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Our research examined short-term within-person effects of relationship and task conflict on angry mood
and somatic complaints. We assumed that conflicts of both kinds would be prospectively related to both
indicators of impaired well-being, that the effect of relationship conflict would be stronger than the effect
of task conflict, and that the effect of relationship conflict would be stronger when task conflict is low
than when it is high. We tested our hypotheses with a daily diary study with ratings made 3 times/day
for 2 weeks, involving 131 participants. We found a prospective main effect of relationship conflict on
angry mood, but not on somatic complaints. In contrast, controlling for relationship conflict, task conflict
was unrelated to both angry mood and somatic complaints. Supporting our assumption, task conflict
moderated the effect of relationship conflict. Relationship conflict had a prospective effect on angry
mood and somatic complaints that lasted until the next day if, and only if, task conflict was low.
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Work conflict is a vital research topic because of its link to both
employee performance and well-being. An important distinction
shown for performance (cf. De Dreu & Beersma, 2005), but
generally ignored for well-being, is between relationship conflict
and task conflict. Relationship conflict refers to disagreements that
are associated with feelings of animosity, and task conflict refers to
disagreements about the correct way to solve a problem (see Jehn,
1995; Pinkley, 1990). Whereas there seems to be consensus that
relationship conflict is uniformly dysfunctional, opinions vary
about task conflict, with some arguing that it can have positive
effects on performance (e.g., Jehn, 1995; Tjosvold, 2008) and
should even be encouraged (Pondy, 1992; Van de Vliert & De
Dreu, 1994), but others focusing on negative effects (e.g., De
Dreu, 2008). Given the importance of conflict, it is important to
investigate whether task conflict has the same detrimental effects
on well-being as relationship conflict. Moreover, previous research
largely has neglected that level of task conflict is likely to alter the
effect of relationship conflict (a sole exception being Guerra,

Martínez, Munduate, & Medina, 2005). Furthermore, two addi-
tional limitations characterizing most conflict research need to be
addressed. First, most studies have used cross-sectional designs,
which shed little light on the direction of the effects (for an
overview, see Spector & Bruk-Lee, 2008). Second, most studies
have assessed conflict as a chronic work condition, as opposed to
investigating conflict episodes and their immediate effects (excep-
tions are Hahn, 2000; Ilies, Johnson, Judge, & Keeney, 2011). In
this article, we describe a study that addresses these issues.

Relationship Conflict and Task Conflict

People are in conflict when they feel obstructed by another
person (Van de Vliert, 1997) and conflict may involve
relationship-oriented or task-oriented dissent (e.g., Jehn, 1995;
Pinkley, 1990). Task conflict refers to disagreements about the
work to be done (e.g., differences of opinion or ideas about the
correct way to approach a task), whereas relationship conflict
refers to interpersonal disagreements regarding personal issues that
are usually associated with feelings of animosity. In task conflict,
the cause of the conflict tends to be attributed to situational factors,
whereas relationship conflict is attributed to factors associated
with the conflict partner or the relationship between the partners
(Jehn, 1995).

Existing Studies on the Effect of Conflict on
Well-Being

A large body of research has shown that conflict at work is
negatively related to well-being (Spector & Bruk-Lee, 2008). The
large majority of this research, however, did not differentiate
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between task and relationship conflict. As a consequence, Spector
and Bruk-Lee (2008) noted that empirical support for the assump-
tion of detrimental effects of work conflict on well-being mainly
comes from studies that operationalized conflict as relationship
conflict; thus, studies on task conflict are mainly lacking. Cross-
sectional studies consistently have shown negative correlations
between relationship conflict and both psychological well-being
(e.g., negative affect) and somatic complaints (De Dreu, Van
Dierendonck, & De Best-Waldhober, 2003; Friedman, Tidd, Cur-
rall, & Tsai, 2000; Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Guerra et al., 2005),
but results for task conflict are less clear. Bivariately, task conflict
was negatively correlated with psychological well-being in the
studies by Friedman et al. (2000), Guerra et al. (2005), and in
Study 3 of De Dreu et al. (2003), but it was unrelated to somatic
complaints in Studies 1 and 2 of De Dreu et al. It should be noted,
however, that only two studies examined the independent effects
of relationship and task conflict on psychological well-being; in
both, the effect of relationship conflict was retained, whereas
findings for task conflict were mixed. Controlling for relationship
conflict, task conflict was significantly related to psychological
well-being in Guerra et al. but not in Giebels and Janssen (2005).
Neither study investigated somatic complaints. In sum, findings
about the independent effects of task and relationship conflict are
sparse and mixed regarding psychological well-being as an out-
come and completely lacking for somatic complaints. In the pres-
ent study, we tested the independent effect of both task and
relationship conflict on angry mood as an indicator of psycholog-
ical well-being and on somatic complaints.

Independent Effects of Relationship and Task Conflict

Conflicts obstruct the achievement of goals, including specific
task-related goals, such as solving a problem, as well as more
general goals, such as being a competent and socially accepted
person. According to Lazarus (1999), threats to goals trigger
negative emotions and hence are perceived as stressful. Relation-
ship conflict signals a lack of respect and includes expressions of
interpersonal tension and rejection; thus, it threatens the funda-
mental goal of belonging to significant groups and maintaining
good interpersonal relationships (see Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008). More generally, it is a threat to
self-esteem and social esteem, which is particularly stressful, lead-
ing to lowered well-being (Lazarus, 1999; cf. Semmer, Jacobsha-
gen, Meier, & Elfering, 2007).

In contrast, given that task conflict typically is attributed to the
situation (i.e., task) and not to the other person (Jehn, 1995), task
conflict does not necessarily signal disrespect and rejection.
Hence, task conflict is less likely to be a threat to the goals of
belonging and to one’s personal identity (e.g., De Dreu, Harinck,
& Van Vianen, 1999), as least as long as it is not linked to
relationship conflict. However, relationship and task conflict often
co-occur (e.g., De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Simons & Peterson,
2000). For example, task conflict may be taken personally, trans-
forming it into relationship conflict (see Glasl, 1982). Thus, task
conflict may be associated with impaired well-being in part be-
cause it co-occurs with or precedes relationship conflict (e.g.,
Friedman et al., 2000). If negative associations of task conflicts
with well-being are largely due to their association with relation-
ship conflicts, the question arises about what effects “pure” task

conflicts are likely to have. Based on the assumption that task
conflict causes better performance (e.g., Jehn, 1995), some authors
have argued for positive effects on well-being, as good perfor-
mance and success may foster positive mood and self-esteem
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Moreover, Deutsch (1973) proposed
that conflict may prevent stagnation and stimulate interest and
curiosity; thus, it cannot be ruled out that task conflict may be
perceived as challenging and energizing (De Dreu, 2008).

However, there are good reasons to assume that task conflict
may negatively affect well-being independent of relationship con-
flict. Task conflict implies negative feedback because one’s opin-
ion is considered to be wrong. Although such negative feedback
may be communicated without personal animosities, it may
threaten one’s striving for a positive self-view (e.g., being com-
petent) and may induce strain. In line with this, De Dreu and van
Knippenberg (2005) showed in a set of laboratory studies that
individuals tend to identify themselves with their ideas and make
them part of their self. Of particular importance, opposition to
these ideas and arguments are likely to be experienced as ego-
threatening and may trigger negative emotions. Therefore, it is
likely that task conflict has negative effects on well-being inde-
pendent of relationship conflict. However, these effects are likely
to be smaller than those of relationship conflicts, as the latter have
much broader implications for the social belonging of the focal
person.

In sum, we hypothesized that both types of conflict are related
to impaired well-being. However, given that only relationship
conflict inherently threatens the basic need to belong and that
positive effects, if they occur, are associated only with task con-
flict, we hypothesized that the effect on well-being would be
stronger for relationship conflict compared with task conflict.

Interaction of Relationship and Task Conflict: An
Extended Attribution Analysis

Previous research has not only largely neglected the indepen-
dent effect of task conflict, it also has not taken into account that
the effect of relationship conflict may depend on the level of task
conflict. However, it has been proposed that the overall composi-
tion of the different types of conflict should be considered (e.g.,
Jehn & Chatman, 2000). How could task conflict alter the associ-
ation between relationship conflict and well-being? Our approach
builds on the analysis by Jehn (1995) and Shaver (1985) in terms
of attributions. In challenging events such as conflicts, people
engage in an attribution process to explain the situation; depending
on the attribution, different emotions are elicited (Lazarus, 1999;
Weiner, 1985). Research on both conflict and revenge has shown
that the more responsibility is attributed to the conflict partner (or
harmdoer), the angrier the individual becomes (e.g., Allred, 2000;
Bies & Tripp, 1996; Betancourt & Blair, 1992). In general, inter-
personal tensions (relationship conflict) are attributed to the con-
flict partner, and disagreements about the content of a task (task
conflict) are attributed to the situation (Jehn, 1995). Attributions to
interaction partners suggest that relationship conflicts have stron-
ger effects, and this is what the few existing studies that differen-
tiated between task and relationship conflict have found. These
studies, however, did not take into account that the presence or
absence of a perceived task conflict may alter the perception of the
relationship conflict. Based on the reasoning of Shaver (1985), full

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

145CONFLICT, ANGRY MOOD, SOMATIC COMPLAINTS



responsibility and blame for rude behavior will be assigned to a
conflict partner when no other causes are apparent. However,
responsibility and blame will be reduced if other causes are pres-
ent. Therefore, when a conflict episode consists of both interper-
sonal animosities (relationship conflict) and disagreement about
task-related problems (task conflict), negative aspects of the situ-
ation can, at least partly, be attributed to the task conflict. For
instance, others’ behavior that is perceived as impolite may be
attributed to excitement resulting from the strong identification of
the opponent with his or her viewpoint, implying that it likely does
not reflect a general, and persistent, negative attitude toward the
focal person but rather is likely to disappear once the situation is
over. However, when a conflict episode is unrelated to task-related
problems, the cause of the conflict can only be attributed to the
conflict partner. When the attribution process points toward harm-
ful intent of the conflict partner, people experience a stressful
threat to self-esteem and social esteem (see Semmer et al., 2007).

Therefore, we hypothesized that relationship conflict would be
more strongly related to impaired well-being when task conflict is
low than when it is high. To the best of our knowledge, this
interaction effect has been tested only by Guerra et al. (2005), who
found the suggested pattern for job satisfaction but not for affec-
tive well-being. Thus, empirical testing is limited to a single
cross-sectional study investigating chronic conflicts, and its find-
ings are mixed.

Short-Term Effects of Episodic Daily Conflict

Most existing studies have assessed conflict in terms of endur-
ing conditions. This type of assessment and the time lags chosen in
longitudinal studies reflect a focus on how chronic stressors may
affect well-being over an extended period of time. However, it is
reasonable to assume that daily, not chronic, and maybe even
isolated, conflicts have immediate effects. Even if these effects are
short-lived, however, they are not trivial, because conflict-
triggered emotions, such as anger, may start an incivility spiral or
negatively affect the working climate (e.g., Andersson & Pearson,
1999). Furthermore, their effect may spill over into the evening
and impair recovery processes (e.g., Sonnentag, Kuttler, & Fritz,
2010) and family members’ well-being (e.g., Repetti, Wang, &
Saxbe, 2009). Thus, daily conflict and corresponding changes in
well-being may play an important role in the development of
chronic conditions.

Models of the effect of work conditions on well-being assume that
stressors cause an acute reaction, which declines during a subsequent
recovery phase under optimal circumstances (McEwen, 1998; Mei-
jman & Mulder, 1998). Thus, a crucial aspect of a successful
recovery and decline of the effects is mental disengagement from
work during leisure time (e.g., Etzion, Eden, & Lapidot, 1998;
Sonnentag, 2012). In line with this, previous research has indicated
that a lack of psychological detachment and negative work reflec-
tions during leisure time are related to impaired well-being (e.g.,
Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Moreover, several studies have shown
that the negative effects of stressors on well-being are stronger at
high (compared with low) levels of rumination; this effect holds on
both a between-person level (e.g., work stressors are particularly
strongly related to impaired well-being among people with low
levels of detachment [i.e., high rumination]; e.g., Sonnentag, Un-
ger, & Nägel, in press) and a within-person level (daily negative

events are particularly strongly related to negative mood on days
when participants reported intense rumination use; e.g., Genet &
Siemer, 2012). In addition, experimental field studies have shown
that a rumination instruction has a negative effect on mood (e.g.,
Huffziger, Ebner-Priemer, Koudela, Reinhard, & Kuehner, 2012).
In general, when people continuously think about the negative
event, stress-related affective and physiological activations are
prolonged, and the negative effects of work stressors last longer
(see Brosschot, Gerin, & Thayer, 2006). People are especially
prone to ruminate about events that threaten fundamental goals,
such as maintaining a positive self-view and a sense of belonging
(see Martin & Tesser, 1996). Conflicts therefore are likely to
induce rumination, thus having prolonged effects. In line with this,
a recent diary study showed that experiencing conflicts with cus-
tomers is related to more negative work-related thoughts and
impaired detachment (Volmer, Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Niessen,
2012). Moreover, Dickerson and Kemeny (2004) found that neg-
ative social–evaluative situations such as conflicts are especially
likely to induce persistent physiological activation. Therefore, it is
reasonable to assume that conflict has immediate and prolonged
effects on well-being.

Research is sparse on the duration of conflict effects. Experi-
mental research has difficulties in faithfully modeling context
factors, and it focuses on very short-lived effects, which is why
Barry, Fulmer, and van Kleef (2004) called for more studies that
use experience sampling methods in research on emotion in con-
flict. There are a few studies that have used such a methodology.
Ilies et al. (2011) asked participants three times per day about prior
conflicts in the prior 3 hr at work and their current mood at work.
With baseline mood controlled, conflicts were related to an im-
mediate change as well as a lagged change of negative mood. The
effects, however, were no longer apparent after 6 hr, suggesting
that work conflict leads to an increase in negative mood during the
same day. However, the study did not differentiate between task
and relationship conflict, and it did not examine whether the
effects may spill over into nonwork life and affect well-being
during leisure time. Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, and Schilling
(1989) examined lagged effects of conflicts (at home or at work)
on well-being the next day. Interestingly, they found a rebound
effect; well-being was better after days with conflicts than after
days without conflicts. Thus, research on the duration of the effect
of conflict is rare, and more studies are needed before conclusions
can be drawn. Knowledge about the potential prolongation of
effects is especially important because it implies impaired recov-
ery, and impaired recovery is likely a key component in the
processes through which stressors may lead to long-term health
impairments (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006; McEwen, 1998).

Present Study

In contrast to previous research that has focused on chronic
relationship conflict, we investigated short-term effects of both
daily relationship and task conflict on angry mood and somatic
complaints in a daily diary study. The advantage of the daily diary
approach is that it can more closely link events to well-being.
Studies of chronic conflict and well-being are limited because they
merely show that frequency of conflicts relates to a general level
of well-being, but we cannot be certain that conflict is linked
directly to well-being. It is possible that workplaces in which there
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is frequent conflict differ from those with little conflict in a variety
of ways that might be linked to the well-being of employees. Even
longitudinal studies of conflict are limited in conclusions because
typically the timeframes chosen are arbitrary, making it impossible
to ascertain whether well-being changed after exposure to conflict.
Both designs are also vulnerable to the possibility that individual
differences might confound the assessment of both conflict and
well-being. The daily diary design allowed us to compare levels of
well-being indicators from before to after conflict during the day
within people, allowing us to link conflict to well-being indicators
closely in time and to control for the possibility of individual
differences with the within-person analyses. Thus, this design
provides more confidence in conclusions that conflict is linked to
well-being. Furthermore, a better understanding of the more prox-
imal mechanisms may allow for more specific attempts at preven-
tion and intervention.

In the present study, we focused on angry mood as an indicator
of psychological well-being to ensure compatibility with the ex-
isting diary studies on work conflict (Hahn, 2000; Ilies et al.,
2011). In addition, we focused on somatic complaints as an indi-
cator of physical well-being to extend our knowledge about the
independent effect of relationship and task conflict. As mentioned
above, previous research has not tested the independent effect of
task conflict on somatic complaints.

Effects on Angry Mood

Anger is a prominent reaction in conflict situations (e.g., Allred,
2000). According to Lazarus (e.g., 1991), anger arises when people
experience a personal slight or a demeaning offense and hence a
threat to their self-esteem. As noted above, both relationship and
task conflict are likely to threaten one’s self-esteem. Anger—or
other emotions with a negative valence and high arousal, such as
frustration—has been studied as a potential outcome of chronic
work conflicts in cross-sectional research (e.g., Spector & Jex,
1998) and as a short-term outcome of work conflict in diary studies
(Hahn, 2000; Ilies et al., 2011). Moreover, both qualitative and
experimental research about incivility (a stressor closely related to
relationship conflict) have shown that the experience of rude
behavior is linked to feelings of anger (e.g., Pearson, Andersson, &
Wegner, 2001; Porath & Erez, 2007).

Effects on Somatic Complaints

Research has shown that stressors are detrimental not only to
indicators of psychological well-being, such as mood, but also to
somatic complaints (e.g., Frese, 1985; Spector & Jex, 1998).
Among others, the stress response is characterized by the activa-
tion of the sympathetic–adrenal medullar system, including in-
creased heart rate, blood pressure, and catecholamine secretion.
Over time, such reactions can result in the experience of somatic
complaints, such as headache, back pain, and gastrointestinal prob-
lems. In line with this, conflict at work has been associated with
increased somatic complaints in cross-sectional and longitudinal
studies (Nixon, Mazzola, Bauer, Krueger, & Spector, 2011). Most
models attempting to explain how work conditions lead to physical
symptoms focus on long timeframes and assume a chronification
of the stressor as well as the physiological response. However, for
this process to occur, there must be somatic reactions in the short

term, which then become chronic over time. It therefore is reason-
able to assume that daily stressors also cause somatic complaints in
the short term. There is a body of research showing that daily
fluctuations of work stressors are related to changes in physiology
that cannot be directly experienced. For example, Ilies, Dimotakis,
and de Pater (2010) showed that workload was positively related to
blood pressure at work. Similarly, Kamarck et al. (2005) found a
positive relationship between task demands and conflicts and
blood pressure. Interestingly, however, only a few studies have
tested whether daily fluctuations in work stressors are related to
subjectively perceived somatic complaints. In a recent diary study
by Bono, Glomb, Shen, Kim, and Koch (in press), the number of
negative work events had no main effect on somatic complaints
(but they had an effect when the number of positive work events
was low). With regard to conflict at work, to our knowledge, there
is only one study that showed short-term effects of conflict on
subjectively perceived somatic symptoms (Hahn, 2000). There is,
however, more research about the short-term effect of interper-
sonal tensions in general (i.e., not restricted to the work context) on
somatic health. In a large-scale diary study, Almeida, Wethington,
and Kessler (2002) found a positive relationship between interper-
sonal tensions and somatic complaints. However, a recent study
could not replicate this effect (Hay & Diehl, 2010). Therefore, the
previous findings on the short-term effects of stressors on somatic
complaints are inconclusive, and with regard to conflict at work,
they are restricted to one study (Hahn, 2000), which did not
differentiate between task and relationship conflict. Hence, further
research on these topics is needed.

Overview of the Current Study

The present study extends previous research in several ways.
First, this is the first study to use a longitudinal design to test the
independent effects of relationship and task conflict on well-being.
Furthermore, this is the first study to test the independent effect of
task conflict on somatic complaints. Second, in contrast to previ-
ous research that largely neglected the interaction of relationship
and task conflict, we also examined whether the effect of relation-
ship conflict depends on the level of task conflict. Third, whereas
most previous research focused on chronic conflict, the present
study examined the duration of effects of daily conflict episodes on
well-being using different time lags.

In sum, we postulated the following three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Within individuals, there will be a positive
effect of relationship and task conflict on angry mood and
somatic complaints.

Hypothesis 2: Within individuals, the effects of relationship
conflict on angry mood and somatic complaints will be stron-
ger than the effects of task conflict.

Hypothesis 3: Within individuals, task conflict will moderate
the effects of relationship conflict on angry mood and somatic
complaints; specifically, the association of relationship con-
flict with angry mood and somatic complaints will be stronger
when task conflict is low compared with high.
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Method

Participants and Procedure

The first and second authors asked their Swiss university stu-
dents to recruit employees for the study. The students approached
employees from several organizations, working in a variety of jobs
(e.g., salesperson, commercial agent, secretary, consultant, con-
troller, lawyer, nurse, physician, social worker, engineer, software
developer) and asked them to participate in a diary study about
organizational well-being. Participants had to work at least 50% of
a full-time equivalent (about 21 hr/week). During the study, the
students regularly contacted the participants to sustain their par-
ticipation. As compensation for the participants’ time, we offered
them individual feedback about their work situation and well-
being at the end of the study.

The sample consisted of 131 employees. Their ages ranged from
16 to 62 years (M � 33.4 years, SD � 12.6). The majority of
participants were women (64%); 13% had completed regular
school (9 years) or an apprenticeship, 61% had completed college,
and 26% had a university degree. On average, they worked 36.1
hr/week (SD � 7.1) and organizational tenure ranged from 0.1 to
30 years (M � 3.2 years, SD � 5.9). Twenty-six percent of the
participants held a supervisory position.

Participants first completed a one-time questionnaire to assess
demographic variables. At the beginning of the following week,
participants began completing several paper-and-pencil surveys
per day for 2 weeks (including weekends) using a fixed time-based
sampling strategy. On a working day, participants filled in a
morning survey (before they started working), an end-of-work
survey, and a bedtime survey. On a nonworking day, participants
filled in only a morning and a bedtime survey. Of the 131 partic-
ipants, 29 did not report any working day with conflicts. Thus, 29
participants had no intraindividual variance in the conflict mea-
sure. Although authors of prior studies eliminated participants who
did not report any of the target experiences (e.g., Ilies et al., 2011;
Meier, Semmer, & Hupfeld, 2009), we retained all 131 partici-
pants, as we also examined between-person effects of conflict (see
below). Overall, participants completed 1,811 morning surveys,
1,092 end-of-work surveys, and 1,791 bedtime surveys, corre-
sponding to a response rate of 99% for the morning surveys and
98% for the bedtime surveys. Because the end-of-work survey had
to be taken only on workdays and not all participants worked full
time, calculating an accurate response rate for the end-of-work
survey was not possible. However, participants had to indicate
whether it was a workday in the morning survey and, on the basis
of this information, the response rate for the end-of-work survey
was 95%. Furthermore, participants indicated whether a survey
had been filled out with a delay of more than 15 min from the
prescribed time point. For the subsequent analyses, we used only
the surveys that had been filled out on time (1,707 morning
surveys, 988 end-of-work surveys, and 1,683 bedtime surveys,
corresponding to an average of 13.0 [SD � 1.6] morning surveys,
7.5 [SD � 2.3] end-of-work surveys, and 12.8 [SD � 1.7] bedtime
surveys).

To test deterioration of compliance over time, we examined
whether day of study (ranging from 1 to 14) was related to missing
data (0 � no missing data, 1 � missing data). For the morning and
the bedtime survey, day of study was unrelated to missing data.

For the end-of-work survey, day of study was negatively related to
missing data (r � �.06, p � .05), indicating that compliance did
not deteriorate over time; rather, it slightly increased on a general
high level. Additional analyses indicated that participants’ level of
noncompliance (i.e., number of missing data points) was unrelated
to the average level of the daily measures as well as to demo-
graphic variables (age, gender, education, organizational tenure,
average working hours, and supervisory function).

Measures

Relationship and task conflict at work. At the end of work,
relationship and task conflict were assessed with a shortened (three
items each) and adapted version of the scale by Jehn (1995; Shah
& Jehn, 1993). We reworded the instructions and the items to refer
to what participants experienced during a working day. Relation-
ship conflict was assessed with the following three items: “Today,
frictions existed among members of the team and me”; “Today,
tensions existed among members of the team and me”; and “To-
day, emotional conflicts existed between members of the team and
me.” Task conflict was assessed with the following three items:
“Today, the team and I disagreed about the way to complete a team
task”; “Today, the team and I disagreed about who should do
what”; and “Today, the team and I disagreed about a decision.”
The response format ranged from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree).1

Angry mood. At all three measurement occasions per day,
angry mood was assessed with a shortened version of the Profile of
Mood States (McNair, Lorr, & Droppleman, 1992). Following
Cranford et al. (2006), we used three items (angry, resentful,
annoyed). Participants had to indicate how they felt at the moment.
The response format ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).

Somatic complaints. At all three measurement occasions per
day, somatic complaints were assessed with six questions based on
a measure by Mohr (1986; cf. Frese, 1985). Headache, gastroin-
testinal problems, and back pain are typical somatic complaints
assessed in occupational health research (e.g., Spector & Jex,
1998); these were measured with two items each. Participants had
to indicate how they felt at the moment. The response format
ranged from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).

Results

Because the daily data were nested within persons, we analyzed
them with a multilevel random coefficient model (Nezlek, 2011),
using the program HLM 6.06 (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, &
Congdon, 2004). The main focus of the analyses was on within-

1 To examine whether relationship conflict and task conflict are distinct
constructs, we conducted a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis using
the program Mplus 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 2010), taking into account that
the daily data are nested within persons. Results supported that the two
subscales reflected different constructs in that a one-factor model did not fit
well, �2(23) � 232.81, comparative fit index (CFI) � 0.71, Tucker–Lewis
index (TLI) � 0.63, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) �
0.09, standardized root mean residual (SRMRbetween) � 0.11, SRMRwithin �
0.24, but a two-factor model did, �2(22) � 53.38, CFI � 0.95, TLI � 0.94,
RMSEA � 0.04, SRMRbetween � 0.04, SRMRwithin � 0.11. The subscales
were related (rwithin � .52, rbetween � .64; see Table 1), which is in line with
the meta-analytic finding of � � .54 by De Dreu and Weingart (2003).
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person relationships of conflict at work with angry mood and
somatic complaints. To model change in the outcome, we con-
trolled for its preceding level (e.g., angry mood in the morning).
These predictors were group mean-centered, implying that the
coefficients for these variables reflect the effect of a person being
high or low (e.g., many or few conflicts) relative to his or her own
mean for that variable across days. Thus, between-person variance
in these variables was removed, and an interpretation of the results
in terms of stable differences between persons can be ruled out (cf.
Ilies, Schwind, & Heller, 2007). Average levels of conflict, how-
ever, are neglected by group mean-centering. Therefore, to exam-
ine the effect of the average level of conflicts on well-being, we
additionally used the aggregated daily measures of conflict as
between-person variables, which were grand mean-centered. In-
stead of conducting separate analyses for each time lag (i.e.,
separate analyses for the four measurement occasions, namely end
of work, bedtime, next morning, end of work the next day), we
conducted multilevel analyses described by Nezlek (2007). For
each outcome, we conducted three-level models in which items
were nested within days, which were nested within people. Thus,
Level 1 represents a measurement model, Level 2 represents
within-person effects (the focus of the present study), and Level 3
represents between-person effects. We used the restricted
maximum-likelihood procedure in HLM for estimating the fixed
and random parameters, and because of the nonnormal distribution
of the outcome variables, we used the robust standard errors for the
significance tests (see Hox, 2010).

Main Analyses

Means, standard deviations, intraclass correlations, and zero-
order correlations for the daily measures are shown in Table 1.
Relationship and task conflict were strongly related to one another;
both types of conflict were related to angry mood, but not to
somatic complaints. Table 2 presents the multilevel analyses.
Within person, relationship conflict was positively related to angry
mood at the end of work and at bedtime, but not to angry mood the
following day. In contrast, task conflict was unrelated to angry
mood at all measurement points. With regard to somatic com-
plaints, neither relationship conflict nor task conflict was predic-
tive at any measurement point.2 Concerning between-person ef-
fects, only aggregated relationship conflict was positively related
to angry mood, and neither type of conflict was related to somatic
complaints.

To directly test whether relationship conflict was more strongly
related to well-being than task conflict, we compared the uncon-
strained model with a constrained model, in which the slopes of
relationship conflict were set to be equal to the slopes of task
conflict (detailed information can be obtained from the first au-
thor). Regarding within-person effects, the constrained model for
angry mood as outcome differed significantly from the uncon-
strained model; thus, the effect of relationship conflict on anger
was stronger than the effect of task conflict. Additional analyses
for each measurement occasion separately indicated that the ef-
fects differed from each other at the end of work and at bedtime,
but not the next day. For somatic complaints as the outcome, the
effects did not differ from each other. Regarding between-person
effects, overall, the effects of relationship conflict on anger were

stronger than the effects of task conflict; for somatic complaints,
however, the effects did not differ from each other.

Finally, in line with our assumption, four interactions between
daily fluctuations of relationship and task conflict were significant.
To examine the interactions in more detail, we conducted simple
slope tests. Because there exists no tool for simple slope tests for
our three-level multivariate model, we conducted additional two-
level analyses to use the tool of Preacher, Curran, and Bauer
(2006). Simple slope tests (see Table 3) showed that relationship
conflict was related to angry mood at bedtime and the next morn-
ing when task conflict was low, but not when task conflict was
high. With regard to somatic complaints, relationship conflict was
related to somatic complaints the next morning when task conflict
was low, but not when task conflict was high. A similar result was
found for somatic complaints at the end of work the following day;
however, both simple slopes did not reach statistical significance.
The pattern is presented using procedures recommended by Aiken
and West (1991) in Figure 1.

Additional Analyses: Spurious Effects Because of
Negative Affectivity?

There is an ongoing debate about the role of negative affectivity
(NA) in stress research, with some noting that NA differences
affect the experience and/or measurement of stressors and well-
being, leading to a biased estimate of their association (e.g.,
Watson, Pennebaker, & Folger, 1987). As we group mean-
centered our day-specific predictors, all interindividual variance in
these predictors had been removed and the within-person effects
cannot be explained by interindividual differences in NA or other
personality variables (e.g., Ilies et al., 2007). However, the
(between-person) effects of the average level of conflict could be
affected by the participants’ level of NA. We therefore ran addi-
tional analyses with chronic NA as a person-level covariate. NA
was measured with an abbreviated nine-item version of the Profile
of Mood States (McNair et al., 1992) before the 2-week diary
period started. Including NA altered neither within-person effects
nor between-person effects of conflict on angry mood and somatic
complaints; therefore, the findings reported above cannot be ex-
plained by interindividual differences in NA. Detailed information
on the additional analyses can be obtained from the first author.

Discussion

We investigated the effects of conflict at work on angry mood
and somatic complaints in a diary study, and we focused on
intraindividual changes in a comparatively short timeframe, rang-
ing from end of work until the following day. Extending previous
research by differentiating between relationship and task conflict,
we tested both independent and interactive effects of relationship
and task conflict. Overall, our results indicated that task conflict

2 A recent meta-analysis found that some physical symptoms (e.g.,
gastrointestinal problems) were more strongly related to work conditions
than others (Nixon et al., 2011). We therefore ran additional analyses for
each symptom (i.e., gastrointestinal problems, headache, back pain) to test
whether conflicts were related to only some but not other symptoms.
However, the results mirror those of the overall score, as both types of
conflict were unrelated to the three types of symptoms.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

149CONFLICT, ANGRY MOOD, SOMATIC COMPLAINTS



was bivariately related to angry mood, but not to somatic com-
plaints, and was unrelated to both outcomes when relationship
conflict was controlled. In contrast, relationship conflict was pos-
itively related to angry mood, but not to somatic complaints at the
daily level, even when task conflict was controlled. Moreover, our
findings indicate that relationship conflict was related to well-
being more strongly when task conflict was low than when it was
high. In other words, relationship conflict is associated with more
anger when it occurs alone than when it is accompanied by task
conflict. Thus, the effect of relationship conflict varies with con-
text.

Relationship Conflict

The fact that relationship conflict was negatively related to
negative mood is in line with previous research. That research,
however, was mainly limited to chronic work conditions and based
on cross-sectional data. As an exception, Ilies et al. (2011) showed
that conflict had lagged short-term effects on negative mood at
work; however, Ilies et al. referred to conflict in general and did
not distinguish between relationship and task conflict; furthermore,
they only focused on mood at work. Our study further shows that
relationship conflict not only had an effect on mood at work, but
also spilled over into the evening; hence, it is likely to impair the
unwinding process (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006). Moreover, as
conflict is linked to angry mood in the evening, third persons such
as spouses may also be affected by work conflicts (see Repetti et
al., 2009).

Interaction of Relationship and Task Conflict

The present study is one of the first to follow the suggestion of
Jehn and Chatman (2000) to consider the overall composition of
conflicts, and we examined whether the effect of relationship
conflict depends on the level of task conflict. In line with the
results of Guerra et al. (2005), relationship conflict was related to
well-being only when task conflict was low but not when it was
high. We had hypothesized this interaction, based on attribution

theory considerations. When relationship conflict arises from task
conflict, likely an individual will attribute the relationship conflict
externally to the task situation rather than internally to the conflict
partner. In other words, the partner might be given the benefit of
the doubt in becoming angry and saying something unkind. When
there is no task conflict, likely the attribution for the relationship
conflict is internal to the conflict partner, thus inducing more
anger.

Interestingly, task conflict had a moderating effect for angry
mood only at bedtime and the next morning, but not for the rather
immediate effect at the end of the workday. Although we did not
hypothesize this pattern, it is in line with our assumption that
attribution and ruminative thoughts play an important role in the
origin and prolongation of stress reactions. Conflict is likely to
arouse immediate anger. After work, however, people are prone to
think about their conflicts and discuss them with other people (e.g.,
spouse; see Amstad & Semmer, 2009; Brosschot et al., 2006). By
thinking about the conflict episode, people may reappraise the
conflict episode and, in doing so, may separate aspects related to
the task versus the relationship more clearly (e.g., “Did he or she
attack me personally because we disagreed about a task-related
topic?”). Thus, attribution and the effect of relationship and task
conflict may change in the course of time (e.g., at work vs. later at
home). In terms of the emotions as social information model (Van
Kleef, 2009), it seems likely that the process starts with a domi-
nance of the affective reaction and rather shallow information
processing, and then gives way to more thorough information
processing, leading to a dominance of cognitive inferences over
the immediate affective reaction.

Future research, however, should try to replicate our finding and
examine the suggested mediating mechanism of attributions and
the role of rumination more explicitly. Our reasoning on the
prolonged effects of conflict is based on the assumption that lack
of psychological detachment and negative work-related thoughts
impair the recovery process and sustain stress-related affective and
physiological activation. Therefore, ruminating about work prob-

Table 1
Sample Sizes, Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Daily Measures

Variable n M SDb-p SDw-p ICC 1 2 3a 3b 3c 4a 4b 4c

1. Relationship conflict 968 1.25 0.24 0.54 .16 (.82) .64� .34� .50� .16 .12 .11 .10
2. Task conflict 958 1.21 0.23 0.44 .21 .52� (.68) .34� .39� .20� .08 .04 .04
3. Anger

a. Morning 1,702 1.07 0.10 0.28 .10 .10 .08 (.83) .52� .60� .37� .32� .41�

b. End of work 987 1.14 0.12 0.41 .08 .40� .23� .13� (.88) .51� .11 .10 .13
c. Bedtime 1,682 1.10 0.12 0.27 .11 .16� .17� .20� .30� (.89) .24� .16 .24�

4. Somatic complaints
a. Morning 1,697 1.23 0.25 0.30 .40 .04 .03 .18� .02 .02 —a .80� .84�

b. End of work 985 1.26 0.28 0.28 .49 .03 .01 .11� .06 .04 .62� —a .86�

c. Bedtime 1,680 1.23 0.26 0.28 .45 .01 �.01 .15� .03 .09� .52� .68� —a

Notes. SDb-p � between-person standard deviation; SDw-p � within-person standard deviation; ICC � intraclass correlation (proportion of the
between-person variance compared with the total variance). Standard deviations and ICCs are based on variance estimates of unconditional (null) models
(see Nezlek, 2011). Correlations below the diagonal reflect the within-person associations of the constructs of the same day and were calculated with Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 2010). Correlations above the diagonal reflect the between-person associations of the aggregated daily measures. Reliability estimates
were calculated according to Nezlek (2011) and are shown within parentheses on the diagonal of the table.
aThe sum of these items is a meaningful indicator of somatic complaints; however, they do not reflect a single underlying construct. Therefore, internal
consistency is not a meaningful measure for this scale (see Spector & Jex, 1998).
� p � .05.
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lems (e.g., conflicts) and its consequences (e.g., negative affect)
are assumed to have detrimental effects on employees’ well-being.

However, it seems likely that there are different types of rumi-
native thoughts, which may have different effects on well-being.
Cropley and Zijlstra (2011) differentiated between affective rumi-
nation (as a cognitive state characterized by the appearance of
intrusive and recurrent negative work-related thoughts) and
problem-solving pondering (as prolonged mental scrutiny of prob-
lem to see how it can be solved without the emotional process that
sustains the affective and physiological arousal). A recent cross-
sectional study showed that only affective rumination was nega-
tively related to well-being; in contrast, problem-solving ponder-
ing was positively related to well-being (Querstret & Cropley,
2012). Related to this, Treynor, Gonzalez, and Nolen-Hoeksema
(2003) showed that brooding (i.e., passive comparison of one’s

situation with unachieved goals) was positively related to depres-
sive symptoms both concurrently and in the long run, whereas
reflection (i.e., cognitive problem solving, conceptually similar to
the problem-solving pondering of Cropley & Zijlstra, 2011) was
positively related to depressive symptoms concurrently, but was
associated with less depressive symptoms over time. Thus, al-
though problem–solving-oriented pondering may be emotionally
stressful in the short run, it may be adaptive in the long run, as it
may take time to sort things out.

Additional evidence that the type of thoughts affects the dura-
tion of the negative effects comes from experimental research
(Ray, Wilhelm, & Gross, 2008): Participants who ruminated about
a negative event from their own perspective experienced more
anger, more cognitive perseveration, and greater sympathetic ner-
vous system activation than participants who were instructed to

Table 2
Multilevel Analyses Predicting Angry Mood and Somatic Complaints From Relationship and Task Conflict

Angry mood Somatic complaints

Measure B � SE B B � SE B

DV measured at end of work
Intercept 1.13�� — 0.01 1.27�� — 0.03
Between-person effects

RC 0.28�� .16�� 0.06 0.11 .09 0.10
TC �0.06 �.03 0.06 �0.01 �.01 0.12

Within-person effects
DV at morning 0.04 .03 0.05 0.26�� .28�� 0.06
RC 0.22�� .29�� 0.05 0.03 .06 0.03
TC �0.05 �.05 0.03 �0.01 �.02 0.02
RC � TC �0.09 �.09 0.11 �0.02 �.03 0.03

DV measured at bedtime
Intercept 1.12�� — 0.02 1.23�� — 0.02
Between-person effects

RC 0.06 .05 0.07 0.13 .12 0.09
TC 0.13 .11 0.09 �0.05 �.04 0.09

Within-person effects
DV at morning 0.10 .10 0.07 0.14�� .16�� 0.04
RC 0.12�� .24�� 0.04 �0.03 �.06 0.01
TC �0.01 �.02 0.05 �0.01 �.02 0.02
RC � TC �0.24�� �.35�� 0.07 �0.01 �.01 0.02

DV measured the next morning
Intercept 1.08�� — 0.01 1.22�� — 0.02
Between-person effects

RC 0.15� .13� 0.07 0.10 .08 0.08
TC 0.06 .05 0.07 0.02 .02 0.09

Within-person effects
DV at morning �0.04 �.04 0.04 0.09 .09 0.06
RC 0.05 .10 0.03 0.03 .05 0.02
TC 0.03 .05 0.04 �0.02 �.03 0.03
RC � TC �0.18� �.25� 0.07 �0.07� �.09� 0.03

DV measured at the end of work at next day
Intercept 1.14�� — 0.02 1.27�� — 0.03
Between-person effects

RC 0.36�� .21�� 0.08 0.15 .13 0.10
TC �0.17 �.10 0.09 �0.03 �.02 0.12

Within-person effects
DV at morning �0.07 �.05 0.09 �0.05 �.05 0.05
RC �0.07 �.09 0.06 0.02 .04 0.04
TC �0.02 �.02 0.07 �0.04 �.06 0.04
RC � TC �0.16 �.15 0.12 �0.08�� �.11�� 0.03

Note. RC � relationship conflict; TC � task conflict; DV � dependent variable. Standardized coefficients (�) were calculated using the formula � �
B � SDx/SDy (see Hox, 2010).
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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think about the event from a different perspective (e.g., another
party involved). Therefore, it is possible that, on the one hand,
ruminating about an experienced conflict is likely to sustain neg-
ative emotions and hence increases the duration of the effect; on
the other hand, thinking about the conflict in a problem-solving
way could be instrumental in the long run as it may help the person
handle this or future conflicts by increasing perspective taking,
which is related to successful conflict management (e.g., Galinsky,
Maddux, Gilin, & White, 2008). Future research should therefore
examine the type of work-related thoughts in detail.

Task Conflict

The present study indicates that it is important to differentiate
between relationship and task conflict. In contrast to our assump-

tion, but in line with previous results from cross-sectional studies
(Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Guerra et al., 2005), task conflict was
not related to angry mood once relationship conflict was con-
trolled. We reasoned that task conflict may have detrimental ef-
fects on well-being independent of its association with relationship
conflict because it threatens one’s striving for a positive self-view.
We still maintain that task conflict can threaten the self in this way.
However, one has to consider several other aspects of the conflict
situations that may counter this threat. For example, a disagree-
ment may be limited to parts of the discussion, or it may even end
with the conflict partners agreeing with one’s point of view,
making a person feel competent and boosting his or her self-
esteem. A disagreement may also result in new insights, creative
solutions, and more efficient problem solving, which may have
positive effects (see Jehn, 1995). Finally, task conflict may well
occur in an atmosphere of respect and appreciation (cf. Baron,
1988), thereby fostering an atmosphere of psychological safety
(see Edmondson, 1999). To the extent that disagreements have
these qualities, they need not result in negative reactions of the
kind we investigated (see De Dreu, 2008). The role of social
support in attenuating effects of conflict found by Guerra et al.
(2005) and Ilies et al. (2011) are in line with these assumptions.

Somatic Complaints

Previous research about short-term effects of work stressors on
physical well-being have mainly focused on physiological reac-
tions (e.g., blood pressure; e.g., Ilies et al., 2010), but little is
known about whether stressors also affect subjectively perceived
somatic complaints in the short run. Addressing this, we examined

Table 3
Effects of Relationship Conflict on Angry Mood and Somatic
Complaints Depending on the Level of Task Conflict

Outcome Low task conflict High task conflict

Angry mood
Bedtime 0.17 (.34)�� 0.02 (.04)
Next morning 0.12 (.23)�� 0.01 (.02)

Somatic complaints
Next morning 0.06 (.12)� �0.01 (�.02)
End of work next day 0.04 (.08) �0.01 (�.01)

Note. Unstandardized and standardized (within parentheses) coefficients
are reported.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

Figure 1. Interactions between daily relationship and task conflicts predicting well-being.
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whether daily conflict was related to short-term changes in head-
ache, back pain, and gastrointestinal problems. Contrary to our
assumption, conflict was unrelated to subjectively perceived so-
matic complaints. This stands in contrast to the diary study by
Hahn (2000). It should be noted, however, that Hahn used a
broader measure of conflict that also included interferences be-
tween work and family life, as well as a broader measure of
somatic complaints. Furthermore, she did not control for baseline
level in the analyses; hence, the results of the two studies should
be compared with caution. Our results also stand in contrast to
cross-sectional research about chronic work conflict (e.g., Spector
& Jex, 1998). To affect somatic complaints, conflicts presumably
have to fulfill one of two conditions. First, they have to occur more
frequently or occur over an extended period of time, thus repre-
senting chronic interpersonal tensions. These considerations point
to the importance of differentiating between short-term and long-
term effects, and they highlight that relatively little is known about
the time course of the effects that stressors have on health and
well-being (Mitchell & James, 2001). Second, somatic complaints
may result from conflict incidents only if the intensity of the
incident is high. Future studies should therefore measure associa-
tions between conflict and somatic complaints with various time
lags (e.g., day, week, month) to better distinguish short-term and
long-term effects, and they should sample more conflict episodes
and get a measure of their intensity.

Limitations

Certain limitations in the present study should be acknowledged.
First, although memory biases are generally reduced with daily
measures compared with one-time global assessments, the inter-
pretation of episodic conflicts may alter within short time spans
(e.g., hours); hence, assessing conflict only once per day is an
important limitation. Depending on the sampling procedure, dif-
ferent types of processes are being measured. Conner and Feldman
Barrett (2012) discussed these processes in terms of different
selves, namely the experiencing (momentary), remembering (ret-
rospective), and believing (trait) self. Using an event-sampling
procedure in which participants are requested to report a conflict
episode immediately after it happened (for an example, see Jensen-
Campbell & Graziano, 2000) best captures the experiencing self.
Of particular interest, Conner and Feldman Barrett noted that it is
the experiencing self that is most strongly related to bodily reac-
tions such as cardiovascular and hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal
axis reactivity. Therefore, future studies should use an event-
sampling approach to measure conflict as well as mood and
somatic symptoms as they occur. Moreover, other physiological
stress responses that cannot be directly perceived but may be
triggered by acute stress, such as high blood pressure, could also
be examined.

Second, and related to the previous point, future studies should
also focus on a broader variety of somatic complaints. In the
present research, we assessed only headache, gastrointestinal prob-
lems, and back pain; hence, it is unknown whether daily fluctua-
tions of conflict are related to short-term fluctuations of other
symptoms, such as musculoskeletal pain. However, it is important
to note that chronic conflict has been linked to headache, gastro-
intestinal problems, and back pain in previous cross-sectional
research (see Nixon et al., 2011), suggesting that our conclusion

that different mechanisms come into play in short-and long-term
effects of work stressors on somatic complaints is not unwarranted.

Third, the present study did not test the mediating mechanisms
of ruminative thoughts and attributions; rather, we inferred such
processes based on appraisal theories of emotion. Therefore, future
studies should test a model in which rumination (negative),
problem-solving pondering (positive), and attributions—predicted
by the interplay of the two types of conflicts—mediate the nega-
tive effect of conflict on well-being.

Fourth, the present study suggested that conflict is prospectively
linked to impaired well-being. However, it may be that the rela-
tionship between conflict and well-being merely reflects the effect
of a third variable. For example, it cannot be ruled out that other
stressors such as workload caused conflict and, independently, also
caused impaired well-being.

Fifth, the study was based on a convenience sample, which
imposes limits on generalizability. More specifically, our sample
was rather highly educated, which may imply lower reactivity to
stressors in general and to conflict in particular (cf. Almeida,
2005). It is noteworthy that participants in our study experienced
relatively few conflicts and had a rather high level of well-being.
Interestingly, even fluctuations at such low levels (and hence with
restricted variance) yielded significant associations between well-
being and conflict. Nevertheless, it is possible that some effects
emerge only with high levels of conflict. Future research should
therefore examine effects of conflict on well-being among people
with more frequent and more severe conflicts.

Conclusions and Practical Implications

Our findings have implications for the management of conflict
in organizations. With regard to relationship conflict, our results
confirm the general finding that relationship conflict has negative
consequences. Thus, it is important for managers to create climates
of trust in which employees can feel free to disagree without that
disagreement escalating into relationship conflict. This can be
accomplished by managers modeling the sorts of responses to
disagreements that will avoid relationship conflict, and by taking
corrective actions when individuals respond to respectful disagree-
ment with relationship conflict.

With regard to task conflict, our results suggest that the detri-
mental relationship of task conflict with well-being is likely due to
the co-occurrence of both forms of conflict. Thus, our results do
not support our hypothesis that task conflict itself is detrimental for
well-being. On the other hand, we could not find positive effects of
task conflict, even after the variance shared with relationship
conflict was controlled. Therefore, our results do not support the
claim that task conflict in general is likely to be beneficial, at least
with regard to well-being (Pondy, 1992). One possible conclusion
is that task conflict may be a double-edged sword, containing (a)
potentially positive aspects that lead to insights and to better
problem solving, and through the experience of these effects to
pride and increased self-esteem, and (b) the negative aspects
mentioned (i.e., seeing one’s viewpoint attacked). The two aspects
may well cancel each other out, leading to a null effect if task
conflict is treated as a unitary construct (after partialing out the
effects of relationship conflict). Therefore, neither the advice to
induce, or even reinforce, task conflict nor the advice to avoid task
conflict seems warranted at this point.
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However, once people disagree, it does seem advisable to care-
fully word one’s disagreements in terms of the issue at hand, that
is, task-related, and to avoid “people-oriented” attacks (Steinel et
al., 2008). If relationship conflict occurs, it may be beneficial to
support attributions in terms of task aspects. In this respect, the
implications of our study go beyond those of most other studies:
Not only avoiding statements that imply people-oriented attacks is
useful, once these have occurred, but it also may be helpful to
support a reappraisal of these statements in terms of task-related
disagreement (e.g., “He only said that because he wanted to defend
his position”). Such attempts at reappraisal may well take place
after the conflict episode is over, supporting the idea of a conflict
debriefing. In fact, to the extent that our discussion of immediate
affective dominance giving way to more differentiated cognitive
processing later on is correct, this would even suggest that such a
debriefing may be most useful when some time has passed.

In sum, our results extend previous research about short-term
effects of work conflict on well-being. Showing that task conflict
is unrelated to well-being once relationship conflict is controlled
implies that task conflict cannot be advocated as a useful practice
in general. Showing that task conflict may mitigate the effects of
relationship conflict, however, our results suggest that once con-
flict does arise, effort should be made to appraise in terms of task
conflict as much as possible. At the same time, our research
stimulates a number of questions, which refer to issues of time-
frames and intensity, and to the specific aspects contained in task
conflict that may be beneficial (i.e., fostering good decisions) or
detrimental (i.e., arousing defensiveness and fostering relationship
conflict).
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