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The current study aims to determine the impact of diversity and intra-team trust on conflict within the health sector of Pakistan. This study also measures the moderating role of trust in the relationship between diversity and conflict among team members. Data was collected using personally administered questionnaires from 61 teams, including 377 respondents working in 4 public sector hospitals in Pakistan, which were selected using a simple random sampling technique. The results revealed that diversity (as a composite) positively influences task conflict, while its two components—surface-level diversity and deep-level diversity—are associated positively with task conflict. Moreover, the results also lead to an exciting finding that trust among team members could reduce the positive influence of diversity on team members’ conflict. The implications for theory and practitioners are presented along with the avenues for future research directions.
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Introduction

Today’s turbulent and ever-changing economies present enormous challenges for all kinds of businesses to succeed, With success of course depending on how well a respective business performs. An increasing trend among organizations to use team-based structures. Task arrangement for teams can produce a responsive and flexible style to handle the current dynamics of today’s challenging environment (Hitt et al., 2001; Hollenbeck et al., 2004; Bell, 2007; Dolmans et al., 2015). The trend of using team-based structures has increased over time. Various models have been established to understand team effectiveness, and team composition is a critical constituent in most models (Tasheva and Hillman, 2018). In the composition of those teams, the articulation of diversity as a feature has attained considerable attention from researchers who consistently report its sterling impact on the effectiveness of team outcomes (Hjerto and Kuvaas, 2017; Ng et al., 2017).

Delegating responsibility and assembling people as a team for a job usually leads to challenging confrontations. A number of researchers (Hollenbeck et al., 2012; Costa et al., 2015; Li et al., 2016; Qu, 2017) claimed that individuals often have diverse viewpoints on how to handle a particular situation, but interdependent action certainly leads toward intra-team conflict. Moreover, the concept of diversity, which is defined here as combining the knowledge, skills, and abilities of multiple team members from different backgrounds and genders to handle work assignments will benefit an organization (Marks et al., 2001; Hawkins, 2016; Mor Barak, 2016). Bamel et al. (2018) proposed that intra-team conflicts may be avoided if an organization used knowledge, skills, and abilities more systematically.

Existing literature contains evidence of investigating those aspects influencing progress to improve organizational performance in all fields. Conflict as a variable has been discussed in the literature; although one facet of conflict is sometimes declared as beneficial (de Wit et al., 2012; Behfar et al., 2016; Held, 2017) it is mainly reported to seriously harm the performance of an organization by obstructing decision making and/or by impeding consensus and acceptance of decisions made (Abott, 2010; Hu et al., 2019). Such conflict and friction among team members regarding work leads them to blame each other instead of focusing on work. Accusations and blame between coworkers hinder goal-achievement and damage intra-team working relationships. Hence, they must be resolved (Jiang et al., 2016).

This study conducted a preliminary investigation and learned that conflict is rarely examined in the health sector of Pakistan. Moreover, the study targets the health sector because of the contextual likeliness of the work environment of the health sector of Pakistan being conducive to instigating conflict. Because of the high stakes of medical decisions, the role of trust among team members becomes more crucial (Olson et al., 2007). In these work environments, people have a specialized but different set of knowledge and skills in the same team, making it diverse. Employees’ work and tasks are highly interdependent; they have to face crucial challenges in emergencies, which may cause a stressful working climate, and they have to deal with other human beings in their work; hence conflicts are common in patient care because of their sensitivity, and their resolution is critical (Olson et al., 2007; Baker et al., 2017; Löhr et al., 2017). Managing conflict in an interdependent culture like that of Pakistan becomes a complicated endeavor. Therefore, this study intends to identify and clarify complications regarding conflict management in Pakistan.

It is essential to examine what may cause such conflicts in order to resolve them. Since differences among individuals are the roots of conflict, conflict is more likely to develop in diversified work teams. Organizations intentionally establish diversity in teams because its reported effectiveness (Guzzo and Dickson, 1996; Li et al., 2018) makes it imperative to include diversity in work teams. The insertion of diversity at a wider scale urges the researchers to study it from different perspectives, especially when scrutinizing the significant causes of conflict and its management in work teams. The existing literature provides a model that depicts the relationship between team diversity and conflict with trust as a moderating factor. Trust, when studied individually, has been classified into two categories that are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Similarly, the literature is rich with studies on two types of conflicts that can exist simultaneously and such that one can lead to another. However, any congruence among the individual categories of each construct can be seen as a deficit in the existing literature.



Literature review

Past literature preserves the reported evidence on an increasing trend among organizations to use team-based structures. The Hawthorne studies in the 1920s were among the initial studies to feature the importance of teams (Campion et al., 1996; Muldoon, 2017). Since then, practitioners and researchers have strived to understand and clarify the factors influencing team processes and outcomes. Lee and Yu (2004) also noted more than three decades ago that “small teams are, quite simply, the basic organizational building blocks of excellent companies.” The trend of using team-based structures has increased ever since. Currently, most organizations employ team-based structures, which proved to be a keystone for effectiveness in organizations. More recently, researchers are venturing more time and effort into developing a more comprehensive model for the effectiveness of teams (Jules, 2007; Pretty et al., 2009; Scott et al., 2017; Rego et al., 2019; Selzer et al., 2021).

Some models are already being offered to clarify team effectiveness (e.g., McGrath, 1964; Zhang et al., 2015; Breuer et al., 2016; Choi et al., 2017). Team composition, “the nature and attributes of team members” (Guzzo and Dickson, 1996; Jin et al., 2017), is a salient feature in most models. Campion et al. (1996) examined a broad range of theoretical data from past research. They could extract five common themes of team characteristics from past literature. They concluded that “team composition” was included in almost every model of team effectiveness. In the composition of those teams, the articulation of diversity as a feature has attained considerable attention from researchers who consistently report its sterling impact on the effectiveness of team outcomes. Diversity has also been identified as one of the five distinguishing features of the top 100 businesses in the world, according to Fortune magazine’s ranking (Johnstal, 2013; Liang et al., 2015). Since workplaces have become increasingly diverse, it is now imperative to understand how differing viewpoints affect team processes.


Diversity

Previous literature is observed to have two major theoretical bases for team or group composition. The initial theoretical base stems from “inter-team relations theory” (Watkins and Smith, 2014; Cha et al., 2015; Tao et al., 2016). According to this theory, teams are embedded in a larger social structure. Members of those teams belong to other broader social categories too. They also represent those more significant social categories within their team. Therefore, intra-team interactions can be re-conceptualized as inter-group transactions. Where team refers to organizational team and group is the social category to which people belong. As it was denoted, “interactions between individuals, viewed from an inter-group perspective, reflect the condition of each participant’s group, the relationship of participants to their groups, and the relationship between groups represented by participants as well as their personalities in each ‘interpersonal’ relationship.”

The other theoretical base is rooted in the “social identity perspective” (Cooper et al., 2013; Mols et al., 2015; Hogg, 2016). According to these two theoretical bases, it was argued that people identify and discriminate themselves based on social categories such as gender, age, marital status, etc. In their attempts to achieve a superior social identity, people tend to enhance their self-esteem while challenging the self-esteem of others. As a result, a positive or negative valence is formed between the members of one social group and the members of a different group. Jules (2007) argued that such dual identifications of individuals (one with an organizational team and the other with a social group in society) are represented by two types of components. One is the cognitive component, “categorization of the self into a particular team membership,” and the other is an affective component, “the positive or negative valence attached to that team member.”

Describing the impact of different social and psychological attributes on people’s perceptions about each other and the way they relate to each other matters more than it did in the past. According to early social psychology and organizational behavior researchers, individuals consider only visible physical features when developing perceptions about one another. Iindividuals use these features to categorize and differentiate individuals from others. This form of diversity includes gender, age, marital status, etc. Most of the past researchers labeled this kind of diversity as “demographic diversity” (Richard et al., 2013; Eagly, 2016; Dayan et al., 2017), “social category diversity” (Loyd et al., 2013; Zhou et al., 2015), “visible diversity” (Richard and Miller, 2013), “ascribed diversity” (Blau et al., 1991), “readily detectable diversity” (Lee and Farh, 2004), or “identity groups” (Brickson, 2000).

Another dominant theme in the existing literature is to classify diversity and differentiates it into three distinctive types (Jehn, 1995). The first one is social category diversity, which refers to visible and observable characteristics of an individual, such as their gender and age. The second is named “informational diversity” in literature and refers to the extent to which different individuals possess different knowledge and skills. Both forms are termed surface-level diversity in recent studies. The third type is “value diversity” and refers to differences in individuals’ less visible, concealed attributes. It includes their beliefs, values, personalities, and attitudes that are not easily detectable. This type of diversity is termed deep-level diversity in the current study (Shemla et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2018).



Conflict

The conflict within teams occurs when an employee observes incompatibilities or discrepancies in others’ personalities, interpersonal styles, perspectives, and ideas (Weingart and Jehn, 2000; Cha et al., 2015; Jiang et al., 2016). Traditionally, conflict is a negative aspect that harms the organization (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; Dau, 2016). The researchers divide the conflict into two sub-categories; task conflict and relationship conflict. Task conflict is associated with work that permits team members to see the tasks from different viewpoints to improve the team’s outcome (Pelled, 1996; Chen et al., 2019). Hill et al. (2015) refer to relationship conflict as dysfunctional, increasing team members’ anger and frustration. As mentioned in previous studies, this proposition has been empirically tested in previous literature. Still, a meta-analysis by De Dreu and Weingart (2003) and Dinesen et al. (2020) revealed that both kinds of conflict are inversely related to team effectiveness. They are described in a way that the negative influence of relationship conflict is more significant than task conflict. These results can be explained by the notion that task conflict can lead to the instigation of relationship conflict. If it happens, the task-related conflict will also adversely affect teams. In other studies, task and relationship conflict were found to be related in such a way that it was declared that over time, task conflict leads to relationship conflict among members of a team (Simons and Peterson, 2000; Jehn et al., 2015). It sounds reasonable to propose that the evolution of task conflict into relationship conflict makes it detrimental in an indirect way to the performance of a team.

The occurrence of resentment, annoyance, animosity, friction, and interpersonal tensions is due to relationship conflict. The academic literature clearly states that relationship conflict is always negatively linked with individual or group outcomes (Sinha et al., 2016). Consequently, team members may face different challenges such as being given less cognitive resources or time to complete tasks, teammates withholding efforts, distancing themselves from the team, and generally arousing dissatisfaction (Liu et al., 2017; Qu et al., 2017). Task conflict is significantly different from relationship conflict as, in some conditions, it has a positive role in developing team performance and effectiveness. Task conflict is the team’s disagreement of viewpoints and opposing opinions on how to perform a task (Zhang et al., 2015).



Trust

Trust is a “belief about others’ benevolent motives during a social interaction” (Yamagishi, 2011). The emergence of trust among individuals has been associated with many advantages for the functioning of a team. It is conducive to organizational performance, competitive advantage, better sales, and less employee turnover (Pucetaite et al., 2010; Ford et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2017), etc. More recent literature has focused thoroughly on the role of trust in social interactions at multiple levels (Lount et al., 2012; Ehrke et al., 2020). The concept of interpersonal and inter-group trust is complex. It has been studied from the perspective of different disciplines, i.e., sociology, psychology, management, political, and economic sciences. Experts in these fields agree that trust is a hallmark of an effective relationship.

In an organizational context, researchers also agree that trust is a fundamental ingredient for competitive business advantage and productive working relationships. Based on the work of Lewis and Weigert (2012), trust is divided into two categories: cognitive-based trust and affective-based trust. One is rooted in the cognitive judgments about competence and reliability of other persons (Cognitive Trust), and the other is grounded in effective bonds among people, referred to as “Affective Trust.” In the case of cognitive-based trust between two individuals, the individual chooses whom to trust, and in which respect and under what circumstances they can be trusted. These choices are based on what they perceive as logical, reasonable, and trustworthy (Lewis and Weigert, 2012). On the other hand, affective trust exists in those circumstances where there are emotional ties among people; they invest emotionally in relationships based on trust and convey thoughtfulness and interest in the well-being of the objects of their trust. They have faith in these relationships’ innate goodness and believe such feelings are mutual (Colquitt et al., 2012; De Jong et al., 2021).

Teams are the context within trust emerges, improves, and deteriorates. In team structures, individuals relating to one team mostly share common tasks or goals. Their work is interdependent, and they must accomplish their goals together. Trust among team members can be defined as “employees’ expectations regarding the behavior of their peers,” and the same has been studied in the literature (George et al., 2012; Zheng and Wang, 2021). Trust can be developed at two levels within the same team. Employees can build trust separately with each in a dyadic relationship, or they can cultivate a generalized trust in all team members. The former depends on the other individual’s skills, knowledge, abilities, and personality. The latter kind of generalized trust is developed towards the whole team based on the norms and values of the team. Thus, argued that trust at the team level is not just a mere accumulation or average of all dyadic relationships; instead, it mirrors a member’s beliefs and expectations about other team members.




Theoretical framework and hypotheses development

In general, understanding the term “diversity” may arouse a negative emotional response from some individuals. The reason is that the term diversity often stirs emotional reactions from people who have associated the word with some negative outcome for them based on any previous incident. As mentioned in the social categorization perspective, people create in-groups and out-groups based on surface-level diversity. Based on those groups, stereotyping and prejudices are developed in a group against other groups (Klein et al., 2011; Shin et al., 2012; Swider et al., 2015). In turn, these prejudices and the resulting anxiety within a team tend to trigger conflict (Roberge and van Dick, 2010; Hollenbeck et al., 2012; Li and Zhu, 2015). It means that a higher level of diversity predicts a higher level of intra-team conflict (Chen et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2018). Based on this, the first hypothesis of the study goes as follows.







	

	
Hypothesis 1: Diversity (Deep-level and surface-level diversity) will be positively associated with team members’ conflict (task and relationship conflict).






Trust is another emergent state opposite to conflict in its effect and has received considerable attention in the relevant literature (Curşeu and Schruijer, 2010). The emergence of trust among team members has been associated with many advantages for the team’s functioning. In the health sector, where there is high interdependence of work among team members, trusting the judgments of fellow workers or distrusting them can create significant differences in health-related issues or emergencies (Shazi et al., 2015; Cheng et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important to closely look at intra-team trust in the health sector when considering conflict and its causes in the same teams. The two major arguments about the interplay between trust and conflict are that trust among team members reduces conflict and results in beneficial outcomes (Peterson and Behfar, 2003). Second, conflict in a team has a deteriorating effect on the team’s outcome because it erodes trust (Rico et al., 2007; Hsu, 2017). Overall, high levels of intra-team trust are associated with lower levels of conflict among team members (Stahl et al., 2010; Lee and Wong, 2017). Therefore, it is hypothesized that:







	

	
Hypothesis 2: Intra-Team trust (cognitive trust, affective trust) is negatively associated with intra-team conflict (task conflict and relationship conflict).






Moreover, diversity in this interaction increases the likelihood of the emergence of conflict among team members (Jehn, 1995; Mayo et al., 2017) as opposed to trust, which is more likely to emerge in homogenous (as opposed to diverse) teams (for reference, Curşeu et al., 2008; Nasta et al., 2016). Therefore, while studying diverse teams, the goal should be to minimize the expected conflict by moderating the effect of intra-team trust. Since the current study is to be conducted on diverse teams, conflict is the next variable to relate to diversity. Therefore, the theorized framework considers diversity as an independent variable and conflict as the dependent variable with moderating effect of Trust on the relationship between diversity and conflict.







	

	
Hypothesis 3: Intra-team trust will moderate the relationship between diversity and conflict such that this relationship will be weaker under circumstances of higher levels of trust among team members.








Research methodology


Population

This study’s population was doctors working in public sector hospitals. Public sector hospitals were selected for data collection for several reasons; First, most public hospitals are large hospitals with a complete set of departments and teams working in them, a feature lacking in private hospitals. Second, some private hospitals are too small to have a team-based structure and too specialized to contain any diversity, so private hospitals were not included in the scope of this study. Third, private hospitals did not promise to allow data collection upon request. Finally, there is no reliable source of how many private hospitals are working in Pakistan. There is no reliable base for the classification of those hospitals. As a preliminary investigation, a list of 22 public sector hospitals was extracted from the city government offices. Among those hospitals, three are specialized and are not considered purely public hospitals according to the city district government. Among the remaining 19, 2 did not fulfill the criteria for work settings required by the current study because of their small size; therefore, they were excluded from the sampling frame. Since the unit of analysis was a team, the data was collected from teams of interdependent individuals working together.



Sampling

Among the 22 identified hospitals, 3 were declared specific to a certain department and not public and eliminated from the sampling frame. Among the remaining 19, two hospitals were too small to be considered. Hospitals with 100 beds or more were selected for this study. Before collecting the data for the main study, a pilot study was conducted by collecting the data from 40 paramedical staff working in different hospitals. The results provide strong support for reliability, discriminant, and convergent validities. For the main study, a simple random sample was drawn, using Microsoft Excel, from the list of 17 hospitals to select 4. Before collecting the data, informed consent was taken from the hospital administration. Hospital management could not provide data on the number of teams working in each hospital. They could provide the data only on the number of departments in each hospital. Therefore, the researcher approached each department to inquire about the number of teams working in each hospital. Approximately, as per our researchers’ best knowledge, 600 teams are working in the selected hospitals. Those teams were also subjected to simple random sampling using MS Excel to draw a sample of 120 teams. The structure of teams was obtained from duty boards displayed in each department or from duty sheets kept by the administrative staff, and questionnaires were distributed among selected team members for data collection.



Data collection

The unit of analysis for this study is a team. All the variables included in this study were measured at the group level by aggregating individual responses. All the variables—namely diversity, intra-group conflict, and intra-team trust were measured by aggregating the individuals’ responses about their perceptions of the level of each variable in their team. We could aggregate individual responses to the team level because all the variables (diversity, intra-group conflict, and intra-team trust) are only meaningful in a group context. Questions contained phrases relating to “our team” to ask about the shared views of the team members about each variable, keeping the minimum team size to at least three individuals as desired. Teams consisting of two members were dropped.

Self-administered questionnaires were used as a tool for data collection. The administrators in each hospital were approached with an official letter for data collection permission. In some cases, the consent of the head of the department was also required before distributing questionnaires among the team members. The questionnaires were distributed with a request to fill them at the same time in front of the fieldworker, who was supposed to assist in case the respondent found it difficult to understand any part of the questionnaire. Since the data was to be analyzed on the team level, the distribution of questionnaires and collecting them back had to be done carefully so that the questionnaires of one team did not mix with the questionnaires of another team. To keep them separate, unique codes were assigned to each team on temporary bases.

Once the questionnaires were distributed, filled questionnaires were handed back on the same date in some cases. For the remaining questionnaires, there was a follow-up every two days for two weeks. The fieldworker himself visited each team member to personally collect the questionnaire to ensure that data collection occurred distinctly for every team. In total, 700 questionnaires were distributed to individuals across 120 teams. In many follow-ups, teams consistently reported being too busy to respond or having other priorities emerge. Consistent efforts brought 412 filled questionnaires back from 65 teams in total. Four teams were discarded because of an incomplete or inadequate number of questionnaires. As a result, data from 61 teams were included in the final analysis. The response rate at an individual level was 54%, at the team level it was 51%.



Measures

Self-rated measures were employed using personally administered questionnaire items to measure each variable. The measures for all three variables were adopted from different authors. Special emails were sent to the authors for permission to use the scales. All the measures are group-level measures, but data on those measures were collected from individuals and was aggregated to make it a group-level construct based on the argument put forward by Bresnahan (2008).

A scale developed by Jehn et al. (1999) was used with appropriate modifications to measure deep-level diversity. Jehn (1995) divided diversity into social category, informational, and value diversity. Social categories and informational diversity collectively are termed surface-level diversity based on the work of Harrison et al. (1998) and Jules (2007), and value diversity is deep-level diversity. Deep level diversity was measured on a 5-point Likert scale in which team members were asked to rate how diverse are the individuals in their respective teams based on certain attributes. Surface level diversity includes demographic characteristics such as age, gender, marital status, work experience, and educational qualification. Since the analysis was to take place on a team level, the need was to measure diversity within each team and not across teams. For this purpose, the widely accepted Entropy Based Index (Teachman, 1980) was used. Following is the formula to measure diversity in a team.

[image: image]

Where Pi refers to the proportion of the team with each surface-level attribute, four surface-level attributes were considered in this study: age, gender, work experience, and marital status. In the first step, intra-team diversity for each team on each demographic attribute (for example, age) was measured using the abovementioned formula. The result varied on a scale from “0” to “2,” where “0” meant a completely homogenous team and “2” referred to complete heterogeneity. Therefore, if the value is closer to 2, it’s a more heterogeneous team. If the value is closer to 0, it was a more homogenous team concerning that particular attribute (for example, age). Once the diversity of each attribute was measured in a team, an average of all four values was taken to measure total surface-level diversity in one team. That value was used in statistical tests. Two types of conflict (task conflict and relationship conflict) were to be studied. A 4-item, 5-point Likert scale measure originally developed by Jehn (1994) was used to measure each type of conflict. Trust was measured using an instrument developed by Yang (2005), which consisted of 11 items.




Results

Usable data consisted of 377 questionnaires representing 61 teams in 4 randomly Selected public sector hospitals. Of those 377 individuals, 254 (67%) were men, and the remaining 123 (33%) were women. Respondents belonged to different age groups; 26% were below the age of 25, 34% were between ages 26 and 30, and there were 26% of members between the age of 31 and 35. At the upper end, 9% of respondents were aged between 36 and 40 and only 21 individuals (6%) were above the age of 40. We found 56% of respondents were married, while the remaining 44% were single. Moreover, 74% had work experience ranging from 1 to 5 years, 18% had work experience between 6 and 10 years, and 7% had work experience from 11 to 15 years. These stats also demonstrate that senior members of a team do not possess as much willingness to participate in research projects as the younger members. Descriptive statistics of the study variables are listed in Table 1. As can be seen, all the values for all variables are above 0.70. Therefore, that was no need to eliminate any items from the adopted instrument. The overall trust had the highest value (0.913), and deep-level diversity had the lowest (0.715). The Table 2 provide the details of correlation results.


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics.
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TABLE 2    Correlations.
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Table 3 summarizes regression analyses for the impact of diversity (and its sub-dimensions) on conflict (and its sub-dimensions). First linear regression analysis was employed to examine the relationship between intra-team diversity and intra-team conflict. The results show that the diversity explained a 12% variance in the dependent variable with significant model statistics. The results also indicated that diversity is significantly and positively associated with task conflict (B = 0.338, t = 2.76, p = 0.008). For the second and third regression analyses, the results indicated that surface-level diversity explained an 18% variance in task conflict among team members with a positive and significant impact on task conflict (B = 0.442, t = 3.786, p = 0.000). For deep level diversity, the results showed 18% variance with positive and significant impact on task conflict (B = 0.424, t = 3.596, p = 0.000). On the other hand, neither surface-level nor deep-level diversity is associated with relationship conflict.


TABLE 3    Summaries of regression analyses (diversity and conflict).

[image: Table 3]

Table 4 summarizes regression analyses for the impact of intra-team trust (and its sub-dimensions) on intra-team conflict (and its sub-dimensions). The regression analysis results between intra-team trust and intra-team conflict among group members indicated that diversity explained 16% variance with significant model statistics. The statistics also indicated that intra-team trust is significantly and negatively associated with intra-team conflict (B = −0.378, p = 0.002). The statistics showed no influence of cognitive trust on task conflict for cognitive trust’s impact on task conflict. On the other hand side, affective-trust explained 18% variance with negative influence (B = −0.428, p = 0.001) on task conflict. The regression analysis results of cognitive trust and relationship conflict among team members explained an 8% variance in relationship conflict with a significant but negative impact on relationship conflict (B = −0.294, p = 0.05). The effective trust and relationship conflict association result showed that affective trust explained a 21% variance in the dependent variable with a negative impact (B = −0.416, p = 0.000) on relationship conflict.


TABLE 4    Summaries of regression analyses (trust and conflict).

[image: Table 4]

Table 5 reflects the result of moderated regression analysis employed to examine the moderating role of trust on the relationship between diversity and conflict among team members. In the first step, the independent variable (diversity) entered the model with the dependent variable (conflict). The results indicated that diversity explained 12% of the observed variability. In the second step, a moderating variable (trust) was entered into the model with the dependent variable (conflict). The results indicated that diversity explained 8% of the variability. For determining the moderating role of trust, the product of moderator (trust) and independent variable (diversity) was entered in the third step of regression analysis. The moderator explained 8.4% of the variance, whereas the whole model includes independent, and the interaction term (moderator × value diversity) explained 25% of the variability (R2 = 0.258) in the dependent variable. The results are shown that diversity is directly and positively (b = 0.306) associated with conflict.


TABLE 5    Moderated regression analysis.
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Additionally, the moderator and independent variable product term showed a significant but negative relationship (b = −0.318) with conflict. The moderation rules suggested that the impact of the product term consisted of the moderator (trust) and independent variable (value diversity) having a significant impact on the dependent variables when moderation existed. The significance of interaction term is higher as compared to the moderator itself. Therefore the statistics suggest that increased diversity among team members leads to increased conflict among them. Still, in cases where individuals with diverse skills and attitudes also trust the competencies of fellow members, it eliminates the chances for the emergence of conflict in those teams.



Discussion and conclusion

The results of this study reflected that with the increase in diversity, conflict among team members would increase too. These results are consistent with the findings of Agar (2002), who studied the relationship between different types of diversity with different types of conflict. The results also affirmed an association between the dimensions of diversity (surface level and deep level diversity) and the dimensions of conflict (task conflict and relationship conflict). Due to surface-level diversity, the change in relationship conflict is lesser than the change in task conflict. On the other hand, it had been hypothesized in the study that deep level diversity is responsible for a more significant change in relationship conflict and comparatively a smaller change in task conflict. Results, however, disclosed that the change in task conflict due to deep level diversity is more significant than the change in relationship conflict. Moreover, like the mechanisms of the diversity-conflict relationship, the dimensions of team trust and conflict intermingle similarly. It was hypothesized that the cognitive component of trust has a more substantial impact on task-related conflict and a lesser impact on relationship-related conflict.

First, it is worth mentioning that different forms of diversity and trust collectively are responsible for significant variation in conflict among team members. Overall diversity was also found to be impacting the level of conflict among team members. These findings are consistent with those of de Wit et al. (2012) Findings of this study go in line with the proponents of deep-level diversity (sometimes referred to as “Cognitive Diversity”) in suggesting that the two surface and deep levels of diversity have different impacts on the functioning of teams. When studied differently, the results of each type of diversity showed that different forms of diversity impact conflict differently. It is possible that a group that seems homogeneous on surface attributes may yet possess significant diversity at a deeper level.

Similarly, the results reaffirm the already established theory of bi-dimensionality of conflict that has already been proved by different researchers (Jehn et al., 1999; Agar, 2002; Choi and Sy, 2010) who differentiate conflict as task and relationship related. The hypotheses relevant to the positive association between diversity and conflict were significantly supported and the results, were consistent with existing literature. Results are consistent with the findings of previous studies in supporting that people differentiate and stereotype each other based on surface-level attributes, and these biased feelings about each other harm their progress on the task. However, the proposition that deep-level diversity causes more relationship conflict and less task conflict among people was not supported after analyzing the data. The findings were exactly the opposite of what was proposed. Although this finding is consistent with some findings in the literature (Jehn et al., 1997, 1999) and is against the findings of some other studies, such as Parayitam et al. (2012), a more rigorous study of more recent literature provides a better insight into the reason for this finding.

Advocates of deep-level diversity claim that since this diversity exists at the cognition level, more deep-level diversity creates better awareness about alternative courses of action while working on a task (Kilduff et al., 2000). More knowledge among diverse individuals attracts in-depth discussions related to the task’s content, which leads to more task conflict. Therefore, deep-level diversity, like surface-level diversity, is associated more with task conflict than relationship conflict. These findings can be attributed to the presence of trust among team members, which is discussed later. While examining the interrelatedness between the dimension of trust and dimensions of conflict, it was proposed that cognitive trust hurts conflict. The dimensions of conflict intermingle with the dimensions of trust such that its impact on task conflict is more than its impact on relationship conflict. This proposition was also rejected after the analysis of data. These results are against those of Yang (2005).

This puzzling finding embraces a compelling justification when we consider the study’s context. The study was conducted on teams working in public hospitals consisting primarily of doctors, which is a highly suitable population for studying dynamics and interplay of diversity, conflict, and trust. Doctors possess highly specified knowledge and precise expertise in their specific fields. Moreover, since they deal with life and death situations, they realize the high stakes of their decision and act accordingly. It has been verified that diversity is more effective when team members possess more task-relevant information (Van Knippenberg et al., 2004). Doctors also possess high task-relevant knowledge; hence there is more chance of exchange of information which includes discussing and integrating information relevant to a task at hand. This shared confidence will encourage them to share their point of view more openly without the fear that the other person may feel attacked. Therefore, when there are more discussions on issues in the presence of higher trust, there will be more task conflict, but that task conflict will always be functional unless the trust deteriorates (Olson et al., 2007). Doctors realize the high stakes of their decisions and do not let the task conflict derail them from making the best possible decision.

A diverse team in a hospital contains members who affirm their points of view and challenge the opinions of others. In the presence of trust, members push each other to greater heights knowing that increased task conflict is beneficial for quality solutions. On the other hand, members of the teams with lower levels of trust respond with more “professional courtesy” rather than challenging others. This “nicety” discourages them from sharing their opinions openly hence reducing the chances of a conflict. Moreover, the inclusion of trust among those team members does help resolve such matters to an operational cause. Finally, the proposed moderating role of trust in the relationship was also supported with the help of received data. It was proved that Intra-team trust moderates the relationship between diversity and conflict such that this relationship will be weaker under higher levels of trust among team members.


Practical implications

This study will benefit organizational behavior theory and practice in four ways. First of all, the findings of the current study refine the existing knowledge about the moderating effect of trust on the relationship between diversity and conflict at the group level, as previously there was little interest in existing literature when considering emergent states of the same moderating relationship. The extant literature also possesses a gap regarding the interplay among the dimensions of trust, conflict, and diversity in team members. This model goes beyond the team process and considers emergent states in team dynamics. Secondly, this study focuses on an individual level, and their responses will be aggregated to make it onto the group level for two reasons. One, this study considers diversity in the perceptions of individuals. The notion of perceptual diversity calls for considering group members’ responses individually because homogenous individuals have heterogeneous perceptions. Two, the experience of conflict also lies in person-to-person relationships, so it is better to focus on an individual level and aggregate their responses to the group level. Because “teams do not think and feel, individuals do” (Korsgaard et al., 2008).

In the work settings of Pakistan, this study’s findings can change how managers view the management of conflict among work teams. This study contributes to the literature by highlighting the role of intra-team trust in managing conflict among team members. At first, this study differentiates between the two types of conflict and assures their distinctiveness. This attempt also clarifies the claim of the dysfunctionality of both types of conflict (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003) by clearly highlighting the functionality of task conflict in the presence of trust among team members. Therefore, managers must realize that promoting intra-team trust is more important than avoiding intra-team conflict. Secondly, the findings of this study present managers with an awareness and understanding of deep-level diversity. It is already established theory that diversity is coupled with several worthy outcomes, but can cause conflict as one of its destructive consequences. Mostly, the managers take into account surface-level attributes and count on demographic features when managing team diversity (Agar, 2002). This study offers a more profound insight by stressing the concealed deep-level diversity that can solely be responsible for heterogeneity among homogeneous team members. According to the findings of this study, no category of diversity should be ignored since each type impacts conflict separately and together. It might surprise managers that cognitive trust alone does not guarantee mitigating task-related conflict. Instead, it enhances task conflict. This is not a discouraging or confusing finding but a reminder of the valuable role of trust, which transforms the task conflict into a worthy consequence, as explained in detail.



Strengths and limitations

We want to mention the specific methodological strengths of this study before discussing its limitations. First, this study was conducted in a hospital setting, and most of the data were collected from highly educated and extremely trained doctors. They have a specialized but different set of knowledge and skills in the same team, making it diverse. Their work and tasks are highly interdependent, they have to face crucial challenges in emergencies, which may cause a stressful working climate, and they have to deal with other human beings in their work. Therefore, it is highly likely that conflict may arise among such teams (Studdert et al., 2003). On the other hand, because of the high stakes of their decisions and their specialized skills, they realize that they cannot let the conflict deteriorate the quality of their decision. Therefore, they must make conflict a valuable feature of their teams (Olson et al., 2007).

Secondly, the study is conducted on a team level, which is very rare in studies related to trust-conflict relationships. Conflict and trust are group-related phenomena, meaning they cannot occur in a single individual; it takes more than one individual to study conflict, trust, and diversity. Therefore, team level is another strength of the current study. Moreover, according to the researcher’s best knowledge, no study in Pakistan has measured diversity within a team and not among all individuals in a sample. An Entropy-Based Index was utilized to accomplish this task, contributing to encouraging efforts to promote quality and reliable research in Pakistan. Despite these strengths, this study is not perfect in every aspect and should be appreciated only within its limitations. We shall mention the particular methodological limitations of this study. First, studying the two types of conflict required a very sophisticated longitudinal design because it was established by Peterson and Behfar (2003) that one type of conflict leads to the other type (over time, task conflict leads to relationship conflict), whereas the second is cross-sectional research design, due to which the results should be carefully interpreted.
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