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Abstract

Purpose —The purpose of this study is to examine the effeCesymmetric perceptions of task
conflict (i.e. one person experiencing more cohtl@n the other) on the anticipated relationship w
the partner, as well as subjective and objectivéopmance.

Findings - Results show that when individuals realize thay tha&ve asymmetric task conflict
perceptions they have lower expectations abounigeaipositive relationship with their partner and
perform worse compared to when they have symmegisic perceptions (i.e. both experiencing either
low or high levels of conflict).

Originality/value - Past research on conflict has not often takenantmunt that individuals
involved in a conflict can experience different amts of conflict. By conducting an

experimental study, in contrast to past researoctonflict asymmetry, we can better understand
the causal relationship between (a)symmetry oflmirsind outcomes. We also provide insight

into the mediating chain that examines how confiymmetry interferes with work processes

and leads to negative work outcomes.

Keywords — Task conflict, conflict asymmetry, relationship exgations, subjective and objective
performance outcomes.

Paper type— Empirical paper
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Conflict Asymmetries:
Effects on Expectations and Performance

Past research on interpersonal conflict often aggres individuals jointly interacting on a
work task as if they perceive and experience theesamount of conflict (Amason, 1996; De
Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Chatri2@00; Pelled, 1996; Jehn & Rispens,
2008). Similarly, research on interpersonal refeglops and organizational groups in general
often examines processes as a functioshafedteam properties or experiences (Klein &
Kozlowski, 2000; Mason, 2006), rather th@nfiguralteam properties, or properties that reflect
the differences in attitudes and perceptions anodigiduals working together (Chan, 1998;
Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). This approach does ndtganto account the possibility that the
parties involved in a conflict may perceive diffieréevels of conflict. For example, one person
in a work interaction may perceive that there isgh level of conflict, while another may
perceive that there is actually little or no cactfliwe argue that it is critical to take into acobu
these differences in individuals’ perceptions afftiot to accurately predict the effects of
conflict occurring between work partners.

There is an ongoing debate over whether conflictesger be beneficial in task settings. A
meta-analysis by De Dreu and Weingart (2003) irtde¢hat task conflict (as well as
relationship conflict) among group members gengtalhds to be negatively associated with
performance. Task conflicts are disagreements &xtos the job that the group is attempting to
accomplish, while relationship conflicts are noskiaelated and of a more personal nature (e.g.,
gossip, fashion; Jehn, 1994). More recent studids@eta-analyses (e.g., De Wit et al., 2012;
Ensley & Hmieleski, 2005; Liang et al., 2007; Mais@006; Olson et al., 2007) suggest that
although relationship conflict is most often detmtal, task conflict can be beneficial to group

performance under specific circumstances. The rea$y this might be the case is that task
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conflict can increase constructive debate and esgheognitive processing (e.g., Martinez-
Moreno et al., 2009), both of which can benefitugrgperformance. Unfortunately, however, past
research on constructive debate (e.g., Amason,, B88ey et al., 2002; Jehn, 1995; Olsen et
al., 2007) and cognitive processing within groupg.( Carnevale & Probst, 1998; De Dreu &
Weingart, 2003), has also approached these isstlesuivtaking into account the possibility that
the parties involved may have differing perceptiohthe conflict. Therefore, in this study, we
provide a new view of task conflict by considerimgw its effects are likely to depend on
whether individuals have symmetric vs. asymmeteicpptions of conflict. Specifically, we aim
to show that conflict asymmetry negatively influea@eople’s cooperative expectations and
social interdependence (Kelley & Grzelak, 1972;K8nEllemers, 2007; Yamagishi, 1986) of
their relationship with their work partner. Thesgative expectations in turn negatively affect

their objective performance, as well as their sttibje estimates of their joint performance.

Task Conflict Asymmetry

Past research on work dyads, or on work partnasspften ignored that different
individual perceptions exist (Klein & Kozlowski, @0; Mason, 2006), assuming that people
work together on a task as if they have similar #ons (e.g., George, 1990; Mason, 2006;
Totterdell, Kellett, Teuchmann, & Briner, 1998)titaides (e.g., Mason & Griffin, 2003), and
perceptions (e.g., Cannnon-Bowers, Salas, & Coryd893; Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994).
Although this might often be the case (e.g., dught@red identities and norms), prior research
has also acknowledged that interacting individeals have different perceptions of reality
(Bruner, 1957; Searle, 1995). For example, sodghitive theory (Bandura, 2001) and the
social information processing approach (SalanciRf&ffer, 1978) have been employed to

explain different experiences of individuals in @angzations. Moreover, research on motivation
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in negotiations and experimental games suggedtatfisiduals often have different perceptions
of the same situation (Liebrand et al., 1986; 8a8l Kerr, 1991; Van Lange & Kuhlman, 1994).
For instance, individuals with different levelspmiwer over resources have different experiences
within a task interaction (e.g., Smith & Trope, BO@r a review see Keltner et al., 2003). Also,
research on diversity and relational demographygsesig that individuals in dyadic relationships
perceive conflict differently (e.g., Bono et al0@2; Hojjat, 2000). It seems then important to
consider not only situations where work partneeraiperceptions of conflict (as has been done

before), but also situations where these perceptina asymmetrical.

In this research, our focus is on the effects girametric task conflict perceptions on
individuals’ anticipated relationship with theirrpaer, their subjective estimates regarding their
joint performance, as well as their actual taskgrarance. Task conflict asymmetry exists
when one partner perceives a substantial levelssf tonflict while the other partner perceives
that there is really no (or very little) task cactflpresent (Jehn & Chatman, 2000; Jehn et al.,
2010). In our study, we specifically focus on taskflict given the aforementioned ongoing
debate regarding its importance for the performaricee work partners involved. Indeed, the
few studies that have been done to examine coafigtnmetry perceptions suggest that
perceptual differences of task conflict decreassfibopmance and creativity of interacting
employees in field settings (Jehn & Chatman, 20@0n, Rupert, Nauta, & Van Den Bossche,

2010).

The Current Research: Conflict Asymmetry and Task rformance
In the study reported here, we examined two cotiatian partners working on a decision

making task. As in past studies, in this studyalg® focus on the effects of (a)symmetric task
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conflict perceptions on task performance and usdlicoasymmetry theory as our theoretical
framework. However, in this paper we extend thilgsis in three ways: (1) First, we carry out
an experimental examination of these processeasdble a more solid understanding of the
causal relationship between (a)symmetry of conflExceptions and task performance within
work interactions. Second (2), we examine not diolyw conflict (a)symmetry affects objective
performance on a decision task, but also how é@cté$f subjective performance, that is,
individuals’ estimations of their joint performandd third (3), we examine the effect of
(a)symmetry of conflict perceptions on expectedtrehship with the work partner, and whether
these expectations mediate the negative effea@syshmetry of conflict on objective and on
subjective performance.

By extending knowledge in these ways, we aim twigea more complete picture of the
effects of conflict in interdependent work intefans. The success of dyadic or of work
interactions cannot be measured by objective padace alone (Balkundi & Harrison 2006;
Hackman & Wageman 2005). Objective performancedgative only of how partners did at
that particular moment, but not whether or not tbay be expected to do as well in the future.
Dyads may perform well simply out of a desire td #me interaction as quickly as possible, in
which case good performance is not necessarilg teepeated. Tapping into more subjective
variables will provide additional insights not ordipout the process through which conflict
perceptions might have their effects, but also &bwicontinuation of the partnership. In this
context, we think that partner’'s expectations altoeir relationship and their subjective
perception of their joint performance are partidyleelevant. Subjective performance estimates
are important predictors of the resources that lgeae willing to invest in a future collaboration
(Balkundi & Harrison 2006; Hackman & Wageman 20@&)] are often based on people’s

initial expectations of those who they work withdaheir cooperative expectations in socially
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interdependent situations (Kelley & Grzelak, 19Yamagishi, 1986). Indeed, expectations tend
to colour our own behaviour, the way we view oti&ssenthal, 1994; Burgoon, LePoire &
Rosenthal, 1995), and also tend to influence ouivaition to remain in a working relationship
(Rink & Ellemers, 2007). In the sections below, digcuss the relationship between conflict
asymmetry perceptions and task performance, asaséhie role that one’s subjective experience
of the collaboration has in this relationship, inrmdetail.

Research on shared mental models provides someneedhat consistency across
individuals in views and interpretations of groupgesses increases performance (e.g., Marks et
al., 2002; Mathieu et al., 2000). The logic predds that for interdependent members working
together to perform well, all involved must haveammon understanding of the goals, the
processes required to reach those goals, andftireniation that members have (Hinsz et al.,
1997; Mohammed et al., 2000; Smith-Jentsch e2@0]). We argue that if individuals working
together have a common perception of the socialgages in the dyad (i.e., conflict symmetry) it
will be easier for them to work more effectively treir task (Hinsz et al., 1997; Marks et al.,
2002; Mathieu et al., 2000). If they do not agies a conflict exists, they are unlikely to share
the cognitions necessary to allow them effectigeai$sions regarding their joint efforts toward
completion of the task. Work partners must exclagl process information to reach an
optimal solution (Carnevale & Probst, 1998; Leesdaral., 2003). Therefore, we propose that if
collaboration partners have different views of ¢beflict situation this will impair their joint
performance:

Hypothesis 1 (H1)Asymmetric conflict perceptions will be associatgth poorer task

performance compared to symmetric conflict perosysti

Mediating Process: Anticipated Relationship with tle Partner
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We propose that there are several reasgnysasymmetric conflict perceptions may be
detrimental in work interactions. Research on otife cognition (Gibson & Earley, 2007),
negotiated belief structures (Walsh et al., 1988icacy beliefs (Bandura, 2001), and shared
mental models (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994) sugg#sés groups benefit from consensus
among their members. When the cognitive structof@gork partners reflect a common
understanding of the attributes, skills, respotités, and needs of their colleagues (Mohammed
et al., 2000), or when work partners agree on tmeerns they have about the upcoming
interaction (Mason & Griffin, 2003), they can ma@asily help one another, coordinate work
strategies, and communicate critical informatiorafMeu et al., 2000). Perceived sharedness
among members therefore has positive effects angerof aspects involved in work processes
(Bar-Tal, 1990; Cannon-Bowers et al.,1993; Mas@@62 Salas et al., 1992) while asymmetric
perceptions may not.

Although several processes may underlie thesetsffecprovide a controlled analysis of
this process in this research we focus on oneqoéati potential mediating process, controlling
for the occurrence of the remaining through theafsen experimental approach. Specifically,
we examine whether the negative effect of asymmpgiceptions on objective and subjective
performance is mediated by one’s expectations abeutelationship with the partner. Precisely
because sharedness (symmetry of perceptions)nspsotant in work interactions, we argue that
when collaboration partners realize that theyndtshare conflict perceptions this is likely to be
a problem for the relationship between work pasgrerd their expectations (Kelley & Grzelak,
1972; Rink & Ellemers, 2007). People have a fundaaieeed to feel secure about their
perceptions of the world (e.g., Festinger, 1954gd¢1@000; Weary & Edwards, 1996; Van de
Bos & Lind, 2002). Uncertainty about one’s own tiner’s attitudes, beliefs, and, in this case,

task conflict perceptions, is generally experienag@versive, and associated with feelings of
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stress and anxiety (e.g., Hogg, 2000; Van den Bak,&2007; Van den Bos & Lind, 2002). As
individuals in work situations generally expectsbavith whom they have to collaborate with to
hold similar views of the task at hand (e.g., na@adism; Robinson, Keltner, Ward, & Ross,
1995), unexpected differences in perceptions &edylito cause confusion and discomfag-a-

vis the work partner (Milton & Westphal, 2005; Polztal., 2002). Therefore, we propose that
asymmetry of conflict perceptions will lead workrpeers to anticipate a poorer relationship with
their work partner than when conflict perceptiors symmetric. That is, we expect more
positive expectations when both collaboration padrperceive task conflict or when both
partners do not perceive task conflict, than whea partner perceives more conflict than the
other.

Hypothesis 2 (H2)Asymmetric conflict perceptions within a workgmwill be associated

with less positive expectations about the relatigmsvith the partner than symmetric

conflict perceptions.

We also propose that partner’'s expectations albeut telationship with their interaction
partner will in turn influence how they estimate #ffectiveness of the collaboration (their
subjective performance), as well as their actuat jeerformance. Work interactions in which
expectations about the upcoming collaboration aréine positive, tend to have more
confidence in their potential to perform well, aslMas actually perform better (Kelly &
Grzelak, 1972; Rink & Ellemers, 2007). Indeed hiistsense, initial expectations about the
interaction function in a self-fulfilling way—shapg partner’s confidence that they will be
successful, and their ability to do so. This is whgypropose that the effect of (a)symmetric
perceptions of conflict on objective and subjecjniat performance will be mediated by

participant’s anticipated relationship with thearmer. This final hypothesis therefore is:
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Hypothesis 3 (H3)The effects of asymmetric conflict perceptiongpenformance will be
mediated by the expected relationship with therngaurt
Method
Participants and Design

In a 2 x 2 between-participants experimental desige manipulated participants’
perception of task conflict (perceive task conflist does not perceive task conflict) and the
perceptual conflict composition of their dyad (asyetry vs. symmetry). We chose to use the
experimental method to control for other effect®of dependent variables, to examine causality,
and to use a constant task. All of which haveb®&an done in past research on conflict
asymmetry as the majority has been cross-sectimalistudies (c.f. Jehn, Rispens, & Thatcher,
2010).

Participants were randomly allocated to each ofdlne experimental conditions. Eighty-
four psychology students at a Dutch universityipgrated (25 men and 59 women; average age
= 21) and received €3.50 (about US$5 at the timedhieir participation.

Procedure

All participants sat in separate cubicles in froh& computer, through which they
received all instructions. Participants read thay were to perform a task together with a fellow
student and that the dyad’s computers were conhasot¢hey could exchange information with
each other. Participants did not know each othethe“partner.” This partner, in reality,
however, did not exist and all communications wiith work partner were experimentally
simulated and preprogrammed. To reduce potentiddi@ms of familiarity between the
participants, participants remained unaware to wbgattly they were connected. In total,

participants took about 30 to 40 minutes to coneplleé experiment.
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Conflict Asymmetry Manipulation . At the start of the experiment, participants reeat t
based on individuals’ ways of perceiving conflibltween work partners it is possible to classify
people in one of two categories: people wlonothave the tendency to perceive task conflict in
work situations, and people wklo have the tendency to perceive task conflict in work
situations. Allegedly, to determine whether or tiay were the type of person that tends to
perceive task conflict within work interactions rppeipants were asked to answer 12 questions.
We used a procedure adapted from Salancik (19&parDreu and Van Kleef (2004) in which
leading questions were asked so that participantse ‘no conflict perception’ condition would
answer in ways that led them to infer that theyrtbtlexpect conflict, whereas participants in the
‘conflict perception’ condition would infer thately indeed expected conflict which allowed us to
put them into the asymmetry or symmetry conditignMismatching or matching (respectively)
the conflict perceptions of their work partner (gggpendix A for the complete list of items). In
all conditions, statements were as neutral as Iplesso that a tendency to perceive conflict was
not seen as more or as less desirable than a ®@ndento perceive conflict. Participants gave
their responses to all questions on 7-point Likegles with ‘not at all’ (1) and ‘very much’ (7)
as endpoints.

After participants and their (alleged) work partaeswered these questions, they received
feedback about their answers. Depending on theittomdparticipants learned to which of the
two categories they and their partner belonged—hdrehey had a tendency to perceive conflict
or not, and whether or not their partner had tmeesgendency as themselves. In the symmetry
condition, participants were told that they andrtpartner had similar tendencies to perceive
conflict in work situations (or to not perceive €it). Alternatively, in the_ asymmetry condition
they were told that they and their partner hadiuhi¢sr tendencies to perceive conflict in work

situations (i.e. when they had a tendency to peecednflict in work situations their partner did
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not, and vice-versa). Again, the feedback theyivedeabout their and their partner’s perception
of conflict was preprogrammed and depended solelhe condition to which they were
randomly assigned. A pilot study conducted pretkgitese conditions and the asymmetry of
conflict perceptions.Participants were then asked to fill in a questiremeasuring their
expectations of their, and their work partner'scpetions of task conflict, and the asymmetry of
conflict perceptions (manipulation checks), as \@slexpectations regarding the upcoming dyad
work.

Task. In the next phase of the experiment the particpamre asked to perform a dyad task -
the NASA-dilemma (see Cammalleri et al.,1973). Thiemma, in which participants are presented
with a moon landing scenario and a number of ablglabjects, requires participants to rank objects
in order of usefulness to survive on the moors fiossible to identify the most correct solution fo
this problem, making it possible to compute a penmce score. Participants first provided an
individual solution for this dilemma (Round 1, ptebate), independently of their work partner
(Cammalleri et al., 1973). After this, participamtsre asked to perform the task another time
(Round 2, post-debate). This time, they were toéd their score and their partner’s score would be
averaged, and the best performing dyad would bedmsleb0 Euros in addition to the experimental
reward that all participants would receive. Alsartiipants were told before doing the task a
second time that they and their work partner wdwade the opportunity to discuss the relevance of
several of the objects featured in the task.

Debate.Before doing the task a second time, participaei® given the opportunity to exchange
messages about the objects which featured in #sheitaa debate session with the bogus workpartner.
To ensure actual debate, participants had to disatieast three items. After the third item,
participants were asked whether they wanted taudssanother object or not. The ‘debate’ continued

until the participant chose not to debate the object, or until eight (out of fourteen) objectsreve
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discussed (to place a limit on the duration ofghuly). During the discussion of the first object,
participants were asked to type a message to tpeshwork partner. Hereafter, they received a pre-
programmed message about the same object. Thisgeepsovided an opinion about the usefulness
of that object on the moon. For each object, bailk partners were allowed to send one message.
To make it credible that participants were intaragtvith a real partner, waiting times were
randomized and spelling errors were included imtlessages the participant received. After this
exchange of messages, participants indicateditiaduridual solution to the dilemma and were
reminded that their answers would be combined thi¢lir partner’s for their overall joint score. Afte
this, the experiment was ended and participants webriefed.
Measures

Manipulation check. The manipulation checks were items adapted frontritnagroup
Conflict Scale (Jehn, 1995). Due to limited subjeoe, and in line with past research (e.g., De &Vit
al., 2012; Jehn, 1994), we decided to use onlgrastto measure task conflict instead of the more
standard four items. Two questions assessed whedingcipants expected to experience task conflict
(for example, “I expect that | will have differeviewpoints from my partner on the issues to distuss
r =.88,p <.001). Two items assessed whether participaqmeatedtheir work partnerto perceive
task conflict (e.g., “I expect that my partner wvilink we have different ideas on the issues to
handle”,r = .89,p < .001) which allowed us to then put them into Bytry or asymmetry work
situations. Participants gave their responsed gualistions on 7-point Likert scales. To rule tha
possibility that the (a)symmetry manipulation wosithply trigger conflict in general, irrespective o
conflict type, we also examined whether relatiopstunflict was affected. Again, two items assessed
participants own experience of relationship cobflecg., “It was clear that we did not match on a
more personal level = .64,p < .001). Given that the questions used to maatpyarticipants

tendencies to perceive (or not perceive) confligirdy collaborative tasks primarily focused on task
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conflict (see De Dreu & Van Kleef, 2004), we did eapect to see differences for perceptions of
relationship conflict.

Finally, two additional questions were added tlsseased task conflict (a)symmetry directly;
“I expect we will perceive the same amount of dijjneg viewpoints on the issues to discuss” and “I
expect one of us will and one of us will not peveailiverging viewpoints on the issues to discuss”
(reverse coded,=.90,p < .001).

Dependent and mediating variablesAll perception items were presented as statemants,
participants were asked to indicate on a 7-poikétiitype scale the extent to which they agreedl wit
each statement (from 1 “totally disagree” to 7 dthyt agree”).

Our main dependent variable, performance, was megsu different points in time.
Participants carried out the task in two roundsound 1, they provided their individual answers,
then they debated, and in round 2 they provideil timal answersSubjective task performaneeas
measured after round 1 (right before the debatt) twio items: ‘I expect my partner and | to have
performed well on the task’ and ‘I think my partr@erd | worked in an effective mannew € .81).

This subjective performance estimate was measuriisastage so as to remain uncontaminated by
the actual interaction, or any type of feedbackight imply. Objective task performanaseas

measured both in round 1 (pre-debate) and in r@upast-debate) of the task. In addition to thaltot
number of correctly ranked items, the participatdtsl rank order of objects was compared with the
correct order as suggested by Cammalleri et a¥3L I his comparison enabled us to compute an
error score for each item (i.e. the difference leetwthe correct rank and the participant’s rank). A

of the individual error scores were summed to obgaiotal error score for the complete task.
Furthermore, the number of correctly ranked itefrith@ first round (pre-debate) was subtracted from
the number of correctly ranked items of the seconthd (post-debate) to produce a difference score,

reflecting the improvement made between the twkstaSimilarly, the total error score of the first
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trial was subtracted from the total error scorg¢hmnsecond trial, also reflecting the improvement
between the two tasks.

Importantly, we examined the proposed mediatort réditer the conflict (a)symmetry
manipulation, before the measurement of performaPadicipants’ anticipated relationship with
their task partner was measured with three itengs, (¢ expect | will be happy working with my
work partner”, “I expect | will be satisfied withynwork partner”, and “I expect | would like to work
again with my work partnery = .93) adapted from Jehn (1995) and consistemt @ipectation

research (e.g., Rink & Ellemers, 2007).

Results

Unless otherwise indicated all variables were aredywith a 2 (perceived task conflict vs. no
perceived task conflict) X 2 (symmetry vs. asymmetr perception) between-participants
(M)ANOVA. The first condition was to allow us tx@&mine whether high-high asymmetry (both
perceive high levels of task conflict) versus lawlasymmetry (both perceive low levels of conflict)
was expected. The second condition of asymmetswad us to test our hypotheses. Table 1 shows
the correlations and descriptive statistics fonthgables that were included in the analyses.
Manipulation Checks

The results of the manipulation checks indicat¢ ¢lia manipulations worked as intended.
Participants in the ‘tendency to perceive confleghdition (which allowed us to put participanttoin
the symmetry or asymmetry condition) expected togiee more task conflictM = 5.71,SD =.85)
than participants in the ‘tendency not to perceweflict’ condition M = 2.88,SD=1.34),F (1, 83) =
130.63,p < .001. Participants linked with work partners vallegedly had low tendencies to perceive
conflict, indeed expected their partner to percéegs task conflict\] = 2.67,SD=1.27) than

participants linked with a work partner with allegeigh tendencies to perceive conflibt € 5.92,
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SD=.97),F (1,83) = 18.7p < .001. This would be a symmetry condition. artpntly, when
examining perceived levels of relationship confllweverno difference emerged between
participants in the ‘tendency to perceive task kantondition,M = 5.22,SD= 1.01, and

participants in the ‘tendency not to perceive detiftondition,M = 5.15,SD= 1.00,F (1, 83) < 1p

= ns. This finding demonstrates that the confégsymmetry manipulation did not target relationship
conflict - participants primarily made assumpti@am®ut the presence or absence of task conflict, as
intended.

In line with our (a)symmetry manipulation, partiaigs in thesymmetriccondition expected that
they and their work partner would not perceiveatiéht levels of conflict\] = 2.67,SD=1.32)
whereas those in tresymmetrycondition expected that they and their work partmeuld perceive
different levels of conflictyl = 5.40,SD=1.36),F (1, 83) = 86.32p < .001.

Dependent Variables

Task Performance Hypothesis 1 suggested a negative relationshipdsn asymmetric
conflict perceptions and performance (i.e., sulbjegberformance, as well as objective performance).
As can be seen in Table 1, this prediction recestgaport from our data. First, the main effect of
(a)symmetry on the subjective performance estimasessignificant and in the predicted direction,
F(1,83) = 5.171p = 0.03; indicating that participants in the symmebndition estimated they (and
their partner) would perform well to a greater extdan participants in the asymmetry condition.

Second, although the number of errors made byggaatits in round 2 in the asymmetrical and
symmetrical conditions was not significantly di#et (Round 1F (1, 83) = .95p =.33; Round 2:

F(1, 83) = .41p = .53), participants in the asymmetrical and synnizegtconditions did have
significantly different error-improvement scoffeé¢l, 83) = 5.64p < .05. That is, participants in the
symmetrical conditions were able to improve theirfprmance = 2.00,SD= 6.70), so compared

to round 1, they made fewer errors in round 2. 8yti@ast, participants in the asymmetry conditions
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saw their objective performance worsdh¥ -1.33,SD= 6.10): as compared to round 1, they made
moreerrors in round 2.

Anticipated relationship with the partner. Hypothesis 2 proposed that asymmetrical conflict
perceptions would lead to an immediate decreasgpected satisfaction with the partner. This
analysis revealed a reliable main effect of (a)swytnmF (1,83) = 6.14p < .05, indicating that
participants in the symmetry conditior € 5.07,SD = .95) expected to be more satisfied with their
partner than participants in the asymmetry conulifdd = 4.50,SD= 1.16).As expected, this was
independent of the main effect of the level of dahExpected (high or low). Hence, people expected
the relationship with their partner to be lessmpliwhen they expected different conflict percemsio
(asymmetry) than when they expected converginglicopkrceptions (symmetry). This beneficial
effect of symmetry was revealed irrespective ofahsolute amount of conflict that was expected
within the dyad, that is both when no one expectadlict and when both dyad members expected
conflict.

Mediation analyses The predicted mediation was found for the sutbje@erformance
estimates. First, regression analyses showedhaaetationship between the (a)symmetry
manipulation and people’s performance estimatessiggsficant, B = -.49p = .03 (see Figure
1), just like the relationship between the (a)syrmmpnmanipulation and their expected
relationship with the work partner, B = -.557 .02, and the relationship between the expected
relationship with the work partner and people’sfgenance estimates, B = .42< .001.

Secondly, a regression analyses on people’s pesfarenestimates showed that the effect of the
(a)symmetry manipulation was not significant anyen@ = -.28p = .17, when individuals’
expected relationship with the work partner waduided in the analyses (and which itself still
had a significant effect on the performance ests\aB = .38p < .001). Finally, to test the

mediation relationship suggested in Hypothesig@udjh formal significance tests of the indirect
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relationship between the predictor (i.e. confleymmetry perceptions) and the outcome
variables (i.e. objective and subjective perfornenas transmitted by the mediating variable
(i.e. expected relationship with work partner), wged the mediation bootstrap procedures
following Preacher and Hayes (2004; 2008)is procedure does not make assumptions about
the shape of the sampling distribution of the iadirelation, thus producing relatively robust
results(Edwards & Lambert, 2007), and are recommendedallgo moderate samples such as

in this study (Shrout & Bolger, 200Zjor these analyses, we applied the PROCESS

SPSS Macro by Hayes, using modeh#://www.afhayes.com/spss-sas-and-mplus-macros-
and-code.html The results showed that the bias-correctatdirapped estimates of the indirect
effect with 95% confidence (nboots = 5,000) werenvieen, LL Cl = -.43 and UL CI = -.02.
Given that this indirect effects differs from Otl¢ p < .05 level (Preacher & Hayes, 2004),
hypothesis 3 was supported in that participantpeeted relationship with their partner fully
explained the negative link between task conflgginametry and the subjective performance
estimates. No mediation was found for objectivégrarance.
Discussion

The study reported here was designed to examineoteequences of asymmetric (vs.
symmetric) conflict perceptions on task performareel the mediating effect of relationship
expectations. Asymmetric task conflict perceptierist when the parties involved in what appears to
be the same conflict situation perceive the situatiifferently. We went beyond past research by
providing an experimental examination of this pss;elluminating the causal relationship between
the core variables.

The results found on objective performance, thgestilve performance estimates, as well as on
initial expectations about the relationship witke fhartner provide a more complete picture of the

effects of asymmetric task conflict on work intdraes than past research has done (e.g., Jehn &
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Chatman, 2000; Jehn & Rispens, 2008). We predaeidfound that participants in the symmetrical
condition were able to improve their objective tagkformance while participants in the
asymmetrical condition had a decline in performandeated by increased errors. We additionally
showed that already after the first round, and authreceiving any type of performance feedback,
participants subjectively estimated their jointfpemance more negatively in the asymmetric conflict
situation than in the symmetric situation. Mediatamalyzes showed that this negative estimation can
be explained by the expectations participants hadtatheir partner, which in turn depended on
(a)symmetry of conflict perceptions. That is, wivenflict perceptions were asymmetric individuals
developed lower expectations of their relationshigh their work partner, and these in turn resulted
in poorer subjective estimates of their joint parfance. As such, the initial expectations developed
on the basis of conflict (a)symmetry functionedsal-fulfilling prophecies by subsequently
influencing individual’s perceptions of the dyagierformance.

That we only found this mediation for subjectivefpemance, and not for objective
performance, is unexpected, but possible to exphaossible explanation lies at the
measurement level, given that both expectationatabe relationship and subjective
performance are subjectively made estimates, vpleittormance was assessed on a rather
objective indicator. This divergence also makessext a conceptual level. Indeed, the partner’s
subjective estimation of their joint work is likely be a judgement that partly reflects the extent
to which they trust the other to behave in a ptedie way—such as when conflict perceptions
are symmetric, but not when partners disagree aheirtconflict perceptions (i.e., when they
are asymmetric). Subjective performance might tuen be more directly related to the
expected relationship with the work partner, thetual performance. In fact, actual performance
can additionally depend on a range of less comtotdl factors, such as both partners’ level of

expertise, while subjective performance more diyaetflects how well individuals think they
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did in comparison to how they think they could hdeae in different circumstances--such as
when they have more positive expectations abourt plaetner. Objective and subjective
performance indicators can thus be relatively irtelent as they can depend on slightly
different factors.

We contribute to the existing literature onaggroup conflict (e.g., De Dreu & Weingart, 2003;
De Wit et al., 2012; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003) byaing that the way a conflict is perceived (i.e.,
symmetric or asymmetric) is an important factod@termining attitudes and joint outcomes. That is,
we suggest a new insight to inform the ongoing teeb&whether or not task-related conflict can be
beneficial by examining the asymmetric perceptioihwork partners and the effect of this above and
beyond the basic conflict level during the intei@ett This research is a first experimental step to
provide insight to research on conflict asymmetryworkgroups, in addition to dyadic work
relationships. In this study, we found that synmugderceptions of conflict (both partners percegyi
high levels, or both partners perceiving low ley&sre both better for the work interaction (i.e.,
expected relationship with the partner and objecéind subjective performance) than were
asymmetric perceptions of conflict (one member @e&cg a low level of conflict and the other a
high level, and vice versa). From this, we infeatti is not necessarily the average amount oflmbnf
that matters during work interactions, but whetbrenot individuals agree about the level of the
conflict within the dyad (or group). More geneyalive believe that our work also contributes to
research on work interactions and perceptions kigganto account interpersonal or intragroup
differences in how people perceive and respondnat'vom the outside appears to be the same
situation.
Limitations and Future Directions

This study has a number of limitations. First,ae@ducted this study in a laboratory setting to

control for all other factors except symmetric @sgmmetric conflict perceptions, and to test the
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causal effect of these (a)symmetrical perceptionatbtudes and behaviors. The laboratory setting
also allows us to examine these effects on perfocaman the very same task, not easily
accomplished in the field. However, testing thesegsses in the laboratory limits the external
validity of our findings, so future research shoattempt to replicate these findings in a fieldisgt

In addition, longitudinal research in the field idallow researchers to further examine the catysali
of the mediating relationships. In addition, wtihe experimental manipulation measures were self-
report on task conflict asymmetry, other measuoesdcbe used in research to examine this such as
observation. However, given that asymmetry isrageion, this seems an appropriate first step.

In addition, we operationalized symmetry/asymmasa dichotomous variable. Future
research, however, should examine the continuowsenaf asymmetry to symmetry of task conflict
perceptions (as well as relationship and proces8iicoasymmetry). This will allow a differentse
of analyses of a continuous variable to test tiop@sed relationships with expectations and
performance. An important antecedent of conflggtrametry, or how individuals perceive the level
of conflict within the group, may require an exaation of personality characteristics of the parties
involved. Prior research suggests that individlisppositional variables (extraversion, neuroticism,
agreeableness, consciousness, openness to expgiidhence employees’ perceptions at work
(Barrick & Mount, 1991; Buss, 1991; Digman, 199@pr instance, it may be that individuals with a
higher level of agreeableness are less likely togiee conflict while those with a high level of
neuroticism may be more likely to perceive thatrttesk ideas are being attacked. This could be an
interesting direction for future research.

This research raises several additional interesjugstions for future research. Given that
people tend to attribute expectancy violations, @gative expectancies about the work interaction,
to the target of this expectancy (i.e. the partBergoon et al.,1995), one question would be wirethe

participants also impute the experience of confagsymmetry to the partner rather than to the #elf
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this is the case, it may become difficult for twarfies who experience conflict asymmetry to resolve
this issue, as they both expect ttkerto change the situation. If so, it might be evenmenttifficult
to reduce asymmetric conflict perceptions, tharettuce symmetric perceptions of high levels of
conflict. Moreover, considering conflict resolutiprograms, it might seem important to establish
whether it is fruitful to first focus on loweringe perceptions of those who perceive high levels of
conflict, or whether it is best to first concen&rain making “the blind bright,” so that those wiwo d
not perceive conflict learn to recognize its exise

Another avenue for future research is to examireetfects of relationship and process conflict
asymmetries and how these are similar or diffeiremh the effects of asymmetries in task conflict
perceptions in work interactions. In this studyfaeused specifically on task conflict given the
ongoing debate regarding task conflict and perforceaoutcomes. In a similar vein, another area for
future research is the concept of asymmetnypéof conflict, that is, a situation where one member
perceives the conflict as a task-related conflittthe other member involved in the work interagtio
perceives the conflict as a relationship conflidtis can have extreme consequences for the
interaction where one member is focusing on thie takile the other is focusing on the relationship
and also feeling dismissed because their partregparently ignoring their relationship concernd an
only focusing on task goals. Finally, while we exa@d a profile of consequences of asymmetrical
conflict perceptions (expected relationship wita gartner, subjective and objective performance),
future research would also benefit from examinitigeogroup or work outcomes such as likelihood
of continuing the collaboration, motivation to woviithdrawal from the group, and even
absenteeism from work.
Conclusion and Implications

In sum, this research contributes to the undedstgrof work interactions and the different

perceptions that employees may have when workigether, and how this affects their expectations
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and performance. Specifically, work partners inealin the same situation can perceive a conflict
differently, thus interfering with their expectat®about each other and with their performance on a
joint task. Managers, as well as employees, shioellaware that what appears to be the same conflict
situation can be perceived and experienced in giffierent ways by those involved, and that this ha
important consequences. This suggests that asteptin managing work conflicts is for managers

and team leaders to facilitate a shared understgradithe situation and to provide a forum for
perspective taking (Galinsky et al., 2005; Galin8kilussweiler, 2001; Jehn et al., 2006) so that
each party involved understands the other andezat with that in mind. In this way, individualsca
agree that they disagree and move forward in theaussions toward more effective task conflict

management and outcomes.
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Footnotes
1. We pilot tested our procedure to manipulate peezktask conflict by submitting a separate
sample of participants (N = 44) to the same insimacas in this study (without the dependent
measures). Thiest showed that participants who were told they thad a tendency to perceive
task conflict indeed expected to perceive more tasklict during the upcoming interactioll (=
2.91 ,SD=1.45) than did participants who were told thaytdid not have a tendency to perceive
task conflict M = 5.61 ,SD=1.24),F (1, 44,) = 44.01p < .001. Similarly, participants in the
“partner has a tendency to perceive task conftiotiditions expected their work partner to
perceive more task conflichA= 6.13,SD = .76) than participants in the “partner doeshate a
tendency to perceive task conflict” conditiod £ 2.83,SD= 1.52),F(1, 44,) = 77.24p < .001.
Finally, participants in the asymmetry conditioMs£ 5.18,SD= 1.81) expected more task
conflict asymmetry than participants in the no asyatry conditionsil = 3.41,SD= .87),F (1,

44.) = 17.16p < .001.
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Figure 1. Diagram of the relationships between teskflict (a) symmetry perceptions and

anticipated partner satisfaction, subjective penfiance and objective performance.
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and correlation mafhx= 84)
1 2 3 4 5

1. Perception of task conflict (Perceiving vs. not

perceiving task conflict)*
2. Perceptual conflict composition of their group .00 -

(asymmetry vs. symmetry)
3. Expected satisfaction with task partner -.26 .02 -
4. Objective task performance -23  -03 .44 -
5. Subjective task performance 26 -09 -17 -10 -
Mean .50 50 479 517 -33
SD .50 S50 109 100 6.58

* Used to control for level of conflict and to ctesymmetry and asymmetry conditions.
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Table 2 Performance Results: Error-scores and Edroprovement-scores

Symmetrical Asymmetrical Conditions
Conditions
Subjective Performance 491 5.40
(1.08) (.87)
Number of Errors Round 1 40.90 38.90
(8.88) (8.74)
Number of Errors Round 2 38.90 40.23
(8.57) (9.45)
Error-Improvement 2.00 -1.33
(6.70) (6.10)

Note. Standard deviations are given within paresgbe

2Error-Improvement: the number of errors in Rour(pp@t-debateininusthe number of errors in
Round 1 (pre-debate); positive scores imply thagared to the first round, participants improved
and made fewer errors during round 2.

" Means in this row are significantly differept< .05.
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Appendix 1

Questions used to manipulate participants tendertcigoerceive —or not perceive—conflict during

collaborative tasks

Tendency to Percei Conflict Tendency Not to Percei Conflict

In work situations | think it is importantf 1. | think it is important for peog to be

people to have their own opinion. cooperative in work situations.

When | am working on something w 2. When | am working on something w
somebody else, | think it is important to get somebody else, | think it is important to find
the most out of myself. some common ground.

3. When | work together with others, I think it 3. When | work together with others | think it

important for people to understand me. important that people agree with each other.

4. During collaborations with otheiitiseasy 4. During collaborations with othell find it
for me to tell others | am unhappy with difficult to tell people | am unhappy with
something. something.

5. When realizing certain go, | stand up for 5. When realizing certain go, | do not always
myself. stand up for myself.

6. In work situation | am tasl-orientec. 6. In work situation | am sociall-oriente.

7. When performing a task | think it is importi 7. | think modesty is important during t
to openly give your opinion. performance of a task.

8. Most of the time, | try to be open foragc 8. Most of the time, | try not to get involved
discussion during a collaboration. discussions during a collaboration.

9. During a collaboratig, | enjoy convining 9. During a collaboratig, | enjoy working
other people. together with others.

10. When necessary to perform a task | will  10. Generally, | experience only little conflict
try to escape from facing a conflict. work situations.

11. I am bothered by differencesopinion that  11. During the completion of a task, | sometir
are not articulated during the completion of a  think it is wise to stop a discussion.
task.

12. People with whom | collaborated describe 12. People with whom | collaborated describe

as a strong person with an independent as an easy-going person.

opinion.




