1. All 

means of the BAS fell between 5.56 and 5.63, with standard deviations ranging from 0.51 to 

0.69. Means for the BIS ranged from 4.99 to 5.13, with standard deviations between 0.74 and 

1.11. Involvement was measured with a mean of 65.51 (SD = 28.34), the median being 80. A 

boxplot of the data can be seen in Figure 2. 
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Table 1 

Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for BAS and BIS per condition. 

Condition ܯௌ ܵܦௌ ܯூௌ ܵܦூௌ 

Task 5.63a 0.69 4.99a 1.05 

Relation 5.56a 0.51 5.12a 1.11 

Control 5.64a 0.51 5.13a 0.74 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences between means at a level of p < 0.05. 

 

 

Figure 2. A boxplot of involvement of participants with scores ranging from 8 to 100. The 

median of the data was 80, with M = 65.51 and SD = 28.34. 

 

Behavioral Activation 

Shapiro-Wilk tests show that normality can be assumed in either case with a probability of p = 

0.71 for the BAS and p = 0.76 for the BIS. To investigate differences in behavioral activation 

among different types of conflict, an ANOVA with BAS as a dependent variable and conflict 

type as the independent variable was executed, showing no significant difference between 

groups, F(2,41) = 0.07, p = 0.93, with a power of 0.07. Therefore, hypotheses 1 and 4 are 

rejected. An ANOVA with conflict type as the independent variable and BIS as the dependent 
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variable showed non-significant results too, F(2,41) = 0.09, p = 0.92, with a power of 0.08. 

Based on that, hypotheses 2 and 3 must be rejected. 

 

Discussion 

Study 1 showed no differences between groups that experience task conflict, relationship 

conflict, or no conflict at all when it comes to behavioral activation. This is contrary to 

expectations assuming that task conflict increases behavioral activation whereas relationship 

conflict decreases it. However, involvement of the participants was only moderate (M = 65.51) 

with high variance across participants (SD = 28.34), which could be a reason for contradictory 

findings. Therefore, in study 2 special attention is paid to involvement of participants. 
 

Study 2 

 

Resuming on the suggestions for further studies of study 1, study 2 increased involvement by 

letting participants recall actual project groups with either task, relationship, or no conflict at all. 

Additionally, the effect of conflict type on performance, and the role of task conflict intensity 

will be investigated. 

 

Methods 

 Participants and Design. 

The second study employed a between-subjects design with conflict type and conflict intensity as 

independent variables, the BAS as well as the BIS as mediating variables, and performance as a 

dependent variable. Participants were randomly assigned to either the task conflict, relationship 

conflict, or control condition. 

 

The participants were sampled by an availability sampling strategy targeting students of social 

sciences at the University of Twente. Participation ensued in exchange for partial course credits. 
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68 total responses were collected of which 22 had to be omitted due to incomplete data. The final 

sample consisted of 10 males and 36 females (ܯ = 20.98, ܵܦ  = 2.22). 

 

 Procedure. 

At the start of the online study, participants were briefed that the purpose of the study is to 

explore changes of conflict perception over time. When participants agreed with the informed 

consent, they were asked to fill in information about gender, age, nationality, study programme 

and study year. Then, participants were asked to recall a past conflict, either task conflict or 

relationship conflict, with an explanation of each type. They were asked to write a short 

summary of the experienced conflict. Participants in the control group were asked to recall a 

project group without any conflicts. Further, the task description stated that it is important for the 

study to relive that moment and become aware of feelings and thoughts at that situation. As a 

next step, the intragroup conflict scale was administered (Appendix C). Then, the retrospective 

state measure BIS/BAS scales were administered (Appendix D). Finally, the participants were 

asked about the received grade of the project work in which the conflicts appeared. Participants 

were asked if all data entered is true in nature. Finally, each subject was briefed about the 

specific purpose of the study, mentioning explicitly task conflict intensity, behavioral activation, 

and performance as measured variables. 

 

 Measures. 

 Conflict Scales. 

For measuring task conflict intensity, the four items to assess task conflict are taken from the 

intragroup conflict scale by Jehn (1995). Items were adjusted by replacing ‘work unit’ by 

‘project group’, which is the usual work situation encountered by the recruited university 

students, and verbs were changed into past tense to allow for retrospective measuring. One 

example of an adjusted item is ‘To what extent were there differences of opinion in your project 

group?’; the specific item list can be found in Appendix C. Further, three filler items were put in 

place 1, 4, and 7 to disguise the actual scale measurement, for example, ‘How often did you feel 

dissatisfied with the way of working within your project group?’. A 7-point Likert scale with 

anchors between 1 = None at all and 7 = A great deal was employed. The task conflict items 

showed statistics of α = 0.57 and λ2 = 0.63. 
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 BIS/BAS Scales 

A revised version of the initial BIS/BAS scales by Carver and White (1994) including 

instructions and comments were used to measure BIS and BAS (Carver & White, 2013). The 

scale tests for the constructs BIS and BAS, with BIS being one single scale (7 items, e.g. ‘At that 

time, criticism or scolding hurts me quite a bit’), and BAS including the subscales Drive (4 

items, e.g. ‘If I would have wanted something at that time, I would have gone all-out to get it.’), 

Fun Seeking (4 items, e.g. ‘At that time, I did things for no other reason than that they might be 

fun.’) and Reward Responsiveness (5 items, e.g. ‘At that time, I had very few fears compared to 

my friends.’). Additionally, 4 filler items were added. The complete item list including order and 

respective subscale can be found in Appendix A. The initial items made for measuring 

dispositional BIS and BAS were changed into retrospective items by replacing frequency words 

such as ‘often’ or ‘rarely’ by the term ‘at that time’. When scenarios were induced by means of 

‘if’ or ‘when’ statements, items were reformed by the word ‘would’, otherwise active verb forms 

were maintained to maintain involvement. A 7-point Likert scale was employed with anchors 

between 1 = None at all and 7 = A great deal. Reliability was measured for the scales with α = 

0.70, λ2 = 0.72 for BIS and α = 0.78, λ2 = 0.89 for BAS. 

 

 

Results 

Table E1 in Appendix E shows an overview of means, standard deviations, confidence intervals 

and correlations between variables. Significant correlations exist between gender and objective 

performance (-0.33, p < 0.05), with males achieving greater performance within the current 

sample. Subjective and objective performance showed a significant correlation as well (0.64, p < 

0.01), whereas higher scores of one going hand in hand with higher scores among the other. 

Mean scores and standard deviations of the BIS and BAS per conflict type can be seen in Table 

2. 
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Table 2 

Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for BAS and BIS per condition. 

Condition ܯௌ ܵܦௌ ܯூௌ ܵܦூௌ 

Task 4.19a 0.75 4.58a 0.75 

Relation 4.81b 0.54 4.73a 0.97 

Control 4.80b 0.71 4.92a 1.00 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences between means at a level of p < 0.05. 

 
 The Effect of conflict type on the behavioral activation system. 

Testing for normality, the Shapiro-Wu test statistic indicated that scores of the BAS are of 

nonparametric nature (p < 0.01). Hence, a Kruskal-Wallis was used for testing the effect of 

conflict type on the BAS. A Kruskal-Wallis test on the BAS involving all conflict types showed 

significant results, χ 2(2) = 7.89, p < 0.03 (see also Table E2, Appendix E). Post hoc analyses 

revealed significant differences between the task conflict group and the control group, χ 2(1) = 

4.06, p < 0.05. This indicates that the task conflict group is significantly lower in activation of 

the BAS than the control group (4.80 versus 4.18, see also Table 3), hence hypothesis 1, stating 

that exposure to task conflict increases activation of the Behavioral Activation System, is 

rejected. Further, results for differences between the relationship conflict and the control group, χ 

2(1) = 0.11, p = 0.74, were non-significant, therefore hypothesis 4, proposing that exposure to 

relationship conflict decreases activation of the Behavioral Activation System, is rejected. A 

significant difference between the task conflict condition and the relationship conflict condition 

exists as well, χ 2(1) = 7.13, p < 0.02, with task conflict experiencing a less activated BAS than 

the relationship conflict (4.18 versus 4.81, see also Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for each condition concerning their BAS scores. 

 Control Task Relation 

M 4.80a 4.18b 4.81a 

SD 0.71 0.75 0.54 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences between means at a level of p < 0.05. 
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The effect of conflict type on the behavioral inhibition system. 

Normality of data of the BIS could be assumed after performing a Shapiro-Wu test, p = 0.89. 

Results of an ANOVA involving all three conditions on BIS showed that there are no significant 

difference, F(2,42) = 0.53, p = 0.59. Therefore, hypothesis 2, assuming that task conflict 

decreases activation of the Behavioral Inhibition System and increases activation of the 

Behavioral Inhibition System, is rejected. 

Rejection of aforementioned hypotheses inevitably lead to rejection of the mediational 

hypotheses 7-10 since the mediating role of the BAS and BIS could not be further supported 

from this evidence. 

 

The effect of conflict type on performance. 

            Objective performance. 

Testing for normality, the Shapiro-Wu test showed significance for objective performance (p < 

0.02) and subjective performance (p < 0.01). Due to the nonparametric nature of data, single 

Kruskal-Wallis tests were implemented as displayed in Table E3 (Appendix E). A Kruskal-

Wallis test involving all types of conflict revealed significant differences, χ 2(2) = 8.36, p < 0.03. 

Post Hoc Analyses showed that participants that experienced task conflict (M = 4.47, SD = 2.24) 

showed lower performance that participants experiencing no conflict (M = 6.54, SD = 0.97), χ 

2(1)= 7.18, p < 0.02. Moreover, participants that experienced relationship (M = 5.13, SD = 1.75) 

showed lower performance than participants experiencing no conflict (M = 6.54, SD = 0.97) as 

well, χ 2(1) = 7.18, p < 0.02. No difference in objective performance was found between the two 

conflict groups, χ 2(1) = 0.61, p = 0.43.  Based on those results, hypothesis 5, stating that task 

conflict increases performance, is rejected, whereas hypothesis 6, stating that relationship 

conflict decreases performance, is supported. 
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Table 4  

Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for each condition concerning their scores of objective 

performance. 

 Control Task Relation 

M 6.54a 4.47b 5.13b 

SD 0.97 2.24 1.75 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences between means at a level of p < 0.05. 

 

            Subjective performance. 

Results of the Kruskal-Wallis test involving all conflict types showed significant differences, χ 

2(2) = 9.50, p < 0.02 (Table E4, Appendix E.). Post-hoc analyses showed that participants 

experiencing task conflict showed lower subjective performance (M = 5.47, SD = 1.67) than 

those experiencing no conflict (M = 6.77, SD = 0.73), χ 2(1) = 7.25, p < 0.02. Furthermore, 

participants in the relationship conflict condition showed lower subjective performance (M = 

5.75, SD = 1.00) than participants experiencing no conflict, χ 2(1) = 7.41, p < 0.02. No significant 

difference in subjective performance was found between the two conflict groups, χ 2(1) = 0.04, p 

= 0.84.  Those results further oppose hypothesis 5, proposing that task conflict increases 

performance, and support hypothesis 6, proposing that exposure to relationship conflict 

decreases performance. 

 

 

Table 5 

Means and standard deviations for each condition concerning their scores of subjective 

performance. 

 Control Task Relation 

M 6.77a 5.47b 5.75b 

SD 0.73 1.67 1.00 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences between means at a level of p < 0.05. 
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Conflict intensity. 

To test for curvilinearity, polynomial regression of second degree with conflict intensity as well 

as age and gender as independent variables and the dependent variables of BAS, BIS, objective 

performance and subjective performance were created as in Table 6. Those identify conflict 

intensity (10.24) and its quadratic term (-2.28) as the only significant coefficients (p < 0.05), 

predicting subjective performance. The combination of a positive coefficient and a negative 

coefficient of its quadratic term indicate a curvilinear effect in a bell-shaped curve (see also 

Figure 3.). However, it does not show any effect on objective performance, therefore hypothesis 

13, stating a bell-curved relationship between task conflict intensity and performance, is rejected. 

 

Figure 3. Quadratic regression of Subjective Performance on Task Conflict intensity.  

Non-significant findings among other regression coefficients lead to rejection of hypotheses 11 

and 12, assuming the same relationship between task conflict intensity and the BIS and BAS. 
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`Table 6 

Results of regression analysis with the predictors of Intensity, its quadratic term, Age, Gender, 

and a Shapiro-Wilk test to test for violation of normality. Each column shows the value for each 

dependent variable, with significant results written boldly. Abbreviations entail BAS (Behavioral 

Activation System), BIS (Behavioral Inhibition System), OP (Objective Performance) and SP 

(Subjective Performance). 

 BAS BIS OP SP 

Intensity 3.88 -0.25 7.28 10.24* 

Intensity^2 -1.18 0.19 2.00 

 

-2.28* 

Age 0.02 -0.67 0.21 -0.09 

Gender 0.11 -0.79 1.18 1.11 

Shapiro-Wilk 0.81 0.66 0.29 0.40 

Note. * indicates coefficients at a level of p < .05. 

  

 

Discussion 
The results of study 2 showed that none of the hypothesized effects of conflict type on behavioral 

activation, whether relationship conflict or task conflict, held true. The only effect on behavioral 

activation could be seen among the BAS; although it was expected to increase after task conflict, 

it, in fact, decreased. Due to this, expected mediation of the effect of conflict type on 

performance through behavioral activation cannot be further supported by findings of this study. 

Further, results showed performance decrease among either type of conflict. This held for 

objective as well as subjective performance. Additionally, analyses showed a curvilinear 

relationship between conflict intensity and subjective performance, taking the form of a bell-

shaped relationship with its apex among moderate levels of task conflict. However, this is only 

concerning subjective performance; objective performance showed no significant relationship 

with conflict intensity.  
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General Discussion 

Results of the conducted studies could not validate any of the hypothesized changes in 

behavioral activations. Neither did task conflict increase behavioral activation, nor did 

relationship conflict decrease it. Furthermore, as expected, a negative effect of relationship 

conflict on performance was found. Task conflict exhibited the same negative effect on 

performance, albeit being hypothesized to actually increase performance. This applies to 

objective as well as subjective performance. Additionally, a curvilinear relationship between task 

conflict intensity and subjective performance was validated. The relationship manifests itself 

through a bell-shaped form, with highest levels of performance among moderate levels of task 

conflict intensity and lower levels among high- and low-intensity task conflict. For objective 

performance, however, this effect could not be shown. 

 

Putting those findings into context, this study contributes to research in several ways. First, this 

study was able to illuminate the controversial effect of conflict and its types on performance (De 

Dreu & Weingart, 2003) by showing that either type negatively impacts performance. This does 

not differentiate between subjective and objective performance. Second, the findings indicate 

that the mechanism behind this effect does not relate to changes in behavioral activations. 

Previous research showed an effect on positive active emotions, which are emotions linked to 

activation and arousal (Todorova et al., 2014). However, an effect on behavioral activation itself 

cannot be validated by results of this paper. Neither the BIS nor the BAS demonstrated changes 

among conflict types proponing a mediational role of behavioral activation concerning the effect 

of conflict type on performance. Last, it could be shown that a curvilinear effect indeed exists 

between the intensity of task conflict and performance. Highest levels of performance occurred 

at moderate levels of task conflict, with lower levels among low- and high-intensity task 

conflicts. This is in line with the too-much-of-a-good-thing effect (Pierce & Aguinis, 2011), 

which states that many presumed linear positive effects are actually of more complex nature and 

diminish after a certain point. Still, this effect is only valid for subjective performance, not 

objective performance. This is especially interesting since a positive correlation between 

subjective and objective performance exists. However, this correlation is only weak (0.33), 

which could be an explanation why the same effect could not be validated for objective 
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performance as well. Still, this shows ground for further research concerning the relationship 

between objective and subjective performance. Apparently, it may feel like moderate conflicts 

increase performance, but actually it does not. 

 

Limitations 

Limitations of this study can first be found in the sample size. Although a larger sample size is 

preferable in any case, an effective sample size of 44 and 46 students does not fulfill 

requirements to fulfill the standard of a sound study as proposed by Simmons, Nelson, and 

Simonsohn (2011). Those proposed in their widely cited article a minimum sample size of 20 

participants per condition, which could not be reached due to a dropout rate of 31%. Further, 

aforementioned authors argue that a significantly small sample size can lead to false positive 

findings. However, this could also account in this case for false negatives, which emphasizes the 

need for further research on this subject. This would mean that non-significant differences in 

behavioral activation could also simply be due to a lack of participants.  

 

Additionally, several students of study 2 stated that some of the retrospective measurement 

questions of the BIS and BAS were confusing to them. Apparently, the transformation of the 

items into retrospective measures lead to confusion about the specific time meant in the items. 

More detailed explanation could have prevented that and would be a proper way to deal with this 

in future research. Moreover, study 2 did not control for the time between the conflict and the 

measurement. Memories are subject to distortion over time (Levine & Safer, 2002), thus 

retrospective measurements need to be taken into account with caution. Controlling for the time 

span would have been an opportunity to, at least partially, control for this distortion.  

 

Overcoming the challenge of passed time since the conflict, study 1 induced conflicts directly by 

means of videos. The downside of this, however, was that manipulation did not happen to the 

extent it was intended since no real-life conflict was included as in study 2. This can be seen in 

only moderate involvement. Still, the drawbacks of each study, being involvement and 

immediacy to the conflict, were tried to be counteracted by the complementary relationship of 

the two studies. 
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Implications for Science and Society 

Looking at the findings of this study, implications for research as well as practice arise.  First, 

replications of this study with proper sample size and more accurate measurements for the BIS 

and BAS could lead to more insight into the field of intragroup conflict theory. To specific, 

further development of the BIS and BAS scales according to Carver and White (2013) adjusted 

for retrospective measurement is proposed to prevent unclear questions, which could not be 

accounted for due to the limited scope of this study. Additionally, further research in the field is 

recommended in order to increase involvement and collect natural observations; whereas 

involvement was the drawback of study 1, natural observations could not take place in study 2 

due to the retrospective context. Further, the found curvilinear relationship between task conflict 

intensity and subjective performance builds ground for further research. Validation of the too-

much-of-a-good-thing effect among subjective performance queries so far found effects in 

organizational theory and demands further examination. As could be shown, effects in 

organizational theory are not always of linear nature. Therefore, replications of previous studies 

in organizational theory including non-linear models are suggested in order to gain more insight 

into the actual nature of effects.  

 

Practical implications of this study are that either type of conflict should be managed properly in 

order to prevent declines in performance. Although the notion of task conflict might include 

positive connotations, findings of this study validate negative effects of any intragroup conflict 

type in work-related situations. And in case there is any conflict: Keep it moderate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTRAGROUP CONFLICT AND PERFORMANCE 
23 

 
Conclusion 

The two conducted studies were able to shed more light upon the still contradictory literature on 

intragroup conflict and its effect on performance. Findings suggest that in any case conflict 

exerts a negative effect on performance, no matter what type. Based upon findings of those 

studies, changes in behavioral activation cannot account for the mechanism behind this effect. 

Interestingly, subjective performance is highest among moderate task conflict, however, this 

does not hold true for objective performance albeit significant correlation between both. In 

conclusion, the conducted experiments point out the bad side of conflict and remind us again that 

conflict requires proper management in order to effectively collaborate. 
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Appendix A –Verbal Transcripts of the Videos 

 

 

 

Task Conflict Condition 

Hey! I wanted to talk to you about the project meeting, what you said… Because you mentioned 

that everyone should get his own part, he researches data for and writes it solely himself and 

whatever… But I actually think that we, if we brainstorm as a group, and we gather data and then 

we write it, everyone writes his own part but we brainstorm as a group… I think this would be 

way wetter, it would be a way better strategy, because uhm… I worked in a lot of project group 

and trust me, your way is not going to work out. I want to do that for the group, and I’m sure that 

the strategy I propose will be better and we can also discuss that later in the WhatsApp 

groupchat, but I also think that… yeah, that the others should agree, but we will see about that 

later. See you later! 

 

 

 

Relationship Conflict Condition 

Hey! I wanted to talk to you. Uhm, I just wanted to say… I think it’s good to say that in the 

beginning, that I don’t think that we really get along that well. Because… I worked in a lot of 

project groups, and the last one were actually quite nice, we met up in private, had fund during 

the meetings, but I don’t think this is going to happen here… Because… You are just not a fun 

person to me. On a personal level, I don’t think I really get with you. So, yeah, I just wanted to 

say that, maybe its good if we do not stretch out our contact too much and just leave it by 

objective discussions at work. You are just not a fun person to me. Okay, then see you later! 
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Appendix B – The BIS/BAS Scales (Adjusted for State Measures) 

 

Instructions and Scales retrieved from Carver and White (2013), based upon initial scales 

developed in 1994 (Carver & White). BIS and BAS scale items were adjusted as situational 

items by the researcher. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Instructions: Each item of this questionnaire is a statement that a person may either agree with or 

disagree with. For each item, indicate how much you agree or disagree with what the item says. 

Please respond to all the items; do not leave any blank. Choose only one response to each 

statement. Please be as accurate and honest as you can be. Respond to each item as if it were the 

only item. That is, don't worry about being "consistent" in your responses. Choose from the 

following four response options: 

 

1 = strongly disagree 

2 = disagree 

3= somewhat disagree 

4 = neither disagree nor agree 

5 = somewhat agree 

6 = agree 

7 = strongly agree 

 

 

1. A person's family is the most important thing in life. 

2. Even if something bad happened to me right now, I would barely experience fear or 

nervousness. 

3. Right now, I go out of my way to get things I want. 

4. How I dress is important to me right now. 

5. If I got something I want right now, I would feel excited and energized. 

6. Right now, criticism or scolding hurts me quite a bit. 
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7. If I would want something right now, I would go all-out to get it. 

8. Right now, I do things for no other reason than that they might be fun. 

9. Right now, it's hard for me to find the time to do things such as get a haircut. 

10. If I saw a chance to get something I want right now, I would move on it right away. 

11. I would feel pretty worried or upset when I think or know somebody is angry at me right 

now. 

12. If I saw an opportunity for something I like right now, I would get excited right away. 

13. Right now, I act on the spur of the moment. 

14. If I think something unpleasant is going to happen right now, I would get pretty "worked 

up." 

15. Right now, I wonder why people act the way they do. 

16. When good things would happen to me right now, it would affect me strongly. 

17. Right now, I would feel worried if I think I had done poorly at something important. 

18. Right now, I crave excitement and new sensations. 

19. When I would go after something right now, I would use a "no holds barred" approach. 

20. Right now, I have very few fears compared to my friends. 

21. Right now, it would excite me to win a contest. 

22. Right now, I worry about making mistakes. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Items other than 2 and 20 are reverse-scored. 

BAS Drive:3, 7, 10, 19 
BAS Fun Seeking:8, 13, 18 

BAS Reward Responsiveness: 5, 12, 16, 21 
 

BIS:2, 6, 11, 14, 17, 20, 22 
 

Items 1, 4, 9, 15, are fillers. 
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Appendix C – The Intragroup Conflict Scale (Items for Task Conflict + Fillers) 

 

To what extent did you feel dissatisfied with the way of working within that project group? * 

To what extent did people in that project group disagree about opinions regarding the work being 
done? 

To what extent have there been conflicts about your ideas in that project group? 

To what extent did communication problems appeared within that project group? * 

How much conflict about the work you did was there in that project group? 

To what extent were there differences of opinion in that project group? 

To what extent did you feel pressured within that project group?  * 

 

* Items are filler items 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTRAGROUP CONFLICT AND PERFORMANCE 
28 

 
Appendix D –The BIS/BAS Scales (Adjusted for State Measures/Retrospective) 

 

Instructions and Scales retrieved from Carver and White (2013), based upon initial scales 

developed in 1994 (Carver & White). BIS and BAS scale items were adjusted as situational 

items by the researcher. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Instructions: Each item of this questionnaire is a statement that a person may either agree with or 

disagree with. For each item, indicate how much you agree or disagree with what the item says. 

Please respond to all the items; do not leave any blank. Choose only one response to each 

statement. Please be as accurate and honest as you can be. Respond to each item as if it were the 

only item. That is, don't worry about being "consistent" in your responses. Choose from the 

following four response options: 

 

1 = strongly disagree 

2 = disagree 

3= somewhat disagree 

4 = neither disagree nor agree 

5 = somewhat agree 

6 = agree 

7 = strongly agree 

 

1. A person's family is the most important thing in life. 

2. Even if something bad would happen to me at that time, I would barely experience fear or 

nervousness. 

3. At that time, I went out of my way to get things I want. 

4. If I would have done well at something at that time, I would have loved to keep at it. 

5. At that time, I was willing to try something new if I thought it will be fun. 

6. How I dress was important to me at that time. 
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7. If I would have gotten something I want at that time, I would have felt excited and 

energized. 

8.  At that time, criticism or scolding hurt me quite a bit. 

9. If I would have wanted something at that time, I would have went all-out to get it. 

10. At that time, I did things for no other reason than that they might be fun. 

11. At that time, it was hard for me to find the time to do things such as getting a haircut. 

12. If I would have seen a chance to get something I wanted at that time, I would have moved 

on it right away. 

13. I would have felt pretty worried or upset when I thought or knew somebody is angry at 

me at that time. 

14. If I would have seen an opportunity for something I liked at that time, I would have 

gotten excited right away. 

15. At that time, I acted on the spur of the moment. 

16. If I would have thought something unpleasant was going to happen at that time, I would 

have felt pretty "worked up." 

17. At that time, I wondered why people act the way they do. 

18. When good things would have happened to me at that time, it would have affected me 

strongly. 

19. At that time, I would have felt worried if I thought I had done poorly at something 

important. 

20. At that time, I craved excitement and new sensations. 

21. When I would have went after something at that time, I would have used a "no holds 

barred" approach. 

22. At that time, I had very few fears compared to my friends. 

23. At that time, it would have excited me to win a contest. 

24. At that time, I worried about making mistakes. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Items other than 2 and 22 are reverse-scored. 

BAS Drive:3, 9, 12, 21 

BAS Fun Seeking:5, 10, 15, 20 



INTRAGROUP CONFLICT AND PERFORMANCE 
30 

 
BAS Reward Responsiveness: 4, 7, 14, 18, 23 

 

BIS:2, 8, 13, 166, 19, 22, 24 

 

Items 1, 6, 11, 17, are fillers. 
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Appendix E – Additional Tables Results Study 2 

 

Table E1 

Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlations with confidence intervals 
  

 
 
Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values in 
square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. The confidence 
interval is a plausible range of population correlations that could have caused the sample 
correlation (Cumming, 2014). * indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01. 
 
Table E2  

Results of the Kruskal-Wallis test with BAS as a dependent and the condition as an independent 

variable. Chis-Square, degrees of freedom and the p-value are reported. 

 Chi-Square Degrees of Freedom P-Value 

Overall 7.89 2 0.02  

Task – Control 4.06 1 0.04  

Relation - Control 0.11 1 0.74  

Task – Relation 7.13 1 0.01  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 
        
      
1. BIS 4.73 0.90       
            
            
2. BAS 4.58 0.72 -.02     
      [-.30, .28]     
            
3. Subjective 
Performance 5.93 1.34 .04 .03   

      [-.26, .32] [-.26, .32]   
            
4. Objective 
Performance 5.28 1.94 -.18 .03 .64** 

      [-.45, .12] [-.26, .32] [.43, .78] 
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Table E3  

Results of the Kruskal-Wallis test with objective performance as a dependent and the condition 

as an independent variable. Chis-Square, degrees of freedom and the p-value are reported. 

 Chi-Square Degrees of Freedom P-Value 

Overall 8.36 2 0.02 

Task – Control 7.18 1 0.01 

 

Relation - Control 5.16 1 0.02 

Relation – Task 0.61 1 0.43 

 

Table E4 

Results of the Kruskal-Wallis test with subjective performance as a dependent and the condition 

as an independent variable. Chis-Square, degrees of freedom and the p-value are reported. 

 Chi-Square Degrees of Freedom P-Value 

Overall 9.50 2 0.01 

Task – Control 7.25 1 0.01 

 

Relation - Control 7.41 1 0.01 

Relation – Task 0.04` 1 0.84 
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