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Abstract
Over the last few decades, several studies have been conducted to examine the complex relationships between
team diversity and individual and organizational outcomes. Although, in theory, team diversity can foster
positive organizational synergies by increasing the variance of perspectives and approaches to work different
members can bring, the same idiosyncratic characteristics can also engender significant difficulties resulting
from problems in coordination, communication and conflict. This study used a sample of 44 work groups to
examine the influence of five types of diversity on team outcomes and the mediating role of task and relational
conflict on this relationship. A survey of 279 team members and interviews with the 44 team managers were
used to examine these relationships. Findings suggest that different forms of diversity impact task conflict in
different ways, which in turn is negatively associated with job satisfaction and team performance. Results further
show that diversity is unrelated to relational conflict; however, this type of conflict seems to hinder both job
satisfaction and team performance. Overall, these patterns suggest a complex link between team diversity and
how work groups function.
Key words: work groups; team diversity; intragroup conflict; performance; job satisfaction.
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Introduction

During the last few decades, organizations have embraced new structural forms in order to
reduce costs while maximizing flexibility and responsiveness to customer demands. These new
organizational forms are built around work groups (Albuquerque & Puente-Palacios, 2004; Ancona &
Caldwell, 1992; Webber & Donahue, 2001). One of the underlying assumptions of these new
structural forms is that groups can gather together the diversity of perspectives, expertise, and
experiences necessary to produce effective organizational outcomes (Levine, Resnick, & Higgins,
1993). This theoretical perspective is known in team literature as the cognitive diversity hypothesis
(Cox & Blake, 1991), and contends that the different cognitive attributes that members bring to the
team can foster creativity, innovation and problem solving, and thus results in superior performance.
However, while team member diversity can potentially create value and benefits for teams, they
can also pose a threat to adequate team functioning and often result in suboptimal performance
(Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999). In fact, diversity is often portrayed as a
‘double edged sword’ by organizational researchers. Some theoretical perspectives, such as the
attraction-selection theory or the social identity theory, postulate that people prefer similarity in their
interaction, suggesting that member heterogeneity has an adverse impact on team outcomes (Byrne,
1971). These theoretical perspectives suggest that homogenous groups can outperform heterogeneous
teams due to higher cohesion within the group.
In light of these competing theoretical perspectives, it is not surprising that empirical findings
have also been inconsistent, perpetuating the lack of consensus on how team diversity can influence
team processes and outcomes (Joshi & Roh, 2009; Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007). Some studies have
reported that team diversity is positively associated with performance (e.g. Van der Vegt, Van de
Vliert, & Huang, 2005), while others reported that team diversity has been found to negatively affect
performance (e.g. Leonard, Levine, & Joshi, 2004). The majority of these studies, however, have
reported a non-significant relationship between team diversity and performance (De Wit & Greer,
2008; Joshi & Roh, 2009). Furthermore, even within these studies, the effects of gender, age, tenure,
or other forms of diversity on team outcomes have varied (e.g. Ely, 2004; Kearney, Gerbert, &
Voelpel, 2009; Kirkman, Tesluk, & Rosen, 2004; Schippers, Den Hartog, Koopman, & Wienk, 2003).
In light of these conflicting findings regarding the main effects of diversity on organizational
performance, several researchers have been proposing that a more complex framework is needed to
study the impact of work team diversity (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). Specifically, they stress that it
is important to go beyond the so called black box studies, which do not measure the intervening
process variables (Lawrence, 1997), by incorporating some contextual aspects (e.g., culture or group
characteristics), different types of diversity (task-oriented and relations-oriented diversity), and some
intervening variables (e.g., intragroup conflict) (De Wit & Greer, 2008; Jehn et al., 1999; Williams &
O’Reilly, 1998).
The objective of our study is to provide and test a more detailed model of the process by which
different types of diversity affect performance in a culturally specific context, the Brazilian
organizations. In other words, it is our objective to untangle the complex set of relationships among
diversity and organization outcomes. Our research model proposes that work group diversity indirectly
affects team performance and members’ satisfaction through two types of conflict: task conflict and
relational conflict. Thus, we test a model that explores the black box between diversity and group
outcomes via an intervening variable, intragroup conflict.
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Conceptual Background and Hypotheses

Key concepts
Team member diversity is an aggregate team-level construct that represents differences among
members of an interdependent work group with respect to a specific personal attribute (Jackson, Joshi,
& Erhardt, 2003; Joshi & Roh, 2009). In line with past research, we distinguish between task-oriented
diversity and relations-oriented diversity. Task-oriented diversity, or informational diversity, refers to
differences in knowledge bases that members bring to the group, such as differences in experience,
skill, or information relevant to cognitive tasks. The attributes of this type of diversity (e.g. functional
background, education, organizational tenure) are considered to be a team’s cognitive resource base
and have the potential to create value through the exchange of information and perspectives among
team members. In contrast, relations-oriented diversity, also referred to as demographic diversity
(Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999) or social category diversity (Jehn et al., 1999), can be described as
the extent to which a work group is heterogeneous with respect to attributes such as gender, age, and
race. These attributes are cognitively accessible, pervasive, and immutable and are associated with
social categorization processes. These social categorization processes can be manifested in bias and
negative attitudes toward others within the group who are dissimilar, and thus may have a negative
impact on the group outcomes (Joshi & Roh, 2009).
Each of these types of diversity present distinct challenges and opportunities for work groups,
and consequently should influence team outcomes in different ways. On the other hand, it is important
to consider some intervening variables to better understand the relationship between these variables.
Intragroup conflict is assumed to be one intervening variable that may help untangle the black box
between diversity and team outcomes (Jehn et al., 1999; Pelled et al., 1999).
Intragroup conflict can be defined as an awareness of perceived discrepancies or
incompatibilities between members of an interdependent group. Since team members contribute with
task and social inputs, it is possible to distinguish between conflict based on substantive disagreements
and conflict based on interpersonal incompatibilities (Guetzkow & Gyr, 1954). The first type of
conflict is often referred to as task, substantive, or cognitive conflict (Janssen, Van de Vliert, &
Veenstra, 1999; Jehn, Chadwick, & Thatcher, 1997; Pelled, 1996; Pelled et al., 1999) and is defined as
substantive disagreements about the content of the task that the group is performing, including issues
such as the allocation of resources, application of procedures, and the implementation of policies
(Guimarães & Martins, 2008; Janssen et al., 1999). The second type of conflict is referred to as
relational (Jehn et al., 1997; Jehn & Mannix, 2001) or emotional conflict (Pelled, 1996; Pelled et al.,
1999) and is characterized by interpersonal divergences among group members that typically include
tension, anger, animosity, and other negative feelings (Guimarães & Martins, 2008; Pelled et al.,
1999). Examples of relational conflict are clashes of interpersonal styles, personal values, and
ideological preferences, among others.

Diversity and conflict
The belief that team diversity can foster organizational outcomes is anchored in the idea that
diversity will provide teams with a variety of viewpoints and perspectives, and thus enable teams to
explore a broader skill base (Cox & Blake, 1991). The underlying assumption is that heterogeneous
teams are composed by members with more diverse life and organizational experiences than
homogeneous teams (Milliken & Martins, 1996). When different perspectives and experiences come
into play in a work group, conflicts within the group may arise (Pelled et al., 1999).
Nevertheless, some types of diversity are more likely to result in certain types of conflicts than
others. As such, an increase in task related conflicts is more likely to come from heterogeneous teams
consisting of members with differing educational backgrounds, functional backgrounds and
organizational tenures (Jehn et al., 1997; Jehn et al., 1999; Pelled et al., 1999; Williams & O’Reilly,
BAR, Rio de Janeiro, v. 9, n. 2, art. 1, pp. 127-146, Apr./June 2012

www.anpad.org.br/bar

Exploring the Black Box in Brazilian Work Groups

131

1998). This happens because disagreements about the task content are likely to emerge when
workgroups are composed by members with different experiences and knowledge. Therefore, we
expect that if team members have incongruent opinions or if they have opposing task perceptions, the
potential for task conflict will likely increase:
Hypothesis 1: Informational (job related) diversity will increase task conflict in workgroups.
On the other hand, social category diversity is more likely to incite social categorization and,
therefore, result in relationship conflicts. Demographic attributes such as race, gender, or age are often
used for social categorization (Jehn et al., 1997). Pelled (1996) describes social categorization as a
natural tendency for individuals to structure their perceptions of themselves and others by means of
abstract social categories. According to Tsui, Egan and O’Reilly (1992) this can lead group members
to perceive members from different social categories as less trustworthy, honest, and cooperative than
members of their own category. This can lead to discrimination and segregation within the work
group, disrupting the interaction between group members. Therefore, we expect that this intragroup
hostility and animosity will likely increase the interpersonal conflicts between group members:
Hypothesis 2: Social category (non job related) diversity will increase relational conflict in
workgroups.

Conflict and team outcomes
Despite the early belief that conflict hinders performance and reduces satisfaction among team
members (Hackman & Morris, 1975; Pondy, 1967), several researchers have theorized that conflict is
beneficial under certain circumstances (Tjosvold, 1991; Van de Vliert & De Dreu, 1994). Eisenhardt
Kahwajy and Bourgeois (1997) argue that task conflict provides more information, a deeper
understanding of issues, and a richer set of possible solutions. A lack of conflict can increase
cohesiveness and might make the task of organizing easier, but will also result in groupthink and
greater task uncertainty. In other words, when task conflict is absent, teams might not realize that
inefficiencies exist.
Moderate levels of task conflict have been shown to be beneficial to group performance,
especially when working on complex and non-routine tasks (Jehn, 1995, 1997). This is because it can
improve decision quality due to the fact that the synthesis that emerges from conflict is generally
superior to individual perspectives of team members (Schwenk, 1990). However, relational conflict is
considered to be detrimental to both performance and member satisfaction (Jehn, 1995). The anxiety
produced by interpersonal incompatibilities may inhibit cognitive functioning and distract members
from the task, which causes them to perform less effectively (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981).
Research on individuals’ affective reactions to intragroup conflict reveals that, in general, both
types of conflict hinder the satisfaction of team members (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn et al.,
1997; Pelled et al., 1999). Defined as “a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the
appraisal of one's job or job experiences” (Locke, 1976, p. 1300), job satisfaction is influenced by the
way people experience and deal with conflict in their work groups. While relational conflict promotes
uncomfortable feelings that may lead to frustration, strain and uneasiness, inhibiting the ability of the
group members to enjoy each other and their work in the group, task conflict may also cause tension,
antagonism and unhappiness among group members and an unwillingness to work together in the
future. In fact, Ross (1989) suggests that the normal reaction to any form of disagreement is frustration
and dissatisfaction. An increase in the level of conflict (whether emotional or cognitive) will cause
more friction within the team if not dealt with correctly, and will make the team members feel less
comfortable. Their morale will decrease and as a consequence their job satisfaction will also.
Despite the consensus that both types of conflict hinder job satisfaction, findings have been
divergent regarding which type of conflict is more relevant to dissatisfaction among team members.
The vast majority of these studies report that relational conflict tends to have a stronger impact on
dissatisfaction than task conflict (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Guimarães & Martins, 2008).
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Nevertheless some studies found that task conflict can be more detrimental to members’ satisfaction
than relational conflict (Nijdam, 1998; Silva, 2009; Vermeul, 1996).
In our study, it is hypothesized that both types of conflict will have a negative impact on team
members’ satisfaction. However, we expect that relational conflict will have a stronger negative
impact on member satisfaction than task conflict. Due to the collectivist nature of Brazilian culture, it
is expected that team members in Brazilian organizations will feel more distressed and uncomfortable
with conflict that jeopardizes their tight social network (Holt & DeVore, 2005). Since belonging to
groups and preserving harmony is critical to this culture, relational conflict will likely create a higher
dissatisfaction than other forms of substantive disagreements.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): Both task and relational conflict will be negatively related to members’ job
satisfaction; however, the relationship with members’ satisfaction will be stronger in the case of
relational conflict than task conflict.
Regarding the relationship between task conflict and team performance, empirical findings have
been somewhat contradictory. For example, Eisenhardt et al. (1997) found that top management teams
with low levels of task conflict are associated with poor decision making, hereby suggesting that task
conflict and performance are positively related. The authors argued that task conflict leads to a higher
performance because members are more likely to offer and evaluate various solutions, thus reaching
optimal decisions and outcomes. Jehn (1994) and Tjosvold, Law and Sun (1999) also reported a
positive relationship between task conflict and performance. However, several others claim that task
conflict hinders performance, as team members will work less effectively and produce suboptimal
outcomes (Janssen et al., 1999; Jehn, 1995; Jehn et al., 1999). Jehn (1995) adds that the type of task a
group performs influences the relationship between conflict and performance, suggesting that groups
performing non-routine tasks will benefit more from the diversity of ideas and perspectives of others
than groups performing routine tasks.
However, Jehn et al. (1997) also place a limitation on the experience of intragroup conflict.
Groups with high levels of task conflict might perform well objectively, but have the perception of a
poor performance. On the other hand, group members who perceive low levels of task conflict may
mistakenly believe their group performed well, despite inadequate levels of discussion, debate and
critical evaluation. As the team members feel less satisfied with the job they perform, they will
perceive the performance in a more negative manner, and indicate a lower performance.
Regarding relational conflict, research findings have been more consistent, suggesting that when
group members have interpersonal problems with one another, they tend to lose perspective about the
task being performed and their cognitive processes of complex information tend to be weakened (Staw
et al., 1981). Supporting this position, Pelled (1996) and Jehn et al. (1999) presented findings of a
highly significant negative association between relational conflict and group performance. Amason
(1996) also found significant negative correlations between relational conflict (referred to as affective
or dysfunctional conflict) and performance, stating that relational conflict negatively influences the
quality of decisions made and causes lower commitment.
Since a harmonious relationship among group members is of utmost importance in collectivistic
cultures, such as Brazil, it would be expected that team members will avoid confrontation and conflict
and emphasize harmony within the group (Sobral, Carvalhal, & Almeida, 2008; Westwood, Tang, &
Kirkbride, 1992). This conflict avoidance strategy is reinforced by a high hierarchical distance
between members and team leaders, as a way of showing obedience and loyalty (Barros & Prates,
1996). In these cultures, task performance will be secondary to the conciliatory image portrayed within
the group (Nibler & Harris, 2003; Shenkar & Ronen, 1987). Therefore, it is assumed that a culture that
stresses the potential harm of conflict and the avoidance of conflict at all costs is likely to experience
only the negative effects of conflict. Groups operating within this cultural context are unlikely to
experience the positive consequences of task conflict. Consequently, it is hypothesized that in Brazil,
both relational and task conflict will be negatively correlated with team performance.
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Hypothesis 4 (H4): Both task and relational conflict will be negatively related to team
performance.

Conflict as a mediator of the relationship between diversity and team outcomes
The conflicting empirical findings in diversity studies have been used to contend that there are
no main effects of team diversity on organizational outcomes (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). However,
the majority of these studies have failed to open the Black Box of diversity, and investigate the effect
of diversity on team outcomes as explained by its effect on different group processes, such as
intragroup conflict. Lawrence (1997) was among the first to criticize how organizational researchers
have been interpreting the relationship between diversity variables and organizational outcomes,
stressing that these interpretations often include subjective concepts, however, most organizational
diversity studies neither measure nor test the related inferences.
Different types of intragroup conflict are, both implicitly and explicitly, assumed to be a natural
consequence of diversity in team members. Therefore to better understand the effects of diversity and
team outcomes, we believe that it is important to understand the dynamic relationships between
diversity and conflict and between conflict and team outcomes.
Hence, the model proposed and tested in this study moves away from the mentioned Black Box
studies, rejecting the existence of a direct relationship between diversity and organizational outcomes.
In our model, the relationship between diversity and team outcomes is mediated by the intragroup
conflict. Since we hypothesized that diversity gives rise to conflict and that conflict is linked to team
satisfaction and performance, we hypothesize the effects of work group diversity will be mediated by
the types of intragroup conflict that they give rise to. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 5 (H5): Task conflict will mediate the effects of informational diversity on team
performance and job satisfaction.
Hypothesis 6 (H6): Relational conflict will mediate the effects of social category diversity on
team performance and job satisfaction.
The presented six hypotheses constitute an intervening process model of work group diversity,
conflict, and team outcomes.

Method

Participants
Participants of this study included members of 44 work groups from eight Brazilian companies
belonging to high technology industries. The choice of high technology companies was made because
they operate in particularly ambiguous environments in which there are hardly any certainties, and
procedures are often not fixed, making conflict more prevalent (Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, & Bourgeois,
1997). All of the researched companies had more than 10,000 employees to avoid influence of size
differences between companies.
For the purposes of this research, work groups were defined as intact social entities with
boundaries embedded in one or more larger social systems, with two or more members who are
interdependent in their tasks and share responsibility for outcomes (Hackman, 1987). We use the
labels team and group interchangeably in this study, despite recognizing that there may be degrees of
difference, rather than fundamental divergences, in the meanings implied by these terms (Guzzo &
Dickson, 1996). For example, Katzenbach and Smith (1993) assert that groups become teams when
they develop a sense of shared commitment and strive for synergy among members. In other words,
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teams are groups where members are interdependent and share goals, tasks and outcomes
(Albuquerque & Puente-Palacios, 2004).
A total number of 279 team members participated in this study, which represented an average
response rate within groups of 82%. The teams in our sample had an average size of approximately 8
members (s.d. = 2.1), with 33 percent being female, on average (s.d. = 13 percent). The average team
member had a mean age of 35 years (s.d. = 4.7) and a mean tenure of 8.2 years (s.d. = 5.1).

Procedures
To test the hypotheses and examine the impact of diversity and conflict on team performance
and member satisfaction, a survey was distributed to team members of the companies researched. It
was explained to participants that the survey was voluntary and that data would be treated
anonymously. Questionnaires were administered in Portuguese. The translation and back-translation
procedure was employed and some minor adjustments were made to items’ descriptions to ensure
accuracy of meaning.
In order to add qualitative support to the quantitative data from the survey, semi-structured
interviews were held with managers of the teams researched. The interviews had the purpose of
capturing more sensitive, and sometimes elusive, aspects of group conflict, thereby improving the
study’s internal validity. In these interviews managers were asked to describe the nature of
cooperation in their teams. Special attention was given to group dynamics as to how the group dealt
with differences of opinions and interpersonal disagreements. The questions used to guide the
interviews were based on Jehn’s work (1995). Finally, the managers were asked to evaluate the
performance of their teams.

Measures
The survey instrument that was developed for this study consisted of 32 self-reported questions
ordered randomly. Each item score was collected separately per team member.
Diversity. To determine the level of diversity within each team in terms of age, gender,
education level, functional background, and organizational and departmental tenure, six categorical
variables were measured. For measuring heterogeneity, Blau’s formula of heterogeneity was used
(Knight et al., 1999). Blau’s formula subtracts 1 by the sum of squares of the proportions. Blau’s
formula is 1 - Σi2, where i is proportion. To clarify this formula, an example of functional background
is presented: assume that one team consists of three people with a background in economics (i = 3/6),
two others have an engineering background (i = 2/6), and the last person has a marketing background
(i = 1/6). The heterogeneity ratio would in this case be: 1 - Σ(3/6)2 + (2/6)2 + (1/6)2 = 1 – 0.39 = 0.61.
Conflict. The relational conflict scale (10 items) combined items from the Knight et al. (1999)
study to determine the interpersonal conflict of a unit and the Jehn et al. (1997) study on relationship
conflict. Task conflict scale (6 items) derives from the study of Pelled, Eisenhardt and Xin (1999).
Each of these scales used 5-point Likert questions. The coefficient alphas for relational and task
conflict were 0.82 and 0.79, respectively. To obtain group-level measures from individual-level
responses we averaged individual scale scores across the group members of a particular group and
tested whether the aggregation of individual-level measures to the group level was appropriate. We
computed the intraclass correlation coefficients ICC(1) and eta squared coefficients (Bliese, 2000) for
both conflict types. A statistically significant F-test for eta squared and ICC(1) indicates that the
between-group variance of a measure is greater than its within-group variance (Klein, Conn, Smith, &
Sorra, 2001). The ICC(1) values ranged from 0.19 (for task conflict) to 0.24 (for relational conflict)
and the eta squared ranged from 0.31 (for task conflict) to 0.35 (for relational conflict), and were all
statistically significant (sig. < 0.001). Overall, both measures justified the aggregation of the variables,
indicating that any two individuals within the same group are more similar in responses than two
people from different groups.
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Task routineness. Task routineness was included as a control variable since several studies
report that the type of task can influence the relationship between conflict and performance. To
measure task routineness we used 3 Likert-style questions from the Jehn et al. (1997) study. The
coefficient alpha for task routineness was 0.87. Aggregation to the group level was justified by an eta
squared of 0.33 and a ICC(1) of 0.22. .
To ensure the convergent and discriminant validity of task conflict, relational conflict and task
routineness measures, first an exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and then a confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA), was conducted on all participant responses (N = 279). The EFA yielded a 3-factor
solution that accounted for 72.40% of the total variance. All indicators loaded on their theoretical
constructs (factors loadings varied from 0.658 to 0.902). No secondary loadings above 0.40 were
detected. Since the results of the EFA confirmed the proposed theoretical model, we then proceeded
with a CFA in order to assess the fit of the factorial structure. The CFA, using a maximum likelihood
estimation method, produced a Chi-square of 1.58 per degree of freedom, a goodness of fit index
(GFI) of 0.91 and a root-mean-square residual (RMSEA) of 0.048. Additionally, all indicators
presented factor loadings statistically significant at 1%, indicating a good fit between the data and the
theoretical factor structure.
Satisfaction. Job satisfaction scale comprised six items based on the study of Tsui et al. (1992).
To ensure the validity of the scale, a factor analysis was also performed on all participant responses (N
= 279). The resulting one dimensional factor explained 69.4% of the total variance and factor loadings
varied from 0.83 and 0.65. The coefficient alpha was 0.80 and the average item-total correlation was
0.69. Aggregation to the group level was justified by an eta squared of 0.29 and a ICC(1) of 0.20.
Performance. To measure perceived team performance, the following question was asked to
team members on a 5-point Likert scale: How well do you think your unit performs? Aggregation to
the group level was justified by an eta squared of 0.32 and an ICC(1) of 0.25. Additionally, each
manager rated the actual team performance on a 5-point scale during the interviews.

Analysis
To test the proposed hypotheses, multiple regression analyses were used. To test the H1 and H2,
social category diversity (age and gender diversity) and informational diversity (educational,
organizational tenure and functional diversity) were treated as the independent variables, while
measures of task and relational conflict were treated as the dependent variables. To test H3 and H4,
both measures of conflict were considered as independent variables, while measures of performance
(perceived and manager’s evaluation) and satisfaction were treated as the dependent variables. All
regression analyses used variables aggregated to the group level to avoid problems of asymmetric
perceptions of conflict within a work group (Jehn, Rispens, & Thatcher, 2010).
Finally, to test if task and relational conflict would act as mediators between diversity and team
outcomes, the standard procedure used to test mediating effect was used. First, regressing the mediator
(conflict) on the independent variable (diversity), second, regressing the dependent variable (team
outcomes) on the independent variable, and finally regressing the dependent on both the mediator and
the independent variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Mediation requires the following conditions: (1) the
independent variable has an effect on the mediator in the first equation; (2) the independent variable
affects the dependent variable in the second equation; (3) the mediator affects the dependent variable
in the third equation; (4) the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable is smaller in
the third equation than in the second. Perfect mediation exists if the independent variable has no direct
effect on the dependent variable in the third equation (Baron & Kenny, 1986). To avoid problems
associated with multicollinearity among the two highly correlated conflict variables, we ran separate
regression models for each of them.
An important methodological concern of this study regards the reliability of the data gathered
through the questionnaire-based survey, especially the potential common method variance problem of
the collected data structure. To address this issue we developed a two-step strategy. First, the
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questionnaire was prepared taking into account the main causes of common method variance, i.e.,
common rater effect, item characteristic effect, item context effect and measurement context effect
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). For example, we limited social desirability bias (an
important component of common rater effect) explaining in the questionnaire introduction that: (a) the
survey was developed with academic purposes and not to make judgments on individuals or
institutions, (b) questionnaire responses were not linked to the identity of the respondent, and (c) data
would be treated with strict confidentiality. We also avoided item ambiguity (an important component
of item characteristic effect) through the pre-test of the questionnaire in the language of application
with business graduate students. After the completion of the survey, we performed the Harman’s onefactor test as ex post control of the final database. Neither a single factor from the factor analysis nor a
general factor in accounting for the covariance of independent variables emerged from our analysis
which minimizes the occurrence of common method variance disturbances (Podsakoff & Organ,
1986).

Results

Table 1 provides the regression analyses that tested the impact of diversity on team conflict.
Hypothesis 1 predicted that informational diversity would have positive associations with task conflict
in work groups. This hypothesis was partially supported, since the only positive association between
informational diversity and task conflict was functional background diversity (β = 0.283; p < 0.01).
Unexpectedly, the relationships between organizational tenure diversity and task conflict was nonsignificant, while those between educational diversity and task conflict was significant, however
negative (β = - 0.312; p < 0.01). According to these results, functional background diversity seems to
be a key driver of task conflict, while educational diversity seems to hinder it. The fact that different
types of informational diversity seem to have different impacts on task conflict makes it difficult to
accept H1. Contrary to our initial expectations, a negative association between gender diversity and
task conflict was also found (β = -0.278; p < 0.01), suggesting that when groups are more diverse in
terms of gender composition, task conflict will likely decrease.
On the other hand, Hypothesis 2, on the influence of social category diversity on relational
conflict was not supported (β = - 0.202; p > 0.05 and β = 0.196; p > 0.05, respectively). According to
these results, social category diversity seems to have no effect on interpersonal conflicts within
Brazilian work groups. Since the sample size was limited to 44 work groups, we computed the
statistical power of the regression analysis using G*Power 3 software to determine Type II error
probability (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). For a level of significance of 0.05 and a large
effect size (0.35), the statistical power of the R2 test was 0.82, above the required 0.80 suggested by
Cohen (1992). However, the power of the test is not satisfactory for medium (0.15) and small (0.02)
effect sizes. We used Cohen’s magnitude of effects, as we didn’t have enough studies in Brazil that
could be used as reliable benchmarks of the effect size.
Table 1
Regression Analyses Predicting Conflict
Task Conflict (N = 44)

Relational Conflict (N = 44)

.134

-.202

-.278**

.196

-.167

.072

Predictors
Age diversity
Gender diversity
Educational diversity

Continues
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Table 1 (continued)
Task Conflict (N = 44)

Relational Conflict (N = 44)

Organizational tenure diversity

-.312**

.188

Functional background diversity

.283**

.180

.255

.080

10.23**

1.21

R-squared
F test

Note. * p-values < 0.05; ** p-values < 0.01.
All entries are standardized regression coefficients. One-tailed tests were used for effects predicted in directional hypotheses.
Considering a level of significance of 0.05 and a large effect size (0.35), the statistical power of the R2 test was 0.82.

Table 2 provides the regression analyses that tested the impact of conflict on team outcomes
(worker morale and group performance). Hypothesis 3 predicted that both task and relational conflict
are negatively related to job satisfaction and that this relationship is stronger in the case of relational
conflict. Consistent with H3, results show that both relational (β = -0.356; p < 0.01) and task conflict
(β = -0.244; p < 0.01) have a significant negative association with job satisfaction. Also consistent
with our initial hypothesis the association is stronger in the case of relational conflict. This finding
suggests that relational conflict is more likely to promote dissatisfaction than task conflict in work
groups in Brazil. Overall, intragroup conflict (whether emotional or cognitive) seemed to explain
approximately 23% of the variance in job satisfaction in our sample.
Hypothesis 4, on the effects of conflict on team performance, was only partially supported by
the regressions. In our sample, both relational and task conflict were negatively associated with
members’ perceived team performance (β = -0.313 and β = -0.354; p < 0.01), however, they were not
related to managers’ appraisals of team performance (β = -0.032 and β = -0.027; p > 0.10).
Table 2
Regression Analyses Predicting Team Outcomes
Job Satisfaction
(N = 44)

Perceived Performance
(N = 44)

Manager Appraisal
(N = 44)

.082

-.015

.013

Relational Conflict

-.356**

-.313**

-.032

Task Conflict

-.244**

-.354**

-.027

.234

.276

.011

8.50**

11.85**

.406

Control Variable
Task Routineness
Main Effects

R-squared
F test

Note. * p-values < 0.05; ** p-values < 0.01.
All entries are standardized regression coefficients. One-tailed tests were used for effects predicted in directional hypotheses.
Considering a level of significance of 0.05 and a large effect size (0.35), the statistical power of the R2 test was 0.90.

Finally, to test if conflict would act as a mediator in the relationship between diversity and team
outcomes, the procedure suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) was used. Since the regressions
between task and relational conflict and both measures of team outcomes were already conducted (as
presented in Table 2), we first regressed job satisfaction on all variables of diversity. Surprisingly,
only the relationship between age diversity and job satisfaction was positively significant (β = 0.562; p
< 0.01), meaning that when work groups are composed by members from different age groups, job
satisfaction will increase. However, when relational and task conflict were controlled, this relationship
between age diversity remained equally significant, while all other measures of diversity remained
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non-significant, suggesting that neither relational nor task conflict mediate the relationship between
diversity and job satisfaction.
Similarly, we regressed members’ perceived performance on measures of social category and
informational diversity. Despite our initial assumption that social categorization would be associated
with lower performance, no direct associations were found, corroborating some previous studies
(Balkundi, Kilduff, Barsness, & Michael, 2007; Choi, 2007). The only significant association found
was between functional background diversity and perceived performance (β = - 0.450; p < 0.01),
suggesting that functional diversity is negatively related to performance in Brazilian work groups.
However, when task and relational conflict were controlled, the effect of functional background
diversity and perceived performance remained significant, while the effects of the other types of
diversity remained non-significant. Thus, the mediating role of task and relational conflict were not
confirmed, and therefore neither hypothesis H5 nor H6 were supported. Table 3 presents results of the
mediated regression analyses.
Table 3
Results of Mediated Regression Analyses
Independent Variables

Job Satisfaction (N = 44)

Perceived Performance (N = 44)

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Main Effects
.562**

.575**

.507**

.542**

.158

.134

.115

.141

Gender diversity

.102

.087

.117

.067

.116

.129

.097

.071

Educational diversity

-.065

-.074

-.047

-.144

.120

.085

.104

.028

Age diversity

Organizational tenure diversity

.173

.169

.124

.090

-.089

-.043

-.118

-.182

Functional background diversity

-.064

-.093

-.065

-.009

-.450**

-.432**

-.401**

-.392**

Mediators
Relational Conflict
Task Conflict
R-squared
F test

.289**

-.337**
-.252**

-.202*

-.304**

-.292**
-.254**

-.215*

.289

.352

.312

.433

.194

.237

.314

.358

7.07**

8.45**

8.68**

9.26**

4.18**

5.38**

6.07**

6.78**

Note. * p-values < 0.05; ** p-values < 0.01.
All entries are standardized regression coefficients. One-tailed tests were used for effects predicted in directional hypotheses.

Discussion

The study reported here makes a contribution to existing research on work group diversity by
examining the mediating role of intragroup conflict on team outcomes in Brazilian organizations.
Researchers have often relied on the argument that diversity increases conflict, which, in turn,
influences team outcomes, such as team members’ morale and group performance. This study assesses
the validity of this argument in a specific cultural context with the objective of untangling the complex
black box between diversity and team outcomes. However, the relationships between diversity,
conflict and performance are not straightforward. Results show that different forms of diversity have
distinctive effects on different types of conflict, which in turn affect job satisfaction and team
performance in specific ways.
Our first two hypotheses examined the impact of diversity on both relational and task conflict.
Results showed three significant associations in different directions. First, a positive association was
found between functional background diversity and task conflict, meaning that team members’
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differences in functional backgrounds should result in a higher level of task conflict. This result is
consistent with De Wit and Greer (2008) meta-analysis which reported a positive association between
job-related diversity and task conflict. As Pelled et al. (1999) noted: “because functional background
is so relevant to work, people are particularly likely to draw on belief structures based on functional
background when addressing workplace issues” (p. 20). Therefore, we can conclude that functional
background diversity is a key enhancer of task conflict in work groups. This finding suggests that team
mangers should use cross-functional teams to avoid groupthink and stimulate differences of opinion
within a team.
Second, a negative association between organizational tenure diversity and task conflict was
revealed. This means that teams where tenure diversity is lower, i.e., a team composed of members
with similar histories in the organization, there will be higher levels of task conflict. A possible
explanation for this result can be the fact that teams that have a longer history together have accepted
the presence of constructive conflict, which teams with a shorter history have not yet achieved.
Contrary to the De Wit and Greer (2008) meta-analysis, which reported a positive association between
non-job related diversity and task conflict, we also found evidence of a negative influence of gender
diversity on task conflict. This finding seems to suggest that when teams are heterogeneous with
respect to gender composition, task conflict will likely decrease, which can be a sign of a certain
sensitiveness in the relationship between males and females in Brazilian work groups.
Contrary to our initial hypothesis, but consistent with the De Wit and Greer (2008) metaanalysis, relational conflict was not associated with social category diversity. Despite the theoretical
argument that social categorical characteristics, such as gender and age, provide a salient basis for
identity, and subsequent hostilities and interpersonal conflicts within a group (Jehn et al., 1999),
results did not validate this hypothesis. One possible interpretation is that gender and age composition
are unrelated to relational conflict, triggering categorization and social comparison processes that
cancel each other’s effects (Jehn et al., 1997).
Regarding the impact of conflict on group outcomes, the empirical findings confirmed our
hypotheses. Consistent with the meta-analysis of De Dreu and Weingart (2003), significant proof was
found for a negative association between both relational and task conflict and job satisfaction.
However, results showed a stronger negative association between relational conflict and job
satisfaction than was found between task conflict and job satisfaction, which is consistent with the
proposed hypothesis, since we would expect that Brazilian workers would feel more distressed and
uncomfortable with the type of conflict that jeopardizes their tight social network. Contrary to other
studies conducted in Brazil, our study found that both types of conflict were significant predictors of
team morale. In one of those studies, Guimarães and Martins (2008) found that only relational conflict
was associated with affective responses of team members, while Silva’s study (2009) found that only
task conflict was associated with job satisfaction.
The negative impact of both types of conflict and satisfaction was confirmed by the interviews
with team managers. However, interviewed managers do not always understand the existence of
different forms of conflict and some tended to view conflict as a dysfunctional aspect of group work.
Particular importance was given by managers to the unity of the group.
The difficulty managers showed in determining the difference between both kinds of conflict is
supported by Janssen, Van de Vliert and Veenstra (1999). Even if team members recognize the
difference between both kinds of conflict they might react in a similar manner. Task conflict can be
taken personally and as a consequence turn into relational conflict (Pelled et al., 1999). Different
perspectives and opinions can be seen by team members as an attack on their own personal ideas.
They could then feel more insecure about their delivered work and act in a defensive manner. Tension
and pressure will increase within the group and job satisfaction among members is likely to decrease.
As for the connection between conflict and performance, it would be expected that relational
conflict would be regarded as unwanted or harmful in Brazilian work groups, given the greater value
placed on the harmony of the group. This would mean that relational conflict would be negatively
BAR, Rio de Janeiro, v. 9, n. 2, art. 1, pp. 127-146, Apr./June 2012

www.anpad.org.br/bar

F. Sobral, D. Bisseling

140

associated with team performance. Similarly, we also assumed that Brazilians workers would also
react negatively to task conflict, since task performance would be secondary to preserving harmony in
the work group. Corroborating our hypotheses, our study shows that both types of conflict are
negatively associated with team perceived performance, which is consistent with De Dreu and
Weingart’s (2003) meta-analysis: 20 out of the 25 studies analyzed reported negative associations
between relational and task conflict and team performance. The negative association between conflict
and perceived performance seems to be related to the same association between conflict and
satisfaction. A team member who is less satisfied with his or her job will likely rate the team’s
performance lower than a member who is fully satisfied.
Finally, although we found that some forms of diversity were related to task conflict and task
conflict was related to job satisfaction and team perceived performance, a third condition was not met
in verifying a mediating effect: a significant relationship between diversity and team outcomes without
conflict included in the equation. Only age diversity was negatively related to members’ satisfaction
and functional background diversity was negatively associated with perceived performance; however,
their effects on satisfaction and performance remained significant when conflict was controlled.
Perhaps this third condition was not identified because we were unable to use a full structural equation
model.

Conclusion

Theoretical implications
Demography scholars have frequently argued that conflict plays a central role in the relationship
between diversity and team outcomes. This study was built on this argument, examining the complex
relationships between these constructs in Brazilian work groups. Findings suggest that different forms
of diversity have distinct impacts on task conflict because of the specific characteristics of each type of
diversity and because of the interactions among them. Contrary to our expectations, social category
diversity seems to be unrelated to relational conflict. Further, findings also suggest that conflict,
whether of emotional or cognitive nature, seems to hinder satisfaction and performance, which
challenges the assumption that conflict based on emotions is linked to lower performance, while
conflict based on substantive disagreements has a positive impact on team performance.
The optimistic view of team diversity argues that a greater variety of perspectives and skills can
increase team performance by stimulating constructive disagreements on important task-related issues;
however, our findings point in the opposite direction. Despite evidence that differences in functional
background can potentially enhance task conflict (or constructive conflict) within Brazilian work
groups, results showed that this type of conflict hinders team performance; which is corroborated by a
negative direct association between functional background diversity and team performance. Due to the
relational nature of Brazilian culture, task related disagreements are often taken personally. In other
words, functional disagreements can be misinterpreted and escalate into relational conflicts. Therefore,
multifunctional teams with the potential to develop different approaches to problems tend to treat all
conflict as dysfunctional, which ultimately hinders group performance and morale.
Interviews with managers confirmed that most team members were not skilled in dealing with
conflict. This can help to explain why the impact of task conflict on team performance was not
differentiated from the impact of relational conflict. However, despite these findings, interviewed
managers saw room for conflict management training. In fact, the vast majority of the managers
interviewed believed that healthy level of constructive (task) conflict would result in a higher
performance. Especially in the technologically more complex tasks, managers believed that team
members’ opinions and suggestions are essential. An absence of debate was seen by most managers as
a negative thing that signaled a passive role by their employees.
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Throughout the study the extent to which people recognize the difference between several types
of conflict has been discussed. Team members are not always capable of constructively interpreting
conflicts that initially were task related. Criticism of their ideas is frequently seen as a personal attack.
In order for differences of a constructive nature to result in positive conflict, team members need to be
taught to deal with conflict in an effective manner. However, that raises a question: can a group be
trained to focus primarily on optimal performance, if they must accept the presence of conflicting
ideas? Or is this a utopia?

Limitations
We acknowledge several limitations of this study. First, the sample size of 44 teams, while
substantial for a field investigation, is insufficient to ensure statistical accuracy of the results
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2000). Though small group samples are usual in studies that focus on group
dynamics and conflicts (e.g., Jehn et al., 2010; Pelled et al., 1999; Wu, Tsui, & Kinicki, 2010), the
limited sample size can reduce the statistical accuracy of the proposed relationships. Specifically,
significant relationships between constructs may not be detected (Cohen, 1992).
Secondly, the use of job satisfaction and subjective measures of performance is questionable,
since some authors describe them as poor judges of performance (Jehn et al., 1997). Though
subjective performance ratings have positive correlations with objective measures (Dess & Robinson,
1984), it would be desirable to replicate our study with objective measures of performance. Also, we
used a single item measure of team members’ perception of performance as other studies on group
performance (e.g., O’Connell et al., 2002), despite recognizing that team performance may be
considered by some authors as a multidimensional construct.
Another limitation of our study was the use of self-reported measures that may have some
inherent social desirability bias. Again, mixing subjective and objective measurements of performance
would be desired to reduce this problem.
Finally, this study used linear regressions to test the proposed hypotheses. It was thus assumed
that the relationship between conflict and performance follows a linear pattern. However, the
possibility that the relation is curvilinear was not statistically tested. Future research should try to
examine the nature of the relationship between conflict and performance, investigating if it is linear,
curvilinear, or even something else (De Dreu, 2006).

Managerial implications
Finally, some contributions to management practice can be drawn from our study. First of all,
attention should be given to team composition and team work mechanisms. Managers should learn
that composing a work group or project should not be done randomly. As our study suggests, giving
serious thought to the team composition, especially in terms of including different functional
backgrounds, can potentially generate constructive conflict and provide more information, a deeper
understanding of issues, and a richer set of possible solutions. Teams that are too homogeneous run the
risk of engaging in groupthink, whereas teams that are too heterogeneous will likely have too many
conflicts that inhibit the team from functioning effectively. The diversity policy of a team must be
regarded as something of strategic interest.
However, managers should understand that whenever people work together conflict will arise.
One type is conflict of an emotional nature that is mainly driven by negative feelings like jealousy,
frustration, envy, and fear. Another type is task conflict, which is driven by differences in opinion and
ways of thinking. Both managers and employees that are part of the empirical research showed
confusion about what conflict really is and in distinguishing between types of conflict. While one task
of a leader is to determine a team’s composition, another is to make sure the team performs to its
fullest potential. One step towards that could be to strive for a limited level of relational conflict, and
find ways to leverage constructive (or task) conflict.
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