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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to examine whether psychological safety mediates the association 

between relationship conflict and management team performance. Although much empirical 

research has been done on the association between relationship conflict and team 

performance, there is little research investigating the processes that can explain this 

association. We suggest that team psychological safety will serve as a mediator between 

relationship conflict and team performance. The data is based on a sample of 160 Norwegian 

management teams, that have answered a questionnaire called “effect”, from Bang 

and Midelfart’s (2019) work. Linear regression analyses and PROCESS by Hayes (2017) 

were used to test the hypotheses. All hypotheses were supported. We found a significant 

indirect effect of relationship conflict on management team performance, mediated by 

psychological safety. In addition, relationship conflict was negatively related to psychological 

safety and management team performance, while psychological safety was positively related 

to management team performance. Our study indicates that psychological safety can play an 

important role in explaining how relationship conflict is negative for management team 

performance. Increasing levels of relationship conflict seem to decrease the level of 

psychological safety in the team, making it less safe for the team members to speak up, ask 

questions, voice their concerns, and admit mistakes, which again will impede management 

team performance.  
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The nature of much of the work in today’s organizations requires judgement, coping 

with uncertainty and complexity, suggesting new ideas, and coordinating and communicating 

with others (Edmondson, 2019, p. 39). This is particularly true for the management teams in 

the organizations, consisting of leaders from different organizational units who have a 

responsibility for making complex decisions, uniting and coordinating conflicting goals, plans 

and processes, and making the organization function effectively (Bang & Midelfart, 2019). As 

the members of management teams make complex and difficult decisions, different kinds of 

conflicts (e.g., task and relationship conflict) are inevitable (Janssen, 1999). While studies 

show mixed results regarding the effect of task conflicts on team performance, relationship 

conflict, defined as “interpersonal incompatibilities among group members, which typically 

includes tension, animosity, and annoyance among members within a group” (Jehn, 1995, p. 

258), is consistently found to be detrimental to team performance (De Dreu & Weingart, 

2003; de Wit et al., 2012). 

Jehn et al. (2008) and Rispens et al. (2011) highlighted the importance of examining 

mediating mechanisms between relationship conflict and group outcomes to identify why 

conflict has negative effects on team performance. We suggest that the level of psychological 

safety in management teams may function as a mediator between relationship conflict and 

team performance, and thus shed light on why relationship conflicts are detrimental to team 

performance. Psychological safety means that team members feel safe to take interpersonal 

risks, such as speaking up, asking questions or admitting an error, without the fear of the 

possible negative consequences of doing so (Edmondson, 1999). How to manage the 

interpersonal threats experienced by employees when admitting uncertainty or voicing 

concerns, is one of the challenges faced by today’s organizations. When team members do not 

feel safe to take interpersonal risks, collaboration is likely to suffer (Edmondson & Lei, 

2014). A psychologically safe environment sets the stage for more honest, challenging and 

collaborative work processes, by encouraging people to speak up and dare to be themselves. 

As a result, a more efficient work environment could be established (Edmondson, 2019, p.18). 

Studies indicate that psychological safety is associated with improved team performance (e.g., 

Edmondson, 1999; Schaubroeck et al., 2011), meaning that when the environment in which 

people work is psychologically safe, speaking up is encouraged, and learning from mistakes is 

promoted. Therefore, managers should work to create a psychologically safe environment to 

improve team learning and performance (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2012; 

Edmondson, 2019).  
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The main aim of our study is to examine to what extent relationship conflict has an 

indirect effect on management team performance through psychological safety as a mediator. 

We also examine to what extent relationship conflict is negatively related to management 

team performance and psychological safety, and if psychological safety is positively related to 

management team performance. 

Theory and hypotheses 

Management teams  

A management team can be defined as “a group of individuals, each of whom has a 

personal responsibility for leading some part of an organization, [and] who are interdependent 

for the purpose of providing overall leadership for a larger enterprise” (Wageman & 

Hackman, 2010, p. 477). Management teams are teams working with cognitive decision-

making tasks. They work with quality assurance, anchor and make decisions, discuss and 

analyze problems, and find solutions for how to solve them (Bang & Midelfart, 2019, p. 24). 

The team members need to be analytical, but also possess interpersonal and communicational 

skills. Since people not only communicate and process information cognitively but also 

socially, the team members will continuously have to deal with the relational challenges that 

could occur during the decision-making process (Forsyth, 2014). Effective management teams 

make an important difference for how the organization performs and help the team members 

learn and grow to better perform the task at hand (Hackman, 2002; Wageman et al., 2008).  

 

Team performance 
According to Hackman (2002), outcomes from teamwork should be seen in a three-

dimensional perspective: task performance, individual well-being and growth, and team 

viability. Bang and Midelfart (2017) present a model for analyzing management team 

effectiveness with four clusters of variables: input factors, process factors, emergent states, 

and output factors. They suggest that management teams do not primarily exist to create team 

viability; their “raison d’etre” lies in their ability to achieve high quality task performance for 

the organization, and individual well-being and growth for the team members. Following de 

Wit et al. (2012), Bang and Midelfart (2017, 2019) therefore propose that team viability 

should be separate from the other output factors (that is, task performance and individual 

well-being and growth). Hence, we use task performance and individual well-being and 
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growth as indicators of team performance. When we use the term “team performance” in this 

thesis, we refer to both task performance and individual well-being and growth.  

Task performance.  Task performance is about to what extent the team makes “a 

significant and positive contribution to the success of the organization” (Bang & Midelfart, 

2017, p. 336). Inspired by the work of Drath et al. (2008), Bang and Midelfart (2017) propose 

that task performance in management teams is about creating direction (agreement on the 

direction and goals of the organization), alignment (coordination of goals, plans and 

strategies), and commitment (ownership and commitment to the team’s goals and decisions). 

In his article on executive teams, Nadler (1998) specifies in more detail the types of results 

management teams produce: “the quality of decision-making, the ability to implement 

decisions, the outcomes of teamwork in terms of problems solved and work completed, and 

finally, the quality of institutional leadership provided by the team” (Nadler, 1998, p. 23-24). 

In this study, we follow Bang and Midelfart (2017) and define task performance in 

management teams more generally as to what extent “the results produced by the team make a 

significant and positive contribution to the success of the organization—in other words that 

the results create substantially added value for the organization” (p. 336). 

Individual well-being and growth. Individual well-being and growth is defined as 

whether “the group-experience, on balance, contributes positively to the learning and personal 

well-being of the individual team member” (Hackman, 2002, p. 28). According to Hackman 

(1990) an effective team contributes to the individual member’s well-being, motivation, 

learning and growth. It creates added value for the members by providing them with relevant 

information, learning and growth, and help the members to become better at doing their job 

(Bang & Midelfart, 2017).  

 

Relationship conflict 
Conflict is inevitable when the management team members make complex and 

difficult decisions (Janssen, 1999). De Dreu and Weingart (2003) define conflict as the 

process resulting from the tension between team members because of real or perceived 

differences. Past research has distinguished between task conflict, relationship conflict, and 

process conflict (de Wit et al., 2012). This thesis will address relationship conflict, which is 

defined as “interpersonal incompatibilities among group members, which typically includes 

tension, animosity, and annoyance among members within a group” (Jehn, 1995, p. 258).      
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It often refers to a perception of disagreements over issues that are personal, such as personal 

taste, political preferences, values, and interpersonal style (Jehn, 1995).  

Past research has revealed negative associations between relationship conflict, task 

performance, and team member satisfaction (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2012). 

De Dreu and Weingart (2003) conducted a meta-analysis of 30 studies examining the 

association between task conflict and relationship conflict on the one hand, and task 

performance and team member satisfaction on the other. They found a mean negative 

correlation between relationship conflict and task performance (r = -.22), and between 

relationship conflict and team member satisfaction (r = -.54). A later meta-analysis, 

conducted by de Wit et al. (2012), confirmed the results of De Dreu and Weingart (2003) and 

found a negative correlation between relationship conflict and task performance (r = -.16), 

and relationship conflict and group member satisfaction (r = -.54). 

There are several theories which try to explain why relationship conflict is detrimental 

to task performance. One such theory is the information-processing perspective (Carnevale & 

Probst, 1998). In an experimental study, Carnevale and Probst (1998) showed that participants 

were more flexible in their thinking and more creative in their problem solving when they 

participated in cooperative negotiation with a low conflict level. The researchers compared 

this group with a control group where there was no conflict present. On the other hand, when 

participants took part in competitive negotiation with a high conflict level, their cognitive 

flexibility and creative thinking decreased substantially. These effects were explained by 

cognitive load, which reduces the ability of a group member to assess new information 

provided by other members (Pelled, 1996). High levels of relationship conflict increase the 

arousal level of the group members, and this cognitive load interferes with cognitive 

flexibility and creative thinking (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003).   

In addition to the information-processing perspective, relationship conflict makes 

members less receptive to the ideas of other group members, some of whom they may not like 

or who may not like them (Jehn, 1995; Pelled, 1996). The group members are more likely to 

focus on the information that they possess themselves and that supports their own viewpoints, 

rather than listening to the other group members’ thoughts and ideas. According to the model 

of motivated information processing in groups (MIP-G model), relationship conflict reduces 

the social and epistemic motivation to process information systematically (De Dreu et al., 

2008; de Wit et al., 2013). De Dreu et al. (2008, p. 23) define epistemic motivation as “the 
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willingness to expend effort to achieve a thorough, rich and accurate understanding of the 

world, including the group task or decision problem at hand.” Social motivation is defined “as 

the individual preference for outcome distributions between oneself and other group members 

and can be ‘pro-self’ (the individual is concerned with their own outcomes only) or 

‘prosocial’ (the individual is concerned with joint outcomes and fairness)” (De Dreu et al., 

2008, p. 23). According to the MIP-G model, epistemic motivation is an important aspect in a 

decision-making process when it is crucial to get input from all the group members. If the 

epistemic motivation is being reduced because of a relationship conflict, the group members 

might intentionally choose not to listen to and not to use the information from their co-

workers. Additionally, relationship conflict may trigger the competitive social motivation, 

which can create a focus on ‘winning’ the discussion, instead of developing the best solution 

for the team (De Dreu et al., 2008; de Wit et al., 2013). Therefore, high levels of relationship 

conflict may result in discussing the conflict rather than working on the team’s task (Pelled, 

1996). This distraction could possibly limit the group members’ cognitive functioning and 

thus inhibit the task performance (Jehn, 1995; Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

Relationship conflict is characterized by tension, hostility, stress, and anxiety among 

the group members (Jehn, 1995). The threat-rigidity theory can help explain why this can 

happen (Staw et al., 1981). The theory suggests that a perceived social threat, such as 

relationship conflicts, activates a stress response. This stress response might create, among 

other things, cognitive rigidity, narrowed reasoning, defensiveness, and closed-mindedness. 

The relationship conflict can either create an intensification (fight) or avoidance (flight) 

response (O'Neill & McLarnon, 2018). In these cases, the mental resources of the group 

members are used to deal with the feelings that arise from the relationship conflict, not the 

task at hand. This is likely to be detrimental to the task performance (O'Neill & McLarnon, 

2018).  

The tension, stress, and anxiety level emerging during relationship conflict, does not 

only affect task performance, but it is also most likely detrimental to the individual’s well-

being and growth as well (Dijkstra et al., 2005). According to Jehn (1995), interpersonal 

tension reduces the satisfaction with one’s job, task group, and organization. This is mainly 

because it enhances negative reactions such as anxiety and fear. When a relationship conflict 

is experienced as threatening, it is more likely that it becomes more emotional and elicits 

anger and frustration. According to Dijkstra et al. (2005), conflict acts as a major stressor at 

work, and the way group members respond to this stressor determines the outcomes. If the 
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conflict response is characterized by feelings of helplessness and flight behavior, it is more 

likely that the group member experiences more organizational stress. This organizational 

stress could possibly result in a decrease in individual well-being (Dijkstra et al., 2005). In 

addition, if the group climate is characterized by tension and frustration, it is possibly 

detrimental to the individual’s well-being, motivation, learning, and growth (Jehn, 1995; De 

Dreu & Weingart, 2003).  

All the perspectives presented above suggest that relationship conflict decreases the 

communication quality, cooperation, and understanding among the group members (Jehn & 

Bendersky, 2003). Relationship conflict also increase the tension, stress, and anxiety among 

them, and conflict-related stress and emotions may prohibit straight and analytic thinking 

(Jehn & Bendersky, 2003; van Woerkom & van Engen, 2009). These consequences are 

suggested to affect team performance (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). 

This leads us to our first hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 1a: Relationship conflict is negatively associated with task performance. 

Hypothesis 1b: Relationship conflict is negatively associated with individual well-

being and growth. 

 

Psychological safety   

Edmondson (1999, p. 354) defines psychological safety as “the shared belief that the 

team members are safe to take interpersonal risks by asking questions, discussing problems or 

sharing concerns without being embarrassed or rejected.” Psychological safety is not the same 

as comfortable situations or group cohesiveness, but is rather the shared belief that problems, 

concerns, and ideas can be constructively discussed without the fear of losing face (Nembhard 

& Edmondson, 2012; Edmondson, 2019, p.17). Psychological safety enables people on 

different sides of a conflict to speak candidly about what is bothering them so that the conflict 

is discussed and learned from different points of view. Mostly, people want to be perceived as 

competent, positive, helpful, and knowledgeable and tend to avoid situations where they 

could be perceived as the opposite (Edmondson, 2003; 2019). Speaking up about concerns or 

voicing new ideas is important for team and organizational learning, but it is not without risk. 

New ideas may not always lead to success, and the individual is at risk of being perceived as 

unintelligent or wasting team members’ time. This may in turn lead to employees not 
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contributing to the learning processes in the future and thereby inhibit both individual and 

organizational learning (Detert & Burris, 2007). Edmondson (1999) and Nembhard and 

Edmondson (2012) found that psychological safety is a key determinant for what members of 

a team are willing to ask for or propose to the group. Psychological safety creates a context 

where taking an interpersonal risk is encouraged, where employees are more likely to speak 

up, make suggestions, and challenge the current way of doing things (Walumbwa & 

Schaubroeck, 2009). 

A conceptual sibling of psychological safety is trust. Both trust and psychological 

safety describe psychological states including perceptions of risk or vulnerability (Edmondson 

et al., 2004). They both tell us something about interpersonal relationships, but trust does not 

imply anything about the climate in which people work the way psychological safety does. 

Mayer et al. (1995, p. 712) define trust as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the 

actions of another party, based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular 

action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control the other 

party.” Trust is a construct between two individuals and is more often discussed at the 

individual level of analysis (Edmondson, 2004, p. 244), whereas psychological safety is more 

often discussed at the group level of analysis and considers the work group as one unit 

(Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson, 2019, p. 11). Previous researchers have pointed out that trust 

is associated with both relationship conflict and management team effectiveness (Simons & 

Peterson, 2000; Camelo-Ordaz et al., 2014). In their meta-analysis, de Wit et al. (2012) found 

a negative association between relationship conflict and trust (r = -.53). In teams experiencing 

high levels of relationship conflict, it is likely that group members do not share a mutual 

understanding and acceptance (Langfred, 2007). Johnson and Avolio (2019) argue that 

disagreements related to personalities and values threaten the respect and trust within a team. 

Consequently, the level of trust is expected to be low in the presence of relationship conflict 

(Langfred, 2007; Camelo-Ordaz et al., 2014; Johnson & Avolio, 2019). 

 

Relationship conflict and psychological safety 

We suggest that the tension, animosity, and stress that emerge in relationship conflicts 

can possibly affect the psychological safety within the team. It can feel challenging to speak 

up about concerns and voicing new ideas when some of the team members do not listen or 

show hostility. This could feel like a huge interpersonal risk and can lead to team members 
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refraining from contributing with their ideas and opinions. Johnson and Avolio (2019) argue 

that teams with increasing levels of relationship conflicts may lead to a decreased experience 

of a psychologically safe environment. This may be the case as a psychologically safe 

environment mainly comes from interpersonal relationships and is linked to the trust and 

respect the team members have for each other (Edmondson, 1999). That is, when 

disagreements related to personalities and values threaten the respect and trust within the 

team, the level of psychological safety may be reduced (Jehn et al., 2008; Johnson & Avolio, 

2019). 

The anxiety and stress level emerging from relationship conflicts may result in anger 

and frustration (Jehn, 1995). In these cases, it would probably create an environment where 

the team members are afraid to speak up, which characterizes an absence of psychological 

safety (Carmeli et al., 2009). As previously mentioned, the threat-rigidity theory proposes that 

a perceived social threat, such as a relationship conflict, could trigger cognitive rigidity, 

defensiveness, and closed-mindedness (Staw et al., 1981; O'Neill & McLarnon, 2018). These 

behaviors can be considered as the opposite of behaviors related to psychological safety like 

for instance speaking up and challenging the current way of doing things (Walumbwa & 

Schaubroeck, 2009). 

The relationship between team members is an important factor for psychological 

safety (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; Carmeli et al., 2009). Rispens et al. (2011) argue that 

relational closeness (“the degree to which work group members personally know each other 

and feel close to each other”) acts as a buffer in the negative association between relationship 

conflict and how the work group functions. High-quality relationships are therefore important 

within a team because it can reduce the negative effects of relationship conflicts. It is 

conceivable that low levels of relationship conflict could be close to the experience of high-

quality relationships, which are characterized by mutual respect (Carmeli et al., 2009). 

Carmeli et al. (2009) suggest that in high-quality relationships individuals develop a sense of 

safety to comfortably speak up without worrying about the interpersonal consequences of 

doing so. As a result, the team is robust enough to overcome any disagreements or 

misunderstandings that they may encounter.  

Based on the arguments above, we propose that relationship conflict can reduce the 

level of psychological safety in management teams: 

Hypothesis 2: Relationship conflict is negatively associated with psychological safety  
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Psychological safety and team performance 

Psychological safety has been demonstrated to have an association with team 

performance, both directly and indirectly (e.g., Edmondson, 1999; Schaubroeck et al., 2011; 

Bilstad, 2016). Teams with higher levels of psychological safety have less fear of the negative 

consequences of interpersonal risk-taking, and the team members are encouraged to speak up 

about new ideas or concerns. According to Edmondson (2019, p.18), psychological safety lay 

a foundation for a more candid, more stimulating, and more collaborative work, which in turn 

promotes a more efficient work environment. When speaking up about one’s opinion 

outweigh the possible negative consequences of doing so, the team members are free to be 

engaged in the task at hand, to cooperate better, engage in learning behaviors and perform 

better (Kahn, 1990; Edmondson, 1999, 2004; Schaubroeck et al., 2011; Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2012). 

 Research on psychological safety emphasizes how a shared understanding of the work 

environment as safe for interpersonal risk-taking, encourages and lead team members to 

engage in learning activities, and thereby improve team performance (Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2012). Edmondson (1999, p. 353) conceptualize learning as “an ongoing process 

of reflection and action, characterized by asking questions, seeking feedback, experimenting, 

reflecting on results, and discussing errors or unexpected outcomes of actions”. Huang et al. 

(2008) studied psychological safety, team learning and team performance in 60 different 

R&D teams at the Industrial Technology Research Institute in Taiwan. Their data revealed a 

positive association between psychological safety and team performance, and that team 

learning mediated this effect. The study implies that psychological safety is key for team 

learning to occur and thereby improves team performance. Edmondson (1999) found similar 

results in her study of 51 work teams in a manufacturing company, where the aim was to 

model the effect of psychological safety and team efficacy together on learning and 

performance. The results showed that psychological safety significantly predicts team 

learning. They also showed that learning behavior mediates the relationship between 

psychological safety and team performance. 

Psychological safety is also seen to improve management team performance through 

dialogical communication (Bilstad, 2016). Bilstad (2016) found an indirect association 

between psychological safety and team performance, where the relationship was mediated by 

dialogical communication – that is, by the team members’ ability to communicate openly and 
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explore each other’s perspectives. Open communication through experimentation, discussion 

and decision-making is a determinant of successful team performance (Huang et al., 2008).  

Baer and Frese (2003) also investigated how psychological safety is vital for task 

performance. The authors studied the relationship between process innovation, climate for 

initiative, psychological safety and firm performance in 47 medium-sized German firms. The 

findings suggested that teams with high levels of psychological safety performed better than 

those with low levels of psychological safety. That is, initiative leads to the development of 

new ideas and better implementation of innovations, which in the long run may lead to better 

performance. Still, innovation alone is not enough to improve performance but should be 

accompanied by a climate for initiative and psychological safety (Baer & Frese, 2003). In 

addition to innovation, Kessel et al. (2012) investigated creative performance in health care 

teams. They collected data from 73 patient-centered health care teams working in the field of 

rare diseases. The study indicates that there is a positive association between a team’s mutual 

feeling of psychological safety and creative performance. Creative performance is also shown 

to have a positive association with knowledge sharing, a type of learning behavior, which is 

strongly connected to psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 

2012).  

 As mentioned, psychological safety enables the team members to engage in learning 

behaviors such as asking questions, discussing problems or exploring new ideas (Edmondson, 

1999, 2004; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2012). A growing body of research shows how 

involvement in such learning activities and collaboration on important tasks foster the 

development of high-quality working relationships (Wageman et al., 2008). Wageman et al. 

(2008) describe management teams as “wonderful avenues for learning, expanding 

knowledge, acquiring new skills, and exploring fresh perspectives of the world” (p. 11), 

including how exploration and collaboration may improve interpersonal relationship within 

the team. Carmeli et al. (2009) claim that high-quality relationships foster an emotional 

carrying capacity, based on Dutton and Heaphy’s (2003) notion that these types of 

relationships have a greater capacity to accept a range of emotions and behaviors, handle 

differences and bounce back from difficulties. This means that the team members do not have 

to monitor their own behaviors or to be afraid to speak up, in fear of being embarrassed or 

ashamed of their behaviors. As a result, Carmeli et al. (2009) states that in high-quality 

relationships, people develop a sense of psychological safety, which in turn is related to high 

levels of individual learning and growth (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003).  
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Being engaged in discussions and being part of the improvement and development of 

the team processes make the environment enriching and satisfying and give the team 

members a sense of belonging (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2012). According to Hackman 

(2002, p. 28), individual well-being is when “the group-experience, on balance, contributes 

positively to the learning and personal well-being of the individual team member”. Nembhard 

and Edmondson (2012) also state that psychological safety lays the foundation for speaking 

up, collaboration and experimentation and how this results in better organizational 

performance and more satisfying work environments.  

We postulate that those team members who experience their workplace as 

psychologically safe will engage in learning behaviors, express their true self, develop and 

grow. For information sharing, collaboration, exploration and individual well-being and 

growth to occur, the environment in which the team members work must be perceived as safe 

for interpersonal risk-taking (Kahn, 1990; Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 

2012). We therefore propose the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 3a: Psychological safety is positively associated with task performance.  

Hypothesis 3b: Psychological safety is positively associated with individual well-being 

and growth. 

 

Psychological safety as a mediator between relationship conflict and team performance   
Curşeu and Schruijer (2010) studied the interplay between trust and conflict as 

antecedents of team effectiveness on 897 students, divided into 174 teams, at a Dutch 

university. The results of the study supported trust as a mediator in the association between 

task and relationship conflict and team effectiveness. Both conflict types affected the 

effectiveness by shattering the trust within the teams that were studied (Curşeu & Schruijer, 

2010). The same result was also found by Lau and Cobb (2010), arguing that trust mediates 

the association between relationship conflict and task performance. In teams with high levels 

of relationship conflict, Langfred (2007) propose that it is likely that members do not share a 

mutual understanding of one another, and therefore the level of trust is expected to be low. 

Since trust is a construct related to psychological safety, and trust enables psychological 

safety at work (Edmondson, 2004), we are interested in exploring whether psychological 
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safety could act as a mediator in the association between relationship conflict and 

management team performance. 

 Psychological safety is found to mediate the relationship between high-quality 

relationships and learning behaviors (Carmeli, 2007; Carmeli et al., 2009; Carmeli & Gittel, 

2009), and learning behaviors are significantly related to enhanced team performance 

(Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2012). Carmeli et al. (2009, p. 86) point out 

how “individuals in high-quality relationships are likely to be engaged in trial and error and 

be creative in their actions, a process which is enabled through feelings of psychological 

safety”. This implies that when good interpersonal relationships take place, a psychologically 

safe environment may be developed, which in turn fosters learning behaviors by allowing 

individual observations and perspectives to build upon each other and create new value for the 

team. As a result, team performance is potentially enhanced (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2012; Edmondson, 2019).  

If the experience of a high-quality relationship is inversely related to low levels of 

relationship conflict, we suggest that psychological safety may mediate the association 

between relationship conflict and team performance. This leads us to the following 

hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4a: Psychological safety mediates the association between relationship   

conflict and task performance  

Hypothesis 4b: Psychological safety mediates the association between relationship 

conflict and individual well-being and growth. 

 

Method 

Sample, procedure and design 

This master thesis is based on data from a sample of 160 Norwegian management 

teams from governmental agencies (25.9%), municipal agencies (17.1%), and private or 

public enterprises (56.9%). The respondents consist of 50.1% men and 49.9% women. The 

team members have answered a questionnaire called “effect”, based on Bang 

and Midelfart’s (2019) work. “effect” measures different aspects of how a management team 

functions and how effective it is, including in total 24 variables. The size of the management 

teams included in the sample ranged from 3 to 19 group members, with a mean of 7.19. 50% 
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of the management teams were top management teams (level 1), 32% were management 

teams at level 2, while 18 % of the management teams were located at level 3 or lower in the 

organizational hierarchy. All the individuals from the management teams are first-time 

responders and have answered the questionnaire from March 2017 until October 2019.  

 

Measures 

We are using the following five scales from “effect”: Relationship conflict, 

Psychological safety, Task performance, Decision quality and Individual well-being and 

growth. Each scale consists of 3-7 questions on a 7-point Likert-scale, where the participants 

ranged their agreement in the questions from 1 – 7: 1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 

3=somewhat disagree; 4=neither agree nor disagree; 5=somewhat agree; 6=agree; 7=strongly 

agree. In addition, items can be scored as “Don’t know/not applicable”.  

Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure scale reliability for all the variables and refers 

to a generalized measure of internal consistency of a multi-item scale (Peterson, 1994). 

Guidelines for acceptable values for Cronbach’s alpha are normally above .70, where values 

lower may indicate an unreliable scale (Kline 1999; Field, 2013, p. 709). Still, this threshold 

has been criticized for being too rigid when measuring psychological constructs, and values 

lower than .70 can realistically be expected due to the diversity of the constructs being 

measured (Nunnally, 1978; Kline, 1999). In the current research project, the threshold value 

(α ≥ .70) was met for all scales (see table 1). 

 

Relationship conflict. Relationship conflict is defined as “interpersonal 

incompatibilities among group members, which typically includes tension, animosity and 

annoyance among members within a group” (Jehn, 1995, p. 258). The scale is inspired by 

Jehn’s (1995) original scale, adjusted to the realm of management teams, and consists of the 

following items: 

 

1. There are personal conflicts between some members of the management team. 

2. There are negative tensions among members of the management team. 

3. There are members of the management team who do not work well together. 

 

Estimated reliability for relationship conflict was α = .91. 
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Psychological safety. Psychological safety is defined as “the shared belief that the 

team members are safe to take interpersonal risks by asking questions, discussing problems or 

sharing concerns without being embarrassed or rejected” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). Our 

scale builds on the scales designed by Edmondson (1999), Nembhard and Edmondson (2006), 

Tucker et al. (2007) and Garvin et al. (2008), adjusted to the context of management teams, 

and consists of the following items: 

 

1. It is easy to bring up problems and controversial issues in this management team. 

2. It is safe to take a risk in this management team. 

3. It is easy to ask other management team members for help. 

4. It is safe to openly express your opinions in the management team. 

5. There is room for expressing your uncertainty in the management team. 

 

Estimated reliability for psychological safety was α = .91. 

 

Task performance. We define task performance as to what extent “the results 

produced by the team make a significant and positive contribution to the success of the 

organization—in other words that the results create substantially added value for the 

organization” (Bang & Midelfart, 2017, p. 336). As previously mentioned, task performance 

in management teams includes making high quality decisions, and creating direction, 

alignment and commitment. We wanted to measure task performance in a way that reflected 

all these aspects of the outcomes of management teams and therefore suggest combining the 

two outcome scales from “effect”: “general task performance” and “decision quality”. To 

justify the combination of these two scales into one scale, we conducted a principal 

component analysis with varimax rotation of the scales. The seven items of the two scales 

loaded on only one factor, with Eigenvalue above 1.0 as criterion (see table 1).  
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Table 1 

Initial Eigenvalues and Extraction sum of square loadings of the 7 items from the variables “Task 

performance” and “Decision quality” 

                             Initial Eigenvalues  Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

 Total % of Variance 
Cumulative 

% Total % of Variance Cumulative % 
1 4.740 67.712 67.712 4.740 67.712 67.712 
2 .672 9.604 77.315    
3 .457 6.522 83.837    
4 .387 5.531 89.369    
5 .308 4.407 93.776    
6 .237 3.380 97.155    
7 .199 2.845 100.000    

Note: Only one factor had an Eigenvalue higher than 1. 

 

Hence, we created a new variable – task performance – consisting of both the scales 

general task performance and decision quality from the “effect”-questionnaire. The scale 

consists of the following items: 

 

1. We are a high-performance management team. 

2. Our management team adds obvious value to the organization. 

3. Our management team sets a clear direction for the organization/our unit. 

4. Our management team ensures that goals and processes are well coordinated and 

aligned.  

5. We consistently make high quality decisions in our management team. 

6. The vast majority of decisions made by the management team turn out to be beneficial 

for the organization. 

7. Those affected by management team decisions are generally very satisfied with our 

decisions. 

 

Estimated reliability of the new variable task performance was α = .92. 

 

Individual well-being and growth. Individual well-being and growth is defined as 

the extent to which “the team contributes to the individual member’s well-being, motivation, 

learning and growth” (Bang & Midelfart, 2017, p. 337). The scale builds on Hackman’s 
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(2002) and Wageman et al.’s (2008) conceptualization of individual well-being and growth, 

and consists of the following items:  

 

1. Being a member of the management team contributes to my learning and professional 

development. 

2. We give each other emotional support in this management team. 

3. I feel very energized by our management team meetings. 

4. I often get valuable advice and feedback from my colleagues in the management team. 

5. Team members are always given useful input when they raise issues in management 

team meetings.  

 

Estimated reliability of the scale was α = .86. 

 

Aggregation  

In team research, data is often gathered at the individual level of analysis and aggregated 

into team level of analysis. Since we are conducting analyses on team level, data aggregation 

is necessary. To investigate whether it is meaningful to aggregate scores from individual level 

to team level, measures of interrater agreement and interrater reliability will be analyzed using 

rWG and ICC(2) (LeBreton & Senter, 2008).  

RWG is an estimate of interrater agreement, and it is vital to show high within group 

agreement to justify using the group mean as an indicator of a work group variable. It assesses 

the agreement among the group members “by comparing the variance obtained from multiple 

raters to the variance one might obtain if the ratings were entirely due to random 

measurement error” (LeBreton et al., 2003). The acceptable threshold level for rWG is debated 

but can be considered on a continuum where .00-.30 = “lack of agreement”, .31-.50 = “weak 

agreement”, .51-.70 = “moderate agreement”, .71-.90 = “strong agreement”, and .91-1.00 = 

“very strong agreement” (LeBreton & Senter, 2008; Biemann et al., 2012). The researchers 

suggest that the cut-off points for rWG must be seen in relation to the type of research that is 

done. In this thesis, all values show strong agreement, except for relationship conflict, with 

moderate agreement (see table 2). Biemann et al. (2012) propose that it is sufficient with 

moderate agreement when studying general trends across many teams.  

ICC is an estimate of interrater reliability and is often interpreted “as the proportion of 

observed variance in ratings that is due to systematic between-target differences compared to 
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the total variance in ratings” (LeBreton & Senter, 2008, p. 822). Shrout and Fleiss (1979) 

have proposed six different estimates of ICC that depend on the experimental study. In this 

master thesis we will present ICC(2). ICC(2) provides an “indication of which proportion of 

the scores that can be attributed to between-team variance” (Bliese, 2000; LeBreton & Senter, 

2008, reported in Midthaug, 2017, p. 19). As Shrout and Fleiss (1979) suggest, low ICC(2) 

might not only reflect the low degree of rater agreement but can also relate to the lack of 

variability among the sampled subjects and the small number of raters being tested. 

Therefore, researchers should try to obtain at least 30 heterogeneous samples and involve at 

least three raters, if this is possible, when conducting a reliability study (Koo & Li, 2016). 

Hence, Shrout and Fleiss (1979) propose that ICC(2) values between .50 and .75 indicate 

moderate reliability, values between .75 and .90 indicate good reliability and values greater 

than .90 indicate excellent reliability. Nevertheless, researchers will probably want to choose 

ICC(2) values between .70 and .85 to justify aggregation (Koo & Li, 2016). ICC(2) values of 

the variables in this study vary from .69 to .82 (see table 2).  

 
Table 2 

Chronbach’s alpha, RWG and ICC(2) for the aggregated scores  

 Alpha RWG ICC(2) 
RC  .91 .59 .82 
PS  .89 .73 .69 
TP  .92 .78 .69 

IWG  .86 .75 .70 
Note: RC = relationship conflict, PS = psychological safety, TP = task performance, IWG = 

individual well-being and growth. 

 

Data analysis 
Descriptive statistics were reported (see table 3), and linear regression analyses were 

conducted to test H1, H2 and H3 using SPSS (27 ed.). PROCESS by Hayes (2017) was used 

to test H4, to examine the mediating effect of psychological safety on relationship conflict 

and management team performance.  

PROCESS by Hayes (2017) is a regression path analysis modelling tool in SPSS (27 

ed.) (Hayes, 2017). When using PROCESS by Hayes (2017), you get both model coefficients 

and bootstrap confidence intervals for inference about significant indirect effects. The 

bootstrap confidence interval is constructed by “randomly resampling n cases from the data 

with replacement, where n is the original sample size in the study and estimating the model 
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and resulting indirect effect ab in this bootstrap sample” (Hayes & Rockwood, 2017, p. 6). In 

our analysis, we ran 5000 bootstraps. A 95 % bootstrap confidence interval presents a lower 

(LLCI) and upper (ULCI) limit, where the sample contains the true value somewhere between 

LLCI and ULCI with 95 % certainty (Field, 2013, p.199). If the confidence interval does not 

contain zero, the indirect effect is statistically significant (Hayes & Rockwood, 2017).  

Bootstrapping is one of the more valid and powerful methods for testing intervening 

variable effects (MacKinnon et al., 2004; Williams & MacKinnon, 2008; Hayes, 2009), and 

Hayes (2009) argues that a significant indirect effect alone is sufficient to claim mediation. 

Meaning, if the effect of X is mediated by M, which in turn effects the change in Y, this is 

equal to path a multiplied by path b (ab) and this directly quantifies the change in Y, by X 

through M. All that matter is therefore whether the indirect effect of ab is significantly 

different from zero. Although it is not required to test whether path a and path b are different 

from zero to claim mediation, one should look at the information that a and b provide when 

interpreting the results (Hayes & Rockwood, 2017). Based on this, regression analyses are 

performed on each path to gain full understanding of the results. 

  

 
Figure 1: Illustration of a simple mediation model  

 

Control variable 

Team size. Previous research has found that the productivity of a work group seems to 

decrease as the number of team members increases (Steiner, 1972; Forsyth, 2014). Steiner 

(1972) called this process loss, meaning that the different processes that the team produces as 

the size increases, inhibit the productivity of the team. One source of process loss can be 

social loafing, which refers to “the reduction of individual effort exerted when people work in 
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groups compared to when they work alone” (Forsyth, 2014, p. 135). Midthaug (2017) found 

in her study of 216 Norwegian management teams that psychological safety mediated the 

relationship between team size and team performance. The study found a significant negative 

association between team size and both team performance and the level of psychological 

safety. The team size was directly linked to team performance, and larger teams tended to 

show lower levels of psychological safety which again affected management team 

performance. Based on these results, team size could affect both the mediator psychological 

safety, and the outcome variables, task performance and individual well-being and growth.  

As reported in table 3, we found that team size does not significantly correlate with 

any of our variables. According to Schmitt et al. (1991), control-variables are variables that 

researchers should include in their research to rule out alternative explanations for their 

finding. If the controlling variable is uncorrelated with the predictor and outcome variables, 

there is no need to include it in any further analyses if there is no specific reason for it 

(Becker, 2005). Based on this assumption, we choose not to control for team size in the 

further analyses. 

 

Results 

Main analysis 
Means, standard deviations and standardized coefficients for all variables are 

presented in Table 3.  

 
Table 3 
Means, standard deviations and bivariate correlations 

Variable  Mean  SD 1 2 3 4 5 
1. TS  7.19  2.70 -     
2. RC  5.29  1.10  .09 -    
3. PS  5.53  .62 -.12 -.69** -   
4. TP  4.73  .82 -.03 -.35**   .55** -  
5. IWG  5.23  .63 -.12 -.47**  .73**   .80** - 

Note: TS = team size, RC = relationship conflict, PS = psychological safety, TP = task performance, 

IWG = individual well-being and growth 

*p ≤ .01 **p ≤ .001 
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      Regression analysis. We conducted a linear regression analyses in SPSS (27 ed.) to test 

H1, H2 and H3. 

H1: To what extent is relationship conflict associated with task performance and 

individual well-being and growth? The results in Table 3 show a negative correlation between 

relationship conflict and task performance (r = -.35, p ≤ .001) and individual well-being and 

growth (r = -.47, p ≤ .001). Therefore, both hypotheses 1a and 1b are supported.  

H2: To what extent is relationship conflict associated with psychological safety? The 

result in Table 3 shows a negative correlation between relationship conflict and psychological 

safety (r = -.69 p ≤ 0.001). This result supports hypothesis 2.  

H3: To what extent is psychological safety associated with task performance and 

individual well-being and growth? The results show a positive correlation between 

psychological safety and task performance (r =.55 p ≤ .001) and individual well-being and 

growth (r =.73 p ≤ .001). These results support hypothesis 3a and b. 

 

Mediation analysis. PROCESS by Hayes (2017) was used in order to investigate whether 

psychological safety mediates the association between relationship conflict and management 

team performance.  

 

 

 
Figure 2: The association between relationship conflict, psychological safety  

and task performance  

Note: * mediated effect of psychological safety on relationship conflict and task performance. 

** p ≤ .001 
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Figure 3: The association between relationship conflict, psychological safety and individual 

well-being and growth 

Note: * mediated effect of psychological safety on relationship conflict and individual well-

being and growth ** p ≤ .001 

 

H4: To what extent is there an indirect effect of relationship conflict on management 

team performance, mediated by psychological safety? In a model with psychological safety as 

a mediator, we found a weak and non-significant direct effect of relationship conflict on task 

performance (r = -.05, ns) and on individual well-being and growth (r = -.06, ns). We found 

an indirect effect of psychological safety on task performance (β = .40, 95% CIs [.2806, 

.5275]). We also found an indirect effect of psychological safety on individual well-being and 

growth (β = .53, 95% CIs [.4321, .6422]). LLCI and ULCI represent the lower and upper 

limits of a 95 % confidence interval, which means that with 95 % certainty our sample 

contains the true value somewhere between the lower and upper limit (Field, 2013, p. 199). 

The 95 % confidence intervals presented above do not include zero. Therefore, the results 

support our hypothesis and show that the indirect effect of psychological safety on task 

performance and individual well-being and growth is statistically significant. As a result, the 

hypotheses 4a and 4b are supported. 

The results from PROCESS by Hayes (2017) are presented in Table 4 and indicate that 

increasing levels of relationship conflict reduce the levels of psychological safety. As a result, 

team performance decreases.  
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Table 4 

Standardized beta-coefficients in the different paths of the mediation model. 

Paths       Psychological safety 

  TP IWG 
1. a-path      -.69**    -.69** 
2. b- path       .55**     .73** 
3. c-path (total effect)      -.35**    -.47** 
4. c´-path (direct effect)  -.05 -.06 
5. a x b-path (indirect effect)     .40   .53 

Note: TP = Task performance, IWG = Individual well-being and growth. 
* p ≤ .01 ** p ≤.001 
 
 

Discussion 
The main aim of this study was to examine whether psychological safety mediates the 

association between relationship conflict and management team performance (task 

performance and individual well-being and growth). We found support for a negative 

association between relationship conflict and management team performance, and this 

association was mediated by psychological safety. There is a strong indirect effect of 

relationship conflict on management team performance – both when it comes to task 

performance and individual well-being and growth. The direct effect of relationship conflict 

on management team performance disappears when controlling for psychological safety.  

Past research has also found a negative association between relationship conflict and 

team performance (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2012). Our findings show a 

significant moderate to strong negative association between relationship conflict and task 

performance, and individual well-being and growth. These results replicate past research. 

There is no research, to our knowledge, on the direct association between relationship conflict 

and psychological safety. Some researchers argue that relationship conflict enhances stress 

and anxiety among the team members (Jehn, 1995), and that these consequences may create 

an environment where the team members are afraid to speak up and express their authentic 

selves (Carmeli et al., 2009). Our results indicate that there is a strong negative association 

between relationship conflict and psychological safety, meaning that increasing levels of 

relationship conflict reduce the level of psychological safety within management teams. Also, 

past research has found that psychological safety affects team performance, both directly and 

indirectly (e.g., Edmondson, 1999; Huang et al., 2008; Schaubroeck et al., 2011; Nembhard & 
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Edmondson, 2012; Bilstad, 2016). Our data show a strong association between psychological 

safety and management team performance and thus support and replicate the findings from 

previous studies. In addition to replicating the findings from previous research, our study 

expands the knowledge of how psychological safety affects the association between 

relationship conflict and performance in a special type of team, namely management teams. 

When controlling for psychological safety, the direct effect between relationship 

conflict and management team performance becomes weak and non-significant (task 

performance, β = -.05, and individual well-being and growth, β = -.06). Our findings support 

our hypotheses that psychological safety acts as a mediator in the association. Increasing 

levels of relationship conflict is associated with decreasing levels of psychological safety, 

which in turn negatively affect management team performance. When there are increasing 

levels of relationship conflict within a team, team members may be afraid of speaking up and 

expressing their own opinions in fear of being criticized by their colleagues. This fear changes 

the team members’ perceived safety, and therefore their behavior changes. In other words, 

one possible explanation why relationship conflict is detrimental to team performance can be 

that it reduces the level of psychological safety within the team. 

 

Theoretical implications 
Our research seeks to contribute to the literature in several ways. First, to our 

knowledge, this is the first study to examine psychological safety as a mediator in the 

association between relationship conflict and team performance. Previous research has found 

the conceptual sibling, trust, to mediate the same association (Curşeu & Schruijer, 2010; Lau 

& Cobb, 2010). Our study lends support to the results of these studies, but also expands the 

findings to be relevant in management teams for psychological safety as well. In this way, our 

mediation model integrates previous research and adds to existing theory. We suggest 

additional research to examine whether there could be other mediators of importance in the 

association between relationship conflict and team performance. This would provide useful 

insight into how to reduce and prevent the detrimental effects relationship conflict has on 

team performance. 

Second, previous meta-analyses have found a significant but only moderate correlation 

between relationship conflict and task performance (r = -.16, De Dreu & Weingart, 2003) and 

(r = -.22, de Wit et al., 2012). Our data show a stronger correlation for the same association (r 
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= -.35). De Dreu and Weingart (2003) and de Wit et al. (2012) also found a negative 

correlation between relationship conflict and team member satisfaction (r = -.54). Our results 

show a rather similar negative correlation between relationship conflict and individual well-

being and growth (r = -.47). Could a possible explanation for the different results on the 

association between relationship conflict and task performance be due to the type of teams 

studied, and that relationship conflict is more detrimental to task performance in management 

teams compared to other organizational teams? Future studies should explore this possibility. 

Still, we should be cautious comparing our results with the meta-analyses due to a different 

type of teams studied. Therefore, more research on management teams is needed, including 

what distinguishes it from other types of teams. 

Third, theories that try to explain why relationship conflict is detrimental to team 

performance have focused on causes such as the increasing level of stress and anxiety and that 

it creates hostility between team members. Our study expands this theoretical framework and 

finds psychological safety as a possible additional theoretical explanation as to why 

relationship conflict is detrimental to management team performance. Future research should 

be aware of the importance psychological safety plays in this association and consider 

including it in their line of variables. 

Lastly, a lot of research on psychological safety has been done on teams in health care 

units (e.g., Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Kessel et al., 2012; O’Donovan, 2020) and on 

work teams (e.g., Edmondson, 1999; Huang et al., 2008; Edmondson, 2019), but little on 

management teams. Our study replicates and expands the findings from previous studies by 

solely examining management teams. Effective management teams are crucial for an 

organization to succeed and help the team members to learn and grow to better perform the 

task at hand (Hackman, 2002; Wageman et al., 2008). Since there is little research on 

management teams, both when it comes to relationship conflict and psychological safety, 

more research on management teams is necessary.  

 

Practical implications  

Relationship conflict resolutions. How can the findings of this study be implemented 

in practice? It is difficult to prevent relationship conflicts in teamwork in today’s working life 

(Janssen, 1999). Therefore, managers need to handle and resolve relationship conflicts as we 

know how harmful it is to the psychological safety within the team. Previous research has 
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studied which conflict resolution strategies that have proven to be the best for resolving 

relationship conflicts in teams (Edmondson & Smith, 2006; Behfar et al., 2008; O'Neill et al., 

2013). Greer et al. (2008) found in their study that it is important to resolve conflicts in the 

start-up of the teams to prevent conflicts later. The researchers suggest that managers should 

promote effective conflict-management skills that can help to increase conflict resolution. In 

this way, teams are more resilient to dealing with conflicts, as well as knowing what to do if 

they arise.  

Edmondson and Smith (2006) state that although relationship conflict usually is 

handled poorly, it is possible to learn how to handle it well. The authors suggest that 

management teams can learn a set of three practices to handle conflicts productively. They are 

1) manage self, 2) manage conversations and 3) manage relationships. Manage self refers to 

the ability to examine and transform the thoughts and feelings that arise during a conflict by 

remaining calm. When one becomes aware of one’s reaction during a conflict it is possible to 

reframe the situation and thereby become less emotionally triggered (Edmondson & Smith, 

2006). According to Edmondson and Smith (2006), reflecting and reframing can be difficult 

during an intense relationship conflict. When this happens, the rest of the team, which is not 

directly involved in the relationship conflict, can help and contribute to increased reflection 

and understanding of the thoughts and feelings of those involved in the conflict. Manage 

conversations is a second practice Edmondson and Smith (2006) suggest. When team 

members reflect on their reactions, topics that are emotional and divisive can be used to make 

better decisions and strengthen the relationships in the team instead of doing the opposite. By 

exploring the beliefs of all team members, by acknowledging emotional reactions with an 

open mind, and identifying material conflicts as well as relationship conflicts, the team will be 

able to keep the conflict at a lower level (Edmondson & Smith, 2006). Edmondson and Smith 

(2006) suggest managing relationships as a third practice for management teams. This refers 

to building relationships in the management team by taking their time to get to know each 

other as people and to understand each other’s goals and motives. In this way, the 

relationships become stronger and more robust, which in turn enhance mutual trust.  

Challenges related to resolving relationship conflicts. Many teams find it hard to 

implement good practices related to relationship conflict resolution. Edmondson and Smith 

(2006) suggest three reasons to why this is the case. First, many organizations find it hard to 

find time to acknowledge the emotions of the team members. The reason may be that 

management teams have a lot of tasks to solve, and do not have much time for anything else 
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but the tasks. Second, the practices described above are not the norm in executive 

management teams. Lastly, these practices will only take place if the teams are characterized 

by a low level of psychological safety (Edmondson & Smith, 2006).  

Implementing psychological safety. As our results imply, high levels of relationship 

conflict reduce the level of psychological safety within management teams. How can a 

psychologically safe work climate be implemented? Edmondson (2019, p. 158) states that 

leaders must set the stage for a psychologically safe environment by framing the work at 

hand. The leader must educate and inform the team members that the system in which they 

work is error prone, and that system complexity is the reason for errors, not incompetence. 

This may help people to feel safe to speak up about problems and mistakes (Edmondson et al., 

2007). Leaders must understand and communicate that failure is a source of valuable data, 

and that learning from these failures can only happen when the environment in which the 

team members work, is perceived as psychologically safe (Edmondson, 2019, p. 160).  

An important tool for leaders to use in order to establish a psychologically safe 

environment, is to express situational humility (Edmondson, 2019, p.168). Situational 

humility is to humbly express that you do not have all the answers, and that you are fallible. 

This behavior could invite participation and make it easy for the team members to speak up or 

express their opinions. In addition to expressing situational humility, leaders must respond 

productively (Edmondson, 2019, p. 157), meaning that the leader must respond appreciatively 

and respectfully if a member of the team is voicing a concern or admitting an error, and 

openly discuss the path forward. The aim is not to fight about who is right but to shed light on 

the task from different perspectives to learn from mistakes. 

Challenges to implementing psychological safety. Several challenges may stand in 

the way of establishing a psychologically safe work environment. Firstly, the hierarchy in a 

team could affect the perceived safety of the members to express concerns or voicing new 

ideas. Members of lower-status teams are reported to feel less safe than higher-status team 

members, and this positioning shapes their perceptions of how safe it is to take interpersonal 

risks (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). Team members are also likely to feel safer in teams 

with members that they have a more long-term and stable relationship with, in contrast to 

many teams which are temporary, and project based. Teamwork over time could influence 

how a member of the team will react to new ideas or to constructive criticism, and in this way 
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affect the level of psychological safety experienced within the team (Edmondson & Mogelof, 

2006).  

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. First, we describe the association between 

relationship conflict, psychological safety, and management team performance as a causal 

relationship. Since we have conducted a cross-sectional study and the association between the 

variables are measured as correlations, we must be cautious to claim causality in the 

association between relationship conflict, psychological safety, and management team 

performance. Even though our data show strong correlations between the variables, we cannot 

say whether a high level of relationship conflict leads to reduced psychological safety, or 

whether a low level of psychological safety leads to a high level of relationship conflict. To 

assess causality future research should examine the relationships using other research 

methods, such as longitudinal or experimental studies. 

A second limitation is that the construct of relationship conflict has a moderate 

agreement among the team members, with a rWG level of 0.59. The explanation for this could 

be the nature of the construct. de Wit et al. (2013) found in their research that individuals 

differ in their perceptions of the same conflict. Some individuals may perceive that there is a 

high level of relationship conflict within the team, while others do not. When aggregating the 

data, this is not taken into account, and this may be an explanation for a moderate rWG level. 

To avoid limitations related to data aggregation, a suggestion for future research is to measure 

relationship conflict with other measures (e.g., observational measures or scales with higher 

rWG). 

Third, the variables in our study are based on data from self-reported questionnaires 

and this causes some limitations. Social desirability bias is often to be found in self-reported 

questionnaires (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Social desirability bias was proposed by Edwards 

(1953) and refers to “the tendency on behalf of the subjects to deny socially undesirable traits 

and to claim socially desirable ones” (Nederhof, 1985, p. 264). According to Espedalen 

(2016), team members are more likely to attenuate scores on relationship conflict and 

accentuate scores on constructs that are desirable, as psychological safety and team 

performance are. This may be the case as psychological safety and team performance are 

perceived as socially desirable, but relationship conflict is not. Social desirability bias can 
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especially occur if the respondents and the team receive a feedback report on their responses, 

which most of the teams in this study did.  

A fourth limitation of our study is that it is based on Norwegian management teams, 

and this means that the results cannot necessarily be generalized to other cultures. de Wit et 

al. (2012) argue that there may be cultural differences in the way team members react to a 

relationship conflict and therefore the way in which relationship conflict affects team 

performance. These cultural differences could be due to cultural dimensions such as power 

distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs collectivism, and masculinity vs femininity 

(Hofstede, 2001; de Wit et al., 2012). Additionally, Edmondson and Lei (2014) point out that 

in some cultures it could be difficult to ask questions, provide feedback, or having a 

discussion with team members because this can be interpreted as rude and inappropriate 

behavior. Such cultural differences show the importance of studying the association in 

different cultures. In this way more knowledge will be gained about the consequences of high 

levels of relationship conflict and how these levels reduce the psychological safety within 

management teams across different cultures. As our thesis is based on data from 

Norwegian management teams, we suggest future research to study the association between 

relationship conflict, psychological safety, and management team performance in different 

cultures. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to investigate whether psychological safety mediates the 

association between relationship conflict and management team performance. Our data 

support our hypotheses and show that psychological safety plays a central part in the effect 

relationship conflict has on management team performance. To our knowledge, no other study 

has been conducted on this specific relationship. Therefore, our results provide important 

knowledge to the field of relationship conflict, psychological safety and management team 

performance. Increasing levels of relationship conflict seem to decrease the level of 

psychological safety in the team, making it less safe for the team members to speak up, ask 

questions, voice their concerns, and admit mistakes, which again will impede management 

team performance. The take-home message from our study is that leaders must have an active 

focus on managing and resolving relationship conflicts as we know how harmful it is to the 

psychological safety within management teams. In this way, psychological safety is 

maintained, and this will improve management team performance.  
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