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Abstract

Conflict research has shown that managing relationship conflict via

avoidance is beneficial for team performance, but it is unclear whether

avoidant conflict management benefits individuals on an affective level.

Drawing on theories of gender roles, we proposed that gender is an

important factor that influences whether avoidant conflict management

mitigates the negative affective effects of relationship conflict. In a field

study of a healthcare organization, we found that relationship conflict

resulted in negative emotions, which, in turn, were positively associated

with emotional exhaustion two months later. Avoidant conflict manage-

ment attenuated the relationship between negative emotions engendered

by relationship conflict and emotional exhaustion, but this effect

depended on gender. Among men, the extent to which they used an avoi-

dant conflict management style mitigated the association between nega-

tive emotions and emotional exhaustion, whereas among women,

avoidant conflict management did not attenuate this relationship. Find-

ings are discussed in terms of theoretical and practical implications.

Relationship conflict results from one’s incompatibility with others and thus tends to be personal and

emotional in nature (Jehn, 1995). Not surprisingly, it has consistently been shown to interfere with team

performance and to decrease satisfaction (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 2011;

DeChurch, Mesmer-Magnus, & Doty, 2013). On an affective level, relationship conflict evokes negative

emotions in both individuals and teams (DeChurch et al., 2013; Jehn, Greer, Levine, & Szulanski, 2008;

Yang & Mossholder, 2004). Given these detrimental consequences, it logically follows that people would

want to use avoidance to manage relationship conflict, once it arises, to minimize negative affective

effects. Prior research also recommends that teams use avoidant conflict management when relationship

conflict is present but not interfering with team performance (Behfar, Peterson, Mannix, & Trochim,

2008; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001). In this article, we investigate whether avoidance is effective as a

conflict management style for relationship conflict and whether it is equally effective for both genders,

especially given that gender plays a key role in how people encode and react to threats to relationships

with others (Maccoby, 1990; Ogolsky & Bowers, 2013; Wood & Eagly, 2010).

Because relationship conflict involves personal incompatibilities, personality conflicts, and threats to

conflict disputants’ egos (Jehn, 1995), relationship conflicts are not as easily resolved as other types of

conflict such as those over the task or the work process (Jehn, 1995). Thus, management of relationship
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conflicts may be best approached by attempting to prevent escalation of the conflict rather than resolving

the conflict completely (De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001). With this logic in mind, avoidant conflict man-

agement, which is a tendency to avoid confrontations, downplay contentious issues, suppress thinking

about the conflict, pretend that the conflict is nonexistent, or ignore the conflict (De Dreu, Evers, Bee-

rsma, Kluwer, & Nauta, 2001; De Dreu & van de Vliert, 1997; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001; Putnam &

Wilson, 1982; Wang, Fink, & Cai, 2012), may mitigate the negative effects of relationship conflict on an

individual, affective level, and thus be an effective tool in difficult situations. Avoiding confrontation

related to managing the relationship conflict may allow the negative emotionality surrounding the con-

flict to dissipate. To be sure, using avoidant conflict management does not mean that the relationship

conflict itself does not exist, but rather that people use avoidance to manage or deal with the conflict. By

doing so, disputants may get a chance to “cool down” and “let go” of the conflict a bit, thereby prevent-

ing escalation. Thus, the negative chain of emotional events that is spurred by relationship conflict, that

is, the experience of negative emotions, which, when compounded over time, can increase the likelihood

of emotional exhaustion, may be attenuated.

However, this argument relies on the assumption that everyone will be equally likely to let go using

avoidant conflict management. Although individual differences such as personality, social value orienta-

tion, and gender have been shown to moderate the effectiveness of conflict management (Barry &

Friedman, 1998; Brewer, Mitchell, & Weber, 2002; Davis, Capobianco, & Kraus, 2010; De Dreu & Van

Lange, 1995; Holt & DeVore, 2005; Thomas, Thomas, & Schaubhut, 2008), we do not know whether

men and women will be equally likely to let go when using avoidant conflict management in the context

of relationship conflict. We will argue that avoidant conflict management is more likely to attenuate the

negative emotional effects of relationship conflict for men than for women, and thus be more effective

for men compared to women. Our arguments build on theories of role differences across gender in terms

of expectations for communality and the importance of relationship maintenance (Bakan, 1966; Bem,

1974; Eagly & Wood, 2011; Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000), as well as differences across gender in the

experience of negative emotions (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987; Nolen-Hoeksema & Girgus, 1994).

In this article, we develop and test a model examining whether avoidant conflict management and

gender jointly moderate the effect of negative emotions resulting from relationship conflict on emotional

exhaustion (see Figure 1). Emotional exhaustion reflects the extent to which employees feel emotionally

overextended and exhausted by their work, resulting in the depletion of their emotional resources (Mas-

lach & Jackson, 1981, 1984). Emotional exhaustion is an important outcome variable to investigate given

that it is associated with poor mental health outcomes, increased turnover, and reduced performance

(Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne, 2003; Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Janssen, Lam, & Huang, 2010; Mas-

lach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1997; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). We argue that avoidant conflict man-

agement will attenuate the relationship between the negative emotions evoked by relationship conflict

and emotional exhaustion by preventing escalation and allowing the negative emotionality surrounding

the conflict to dissipate, but that this effect will be more likely for men than for women.

We investigate this model in the healthcare field, an arena in which people perform emotionally inten-

sive jobs, in which conflict has been shown to be a prevalent issue (Brinkert, 2010; Cox, 2003; Hendel,

Fish, & Berger, 2007), and where emotional exhaustion has been shown to run high (Maslach et al.,

2001). Hence, understanding the affective results of relationship conflict and avoidant conflict manage-

ment on emotional exhaustion can enhance our understanding of conflict management in the workplace

and in health care in particular.

This study makes several important contributions. First, we help to shed light on the role of avoidant

conflict management in relationship conflict. Avoidant conflict management has been shown to improve

team outcomes when in response to relationship conflict (Behfar et al., 2008; De Dreu & Van Vianen,

2001); however, there is little, if any, evidence of the effect of avoidant conflict management and relation-

ship conflict on individual affective outcomes. Instead, much of the research either focuses on conflict in

general without differentiating between task and relationship (e.g., Dijkstra, De Dreu, Evers, & van
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Dierendonck, 2009) or examines team, rather than individual, outcomes. Second, we examine the role of

gender in determining how avoidant conflict management might influence the emotional experience of

relationship conflict. Our results show that the moderating effect of avoidant conflict management

depends on the gender of the conflict disputant. This is an important contribution, since, although past

work has shown gender differences in the use of conflict management styles, and, in particular avoidant

conflict management, such that women report greater use of avoidant conflict management than men

(Brewer et al., 2002; Davis et al., 2010; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Rahim, 1983; Thomas et al., 2008; Valen-

tine, 1995), to the best of our knowledge, there is no research that has investigated whether the effective-

ness of avoidant conflict management differs for men and women.

Theory and Hypotheses

Relationship conflict has been defined as disagreements and incompatibilities among group members

that are not task-related, and that typically include tension, animosity, and annoyance among members

within a group (Jehn, 1995, 1997; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Jehn et al., 2008). A great deal of past research

has shown that relationship conflict has detrimental effects on performance and morale (see De Wit

et al., 2011, and DeChurch et al., 2013, for recent meta-analytic reviews), and other studies have shown

the damaging effects of negative emotions such as anger, irritation, and frustration that erupt during

relationship conflict (Jehn et al., 2008; Yang & Mossholder, 2004).

It is important to note that, although relationship conflict and negative emotionality are usually con-

founded in the literature (e.g., relationship conflict is sometimes referred to as emotional conflict; for a

critique of this confound, see Bendersky et al., 2014), both Pinkley (1990) and Jehn (1997) identified

negative emotionality (e.g., anger, frustration, uneasiness, discomfort, tenseness, resentment) as an inde-

pendent dimension of conflict. Similarly, a recent study showed that the effect of relationship conflict on

positive emergent states in groups was moderated by degree of negative emotionality (Jehn et al., 2008),

implying that relationship conflict and negative emotions are not necessarily perfectly correlated, but

rather, that relationship conflict may involve different levels of negative effect. Thus, we define relation-

ship conflict as nontask disagreements and personal incompatibilities, but we do not include negative

emotions in our definition or our measures.

Negative emotions due to relationship conflict are taxing, and emotion-laden experiences take a toll

on people, especially over time (McEwen, 1998). Negative emotionality is associated with increased levels

of physiological arousal (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004), and, therefore, efforts to regulate negative emo-

tions require cognitive and physiological resources that can lead to depletion and emotional exhaustion.

Indeed, past research has shown that emotionally taxing experiences in the workplace can lead to emo-

tional exhaustion and feelings of depletion (Gaines & Jermier, 1983; Maslach & Jackson, 1981, 1984;

Maslach et al., 1997). Emotional exhaustion, which is one of the central components of burnout at work,
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+ 

Figure 1. Theoretical model. Note: Gender coded as 0 for men and 1 for women.
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is defined as the extent to which employees feel emotionally overextended and exhausted by their work,

resulting in the depletion of their emotional resources (Maslach & Jackson, 1981, 1984). Thus, we

hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Relationship conflict will be positively associated with negative emotions concerning the

conflict.

Hypothesis 2: Negative emotions due to relationship conflict will be positively associated with subse-

quent emotional exhaustion.

Taken together, Hypotheses 1 and 2 suggest that negative emotions due to relationship conflict are an

important mechanism through which relationship conflict increases emotional exhaustion. In fact, past

research has shown that relationship conflict has a significant and positive association with emotional

exhaustion (Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Yoon, Rasinsky, & Curlin, 2010). Thus, we also hypothesized the

following:

Hypothesis 3: Negative emotions due to relationship conflict will mediate the positive association

between relationship conflict and emotional exhaustion.

Moderating Roles of Avoidant Conflict Management and Gender

Avoidant Conflict Management

Conflict management is typically conceptualized in terms of being collaborative, competitive, or avoidant

(De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001; De Dreu et al., 2001). Avoidant conflict management involves managing

conflicts indirectly by avoiding confrontations, downplaying the issues, withdrawing (either physically,

mentally or both) from the conflict, suppressing one’s thoughts about the conflict, pretending that the

conflict is nonexistent, or ignoring the conflict (De Dreu & van de Vliert, 1997; De Dreu et al., 2001; Put-

nam & Wilson, 1982; Wang et al., 2012). It is important to highlight that the use of an avoidant conflict

management style does not mean that the relationship conflict itself is avoided, but rather, that a rela-

tionship conflict is perceived but people choose not to deal with it and attempt to resolve it via avoid-

ance.

Prior research has not examined avoidant conflict management in the specific context of relationship

conflict and individual affective outcomes; rather, it has either focused on team level outcomes or overall

levels of conflict (sometimes referred to as interpersonal conflict), not distinguishing among specific con-

flict types. A recent meta-analysis (DeChurch et al., 2013) found that, overall, avoidant conflict manage-

ment negatively influences team performance and team attitudes (e.g., satisfaction and team viability),

but the results do not directly address the effects in the context of relationship conflict nor in terms of

individual affective outcomes such as negative emotions and emotional exhaustion. De Dreu and Van

Vianen (2001) showed that avoidant conflict management in the context of relationship conflict

improved team functioning, that is, team behaviors including helping, team compliance, and voice; but

again, this evidence is at the team level. Although Dijkstra et al. (2009) found that general, interpersonal

conflict led to more strain and exhaustion for individuals reporting high levels of avoidant conflict man-

agement, their conflict measure did not differentiate between task and relationship conflict, leaving it

unclear as to whether this moderating effect of avoidance would hold for both task and relationship con-

flict when measured separately. Our focus specifically on relationship conflict and individual affective

outcomes is especially important because relationship conflict, due to its focus on the person and person-

alities, has the most potential to be depleting to the individual.

We argue that an avoidant conflict management style may attenuate the negative emotional experience

of relationship conflict for conflict disputants specifically in terms of the negative emotions—emotional
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exhaustion relationship. Take, for example, two coworkers who experience a relationship conflict. As

argued above, when a relationship conflict is perceived, a person is likely to experience negative

emotions, such as anger, frustration, and tension. However, if the disputant subsequently manages the

conflict by avoiding confrontation and ignoring the conflict, these negative emotions may have a chance

to dissipate, thereby reducing the likelihood that the immediate negative emotions stemming from the

relationship conflict will result in emotional exhaustion. Nevertheless, these negative emotions will not

necessarily dissipate at the same rate for everyone when avoidant conflict management is used.

Gender Roles

An especially relevant factor is the gender of the disputant. Gender role theory suggests that there are two

gender roles, a communal (feminine) gender role, which includes a focus on caring for others and rela-

tionship maintenance, and an agentic (masculine) gender role, which includes a focus on assertive behav-

ior on behalf of oneself and a focus on independence (Bakan, 1966; Bem, 1974; Eagly & Wood, 2011;

Eagly et al., 2000). Men and women’s roles are continually being reinforced by descriptive stereotypes—
how men and women behave—and prescriptive stereotypes—how men and women should behave (Bur-

gess & Borgida, 1999). In that women are more likely to (be expected to) fulfill feminine roles, and men

masculine roles, it is not surprising that women are expected to be more cooperative than men (Eagly,

2009; Witt & Wood, 2010), and women tend to be more concerned about relationship maintenance than

men (Eagly, 1987; Wood & Eagly, 2010). Thus, due to their socially circumscribed gender role, women

appear to have two competing, internal interests when managing relationship conflict, namely being

cooperative and avoiding direct confrontations versus resolving the conflict to maintain the relationship.

On the one hand, using avoidant conflict management enables women to fulfill expectations for com-

munality by avoiding direct confrontations. Not surprisingly, women report greater use of avoidant con-

flict management than men overall (Brewer et al., 2002; Davis et al., 2010; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Rahim,

1983; Thomas et al., 2008; Valentine, 1995). Furthermore, women are rated more negatively than men

when they use more direct conflict management strategies, such as problem-solving (Butler & Geis, 1990;

Korabik, Baril, & Watson, 1993), and women suffer greater social costs than men when they negotiate on

their own behalf (Amanatullah & Morris, 2010; Bowles, Babcock, & Lai, 2007) and assert themselves in

general (Rudman, 1998). Thus, it appears that there are social disincentives for women to resolve con-

flicts in a more direct manner, which helps to explain the greater frequency of avoidance among women

compared to men.

On the other hand, avoidant conflict management does not resolve the conflict, which runs counter to

the relationship maintenance aspect of women’s gender role, particularly in the case of relationship

conflict. Specifically, masculine and feminine gender roles are reflected in gender differences in self-con-

strual, especially concerning how people construe themselves in terms of autonomy versus relationality

(Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Women are more likely than men to con-

strue themselves in interdependent terms, that is, in terms of their relationships with others (Cross &

Madson, 1997; Cross & Morris, 2003; Cross et al., 2000; Guimond, Chatard, Martinot, Crisp, & Rede-

rsdorff, 2006). Not surprisingly, relationship conflict arouses greater anxiety and discomfort in women

compared to men (Gottman & Levenson, 1992; Smith, Gallo, Goble, Ngu, & Stark, 1998), perhaps

because it threatens women’s identity given their interdependent self-construal or perhaps because they

fear social costs associated with ineffective relationship maintenance (to be sure, these intrapersonal and

interpersonal explanations for gender differences are difficult to disentangle given that the stereotyping

process is self-perpetuating, see Glick & Fiske, 2001; Kilianski & Rudman, 1998). Furthermore, women

ruminate about negative feelings following a negative event to a greater extent than do men (Nolen-

Hoeksema, 1987; Nolen-Hoeksema & Girgus, 1994; Strauss, Muday, McNall, & Wong, 1997). In this

way, when using avoidant conflict management, women’s negative feelings stemming from the

relationship conflict may linger, leading to rumination and subsequent emotional exhaustion, since the
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conflict itself remains unresolved. Thus, although avoidant conflict management may be socially

desirable for women by helping to forego the social costs of direct confrontation, it may not be effec-

tive in terms of reducing the emotional exhaustion that can stem from negative emotions due to the

relationship conflict.

In contrast, for men, avoiding a relationship conflict may be beneficial. Relationship maintenance is

not associated with men’s agentic gender role (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2011), and thus, men can

avoid managing and resolving a relationship conflict without the negative social stigma of violating

gender norms. As a result, it is also possible that men can more easily put the relationship conflict out

of their mind, which is likewise consistent with their more independent self-construal and self-focused

gender role. Thus, for men, the greater their use of avoidant conflict management, the less likely the

negative emotions from relationship conflict will make them emotionally exhausted because avoidant

conflict management will interrupt this negative emotional cycle. In this way, avoidant conflict man-

agement may be an effective strategy for men, especially in terms of affective outcomes such as

emotional exhaustion.

In sum, we hypothesize the following three-way interaction for the moderating effects of avoidant con-

flict management and gender on the relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion:

Hypothesis 4: The positive relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion will be

jointly moderated by avoidant conflict management and gender. For men, the relationship will be

weaker as the use of avoidant conflict management increases. For women, the relationship strength

will not depend on the use avoidant conflict management.

Method

The present study was conducted at a large healthcare organization that provides services for senior citi-

zens ranging from assisted living and temporary rehabilitation to palliative care and advanced dementia

care. The facility is located in a suburb of a medium-sized city in the Mid-Atlantic United States. The

study was conducted with full approval of the organization’s management.

Procedure

Two paper-and-pencil surveys were administered approximately 2 months apart. The measures collected

in the first survey at Time 1 included gender, relationship conflict, negative emotions stemming from

relationship conflict, and avoidant conflict management. The emotional exhaustion measure was col-

lected at Time 2. We were able to link the data between the two surveys via participant IDs that were

assigned at Time 1.

We developed the survey measures following interviews with top management team members and

department heads concerning conflict and conflict management at the organization. We then pretested

the survey items using a talk-aloud method (Schwarz, 1999) with approximately eight employees from

various levels of the organization to verify that items had face validity and were worded appropriately.

During the weeks prior to the survey administration, fliers were placed around the facility and in the

organization’s newsletter advertising the survey. The protocol for the survey administration required that

employees come to a large room centrally located in the organization. Upon arrival, we explained to each

participant the purpose of the survey (to understand conflict in organizations) and obtained informed

consent. Participants then sat in the meeting room and filled out the survey. After they completed the

survey, participants were paid $20 and received a free boxed meal to take with them. Survey completion

time was approximately 30 minutes for the first survey and 15 minutes for the second survey.

Because the facility operates 24 hour per day with three 8 hour shifts, data for both surveys were col-

lected during the day and night to ensure that we obtained a representative sample of employees.
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Sample

At Time 1, the sample consisted of 276 employees, 74% of whom were female and 73% of whom were

Caucasian. 20% were between ages 18–34, and 47% were between ages 35–55. In terms of education,

35% were high school graduates, 35% had technical certification or an associate’s degree, and 25% had

nursing or undergraduate degrees. Employees had an average of 23 years of work experience, and average

tenure at the current facility was 5.6 years. 420 employees were employed at the organization when the

surveys were conducted, yielding a 66% response rate. At Time 2, the sample consisted of 232 employees,

indicating a 16% attrition rate between Time 1 and Time 2. However, the demographic characteristics of

the two samples were almost identical, and there were no significant demographic differences between

the 44 participants who dropped out of the survey at Time 2 and the 232 remaining participants.

Measures

See the Appendix for a complete list of items.

Relationship Conflict

Six items were developed specifically for this study (see Appendix 1). The items focused on both person-

ality conflicts and conflict behaviors that targeted the person (e.g., arguments that became personal, per-

sonal attacks, offending one another). We chose not to use the relationship conflict scale developed by

Jehn (1995) because that scale combines negative emotions and relationship conflict (with items includ-

ing words such as “friction,” “emotional conflict,” and “tension”), and for this study, we needed a scale

that would separate, to the greatest extent possible, negative emotions and relationship conflict. Our

approach is also consistent with current thinking in conflict research of the importance of differentiating

between relationship conflict and negative emotions (e.g., Bendersky et al., 2014; Jehn et al., 2008). We

first pretested this scale in a separate sample of 269 MBA students. Participants rated the items concern-

ing “people you regularly interact with at work” on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

The scale exhibited high interitem reliability in our pretest (a = .87).

Negative Emotions Stemming From Relationship Conflict

We used a self-report measure of negative emotions experienced during relationship conflict developed

and validated by Weingart, Bear, and Todorova (2009) (see Appendix 1). Weingart et al. (2009) devel-

oped this measure using adjectives based on empirical research of the circumplex model of emotions

(Russell, 1980; Watson & Tellegen, 1985). They pretested the measure using a sample of MBA students

to determine which items had the most face validity in the context of conflict. In the pretest, participants

were asked to rank the adjectives in terms of how likely they were to experience each emotion during

relationship conflict from the most likely (1) to the least likely (10). The negative emotions that were con-

sistently ranked in the top were chosen for this measure.

In the current study, when participants rated the negative emotions items, they were instructed to refer

back to the questions about relationship conflicts and to rate “When these things happen [i.e., relation-

ship conflicts], I feel. . .” (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The scale exhibited high interitem

reliability (a = .93). Given that relationship conflict is typically conceptualized and operationalized in

terms of negative emotionality (Jehn, 1995), we also assessed the discriminant validity of the scales for

relationship conflict and for negative emotions stemming from relationship conflict using confirmatory

factor analysis. The model in which the relationship conflict items and the negative emotions items

loaded on two different factors (v2[40] = 50.41, p = .13, NFI = .98, CFI = .996, RMSEA = .03, RMSEA

confidence interval = .00, .06) had a better model fit than the model where the items loaded on the same

factor (v2[47] = 128.78, p < .001, NFI = .95, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .09, RMSEA confidence inter-

val = .07, .12). A chi-squared difference test showed that the one-factor alternative model fit the data

significantly worse than the hypothesized two-factor measurement model (Δv2[7] = 78.37, p < .001).
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Avoidant Conflict Management

We used three of the four items from the avoidant conflict management subscale from the Dutch Test

for Conflict Handling (DUTCH) scale (De Dreu et al., 2001). Participants were asked to rate four items

starting with the stem “When I have a conflict or disagreement with people at work, usually. . .”

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Based on a confirmatory factor analysis, we removed the

fourth item that had loaded poorly (“I try to make differences seem less severe,” factor loading = .22).

The resultant 3-item scale exhibited acceptable interitem reliability (a = .74).

Emotional Exhaustion

Emotional exhaustion was measured using the nine-item emotional exhaustion subscale of the Maslach

Burnout Inventory (Maslach et al., 1997; a = .92). Participants rated the items according to how they

feel about their job and at work on a scale from 0 (never) to 6 (every day).

Gender

Gender was coded 0 for male participants and one for female participants.

Results

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, frequencies, and bivariate correlations of all variables.

Continuous variables were centered at their means before conducting analyses to avoid multicollinearity

with interaction terms (Aiken & West, 1991). We used MPlus 4.0 software to conduct a path analysis

with the observed variables to assess the hypothesized theoretical model, since this method enabled us to

test our hypotheses by accounting for all of the variables in the model depicted in Figure 1 simulta-

neously and assess goodness of fit of the model as a whole. To estimate the model, we used the restricted

maximum likelihood estimator (MLR), which is appropriate for MPlus models with both continuous

and categorical variables.

In the analysis, we controlled for the direct effect of gender on avoidant conflict management given

that past work has shown that women report greater use of this conflict management style than men

(Brewer et al., 2002; Davis et al., 2010; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Rahim, 1983; Thomas et al., 2008; Valen-

tine, 1995). We also controlled for the direct effect of gender on negative emotions due to relationship

conflict, since women consistently report higher levels of negative effect in general compared to men

(Kessler et al., 2005).

Table 1

Means and Correlations Among Variables

Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Relationship conflict 2.39 (1.26)

2. Negative emotions 3.56 (1.45) .48**

3. Avoidant conflict management 4.70 (1.30) .10 .05

4. Emotional exhaustion 1.69 (1.31) .33** .38** .07

5. Gender Men: n = 61

Women: n = 171

�.03 .18** .22** .12†

Note. All variables were collected at Time 1 except for emotional exhaustion, which was collected at Time 2. N = 232 for all

variables. Pearson correlation coefficients; Spearman correlation coefficients for gender. Since gender is categorical, we

included frequencies rather than the mean and standard deviation.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Gender coded as 0 = male and 1 = female.
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The model displayed a strong fit to the data according to the goodness of fit criteria suggested by Hu

and Bentler (1999): v2(232) = 20.84, df = 17, p = .23; TLI = .98, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, RMSEA

90% confidence interval = .000, .07; SRMR = .04. Overall, the results supported our hypotheses (see

Table 2). As predicted by Hypothesis 1, relationship conflict was significantly and positively associated

with negative emotions (b = 0.49, p < .0001). In addition, as per Hypothesis 2, negative emotions were

significantly and positively associated with emotional exhaustion (b = 0.26, p < .01).

We then examined the significance of the proposed indirect effect of relationship conflict on emo-

tional exhaustion via negative emotions (Hypothesis 3). We tested the significance of the indirect effect

using a bootstrapping approach (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The 95% bootstrap confidence interval was

obtained using 1000 bootstrap samples. The indirect effect from the full sample was .04. Zero was not

included in the 95% bootstrap confidence interval (.01, .07), indicating that the hypothesized indirect

effect was statistically significant. Thus, we found support for Hypothesis 3. Finally, in support of

Hypothesis 4, gender, avoidant conflict management, and negative emotions interacted to predict emo-

tional exhaustion (b = 0.23, p < .001).

To understand the nature of this interaction, we graphed the moderating effect of avoidant conflict

management on the relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion separately for

men and women. Following the procedure suggested by Aiken and West (1991), we conducted simple

slopes tests to examine the significant interactive effects (see Figure 2A and B). The simple slope analysis

revealed that, for men who were low on avoidant conflict management, there was a significant positive

relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion (for avoidant conflict management at

1 SD below the mean: simple slope = .23, t[57] = 2.14, p < .05). In contrast, for men who were high on

avoidant conflict management, the relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion

was not significant (for avoidant conflict management at 1 SD above the mean: simple slope = .09,

t[57] = .69, p = .49). Among women, the relationship between negative emotions and emotional

exhaustion was significant and positive both for those who were high on avoidant conflict management

and for those who were low on avoidant conflict management (for avoidant conflict management at 1

SD above the mean: simple slope = .26, t[167] = 2.86, p < .01; for avoidant conflict management at 1

SD below the mean: simple slope = .23, t[167] = 2.94, p < .01).

Table 2

Results of Path Model

Variables

Controls

Gender ? Avoidant conflict management 0.15** (.05)

Gender ? Negative emotions 0.12* (.05)

Predicted Paths

Relationship conflict ? Negative emotions 0.49**** (.05)

Negative emotions ? Emotional exhaustion 0.26** (.08)

Relationship conflict ? Emotional exhaustion 0.19* (.08)

Gender ? Emotional exhaustion 0.12* (.05)

Avoidant conflict management ? Emotional exhaustion �0.27** (.10)

Gender 9 Avoidant conflict management ? Emotional exhaustion 0.32** (.10)

Avoidant conflict management 9 Negative emotions ? Emotional exhaustion �0.22** (.08)

Gender 9 Negative emotions ? Emotional exhaustion �0.007 (.08)

Gender 9 Avoidant conflict management 9 Negative emotions ? Emotional exhaustion 0.23** (.09)

Note. Standardized coefficients; standard errors in the estimations are reported in parentheses. Sex coded as 0 for male and 1

for female. N = 232.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p < .0001.
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Auxiliary Analyses

We supplemented the tests of Hypotheses 1 and 4 with additional analyses to rule out potential alterna-

tive explanations. Regarding Hypothesis 1, one could argue that the effect of relationship conflict on neg-

ative emotions might be due to concomitant task conflict experienced by the respondent. We can rule

out this alternative explanation in two ways. First, our measure of negative emotions specifically focused

on those feelings in response to relationship conflict. Thus, we structured and worded the survey ques-

tions such that respondents were focused on relationship conflicts, not task conflict or conflict in general,

when reporting their negative emotions. Second, the empirical evidence also rules out the possibility that

the effect is due to task conflict in that task conflict (measured using a 2-item scale based on Jehn (1995)

regarding the extent to which respondents regularly express differing viewpoints about issues involved in

their work and engage in debates about their differing opinions or ideas) and relationship conflict were not

correlated in our study (r = .11, ns), that is, relationship conflict and task conflict did not co-occur.

Regarding Hypothesis 4, one could argue that gender and avoidant conflict management should mod-

erate the linkage between relationship conflict and negative emotions rather than the linkage between

negative emotions and emotional exhaustion, as per our prediction. This alternative model is predicated

on the idea that effective conflict management should moderate the immediate emotional response to

the conflict. Results did not support this alternative model. Neither the two-way interaction between

relationship conflict and avoidant conflict management (b = �0.06) nor the three-way interaction

between relationship conflict, gender, and avoidant conflict management (b = 0.06) on negative emo-

tions were significant. In addition, gender did not moderate the relationship between relationship con-

flict and the negative emotions experienced as a result of relationship conflict (b = �0.03). These null

results are consistent with research on emotions, such that emotions are immediate, discrete responses

that precede cognition (Ekman, 1992; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985), and thus, the effects of conflict manage-

ment are likely to occur downstream, that is, following the relationship conflict—negative emotions

linkage.

Discussion

These findings tell an intriguing story about the way in which avoidant conflict management mitigates

the negative emotional effects of relationship conflict—the effect depends on the gender of the conflict

disputant. As predicted, individuals who engaged more in relationship conflict experienced more nega-

tive emotions due to the conflict and thus were more emotionally exhausted, and these negative
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction among negative emotions due to relationship conflict, avoidant conflict management, and

gender on emotional exhaustion. (A) Moderating effect of avoidant conflict management for men. (B) Moderating effect of

avoidant conflict management for women.
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emotions stemming from the relationship conflict mediated the association between relationship conflict

and emotional exhaustion two months later. We also theorized and found that an avoidant conflict man-

agement style mitigated this negative emotional cycle—specifically, the relationship between negative

emotions due to relationship conflict and emotional exhaustion—but that this mitigating effect was par-

ticularly true for men rather than women. We found that, for men, the extent to which they used avoi-

dant conflict management mitigated the association between negative emotions due to relationship

conflict and emotional exhaustion. In contrast, among women, avoidant conflict management did not

attenuate the relationship between these negative emotions and emotional exhaustion. Thus, the moder-

ating effects of avoidant conflict management did not accrue for everyone to the same extent.

Theoretical Implications

These findings make a number of important contributions to research on relationship conflict, emotions,

conflict management, and gender. First, our findings demonstrate the negative intrapersonal effects of

relationship conflict, and the influence of avoidant conflict management on an individual, affective level.

Much of the conflict literature focuses on the effects of conflict on performance and other outcome vari-

ables at the team level but does not address the effect of conflict on individual well being (De Dreu &

Weingart, 2003). Past literature showing the beneficial effects of avoidant conflict management in the

context of relationship conflict likewise has focused exclusively on team performance as opposed to indi-

vidual well-being (e.g., Behfar et al., 2008; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001). This primarily performance

focus in the conflict and organizational behavior OB literatures is surprising given that conflict appears to

be a very stressful event. For example, in their landmark study of the effect of daily stressors on mood,

Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, and Schilling (1989) found that interpersonal conflicts (defined generally

rather than in terms of specific types) were by far the most distressing events in terms of mental health,

with conflicts with friends, family and coworkers accounting for more than 80% of the variance in daily

mood. Although there has been research examining correlations between general interpersonal conflict

and work outcomes such as emotional exhaustion and stress, these studies typically do not specifically dif-

ferentiate between task and relationship conflict (Dijkstra et al., 2009; Dijkstra, van Dierendonck, Evers,

& De Dreu, 2005; Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Ilies, Johnson, Judge, & Keeney, 2009; Yoon et al., 2010).

These findings also contribute to a burgeoning literature concerning the implications of avoidant con-

flict management and help to disentangle the mixed findings. In the context of relationship conflict, avo-

idant conflict management has been shown to improve team functioning by enabling teams to ignore the

conflict (Behfar et al., 2008; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001), whereas in the context of task conflict, avoi-

dant conflict management has been shown to impair team performance (DeChurch & Marks, 2001). In

terms of individual affective outcomes, the effects of avoidant conflict management have not been inves-

tigated specifically in light of conflict type. Our results demonstrate that use of avoidant conflict manage-

ment mitigated the extent to which negative emotions were associated with emotional exhaustion for

men, but not for women, in the context of relationship conflict. Taken together, our findings indicate

that whether avoidant conflict management has positive or negative effects is contingent not only upon

the type of conflict but also on the gender of the disputant.

These findings are also consistent with recent work showing that avoidance, which has traditionally

been conceptualized as a passive form of conflict management only undertaken when people were indif-

ferent to the conflict (Blake & Mouton, 1978; Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993), is often used actively and strate-

gically, and can occur in a variety of forms (Wang et al., 2012). Future research should investigate how

avoidant conflict management influences individual, affective outcomes in the context of task conflict as

well. It could be that the type of avoidance (as per Wang et al., 2012) influences individual, affective out-

comes in the context of task conflict, such that outflanking (avoidance by working around someone) has

positive effects since the task still gets done, whereas withdrawal or pretending that the conflict does not

exist leads to negative emotional effects since the task is not completed, leading people to feel frustration
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and other negative emotions. In addition, in light of the findings reported here, future research should

investigate whether men and women have different tendencies to use active versus passive avoidance

strategies and whether the consequences of using active versus passive avoidance strategies likewise differ

for men and women.

These findings are especially interesting to consider in light of previous research (and our findings)

showing that women are more likely to report using avoidant conflict management compared to men

(Brewer et al., 2002; Davis et al., 2010; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Rahim, 1983; Thomas et al., 2008; Valen-

tine, 1995). Given that past research has shown that women are rated more negatively than men when

they use direct conflict management styles, such as forcing and problem-solving (Butler & Geis, 1990;

Korabik et al., 1993), as well as when they advocate directly on their own behalf (Amanatullah & Morris,

2010; Bowles et al., 2007; Rudman, 1998), it is not surprising that women report a greater likelihood of

using an avoidant and indirect conflict management compared to men. Avoidance literally allows them

to avoid the risks associated with more direct strategies. Thus, although our results reveal that the use of

this conflict management style is not effective at mitigating the effect of relationship conflict negative

emotions on emotional exhaustion for women, most likely women are avoiding conflict to influence

others’ perceptions of them. As we argued earlier, in managing relationship conflicts, women feel pres-

sure to fulfill expectations for cooperative behavior (Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Eagly, 2009; Witt & Wood,

2010), which involves avoiding direct confrontations. Alternatively, it is possible that since women have

a more limited repertoire of conflict management styles that are socially acceptable for them to use com-

pared to men, conflict management in general may influence men’s feelings following conflicts to a

greater extent than women’s because men are afforded greater discretion in their choice of conflict man-

agement style. Future research is needed to tease apart these alternative mechanisms. Future research

should also explore to what extent these social disincentives for women to use more confrontational

strategies are unique or stronger for relationship conflict compared to other types of conflict, that is,

task, process, etc., or whether the phenomenon is comparable across different types of conflict.

This study also extends conflict research by applying a gender role lens to the emotional experience of

relationship conflict. Relationship conflict is a logical milieu to investigate the influence of gender, since

managing relationships is a focal point of socially circumscribed gender roles (Eagly, 1987; Eagly &

Wood, 2011). In this way, we theorized and found that the use of avoidant conflict management has dif-

ferent implications for men and women. Our findings on the moderating effect of gender are also consis-

tent with work on conflict in close relationships, particularly marriage, which has shown that

heterosexual couples typically engage in a demand–withdraw pattern when conflict arises, such that

women have a greater tendency to demand, that is, to make emotional demands, criticize, and complain,

whereas men have a greater tendency to withdraw, that is, to be defensive and avoid discussing the con-

flict (Christensen & Heavey, 1990). Thus, we extend previous research on gender roles and relationships

to the realm of relationship conflicts between coworkers in the workplace.

Practical Implications

These findings also contribute to the literature on emotional exhaustion and burnout, which has impor-

tant practical implications for organizations. Previous work has shown a relationship between conflict

and emotional exhaustion (Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Yoon et al., 2010), and our finding that negative

emotions due to relationship conflict significantly predicted emotional exhaustion helps to explain this

relationship. However, past work has not examined the role of conflict management. To make a practical

contribution to help employees cope with conflict and emotional exhaustion, further investigations of

the role of conflict management are needed. Our finding that avoidant conflict management effectively

attenuated the relationship between negative emotions and emotional exhaustion for men is an impor-

tant first step in this direction. Future research should examine the effectiveness of other conflict man-

agement techniques and also take into account the moderating role of gender.
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These findings also imply a catch-22 for women in terms of how to manage conflict most effectively at

work. Although, as per the logic discussed above, it is not surprising that women prefer to use avoidant

conflict management given the social penalties that they experience for more direct conflict management,

it did not reduce their emotional exhaustion in the context of relationship conflict. Thus, our findings

indicate that women could benefit by broadening their conflict management repertoire, yet the question

is how to do so without incurring social penalties. Recent work in negotiation has shown that women

can reduce social penalties when negotiating for themselves by expressing communal motives, that is, a

salary increase is ultimately for the good of the organization (Bowles & Babcock, 2013). Likewise, a recent

meta-analysis showed that women obtained better outcomes from social influence tactics that were com-

munal in nature, for example, expressing concern for others (Smith et al., 2013). Future research should

investigate whether women would likewise have better outcomes—both personal and social—if they

manage conflict more directly but couch the conflict management process in the context of being for the

greater organizational good.

Limitations

Although the results of this study are intriguing, there are a number of important limitations that should

be addressed in future work. First, the data from both Time 1 and Time 2 are self-report data. However,

emotional exhaustion was collected two months after the independent variables were collected, an

approach that (1) allowed for the negative emotions from relationship conflict to cumulate over time

and (2) is a recommended method to mitigate common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &

Podsakoff, 2003). Nevertheless, our findings are correlational, and research should follow up these find-

ings using an experimental method that could assess causation as well as better disentangle the underly-

ing mechanisms, in particular the dissipation of negative emotions.

In addition, we used participant sex (i.e., male vs. female) as a proxy for gender role (i.e., the

extent to which one identifies with masculine vs. feminine characteristics). Given that our theoretical

framework is based on gender roles, a measure of identification with one’s gender role, such as the

Bem Sex-Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), would allow for greater accuracy when testing the data against

our theoretical framework. Future research in this area should assess gender role identification as well

as biological sex.

Furthermore, we focused on the experience of conflict from the perspective of an individual, with a

focus on the individual’s gender, regardless of the counterpart involved in the conflict and that counter-

part’s gender. However, as per Deaux and Major (1987), “. . .the enactment of gender primarily takes

place within the context of social interaction” (p. 370), and thus, the effects of gender are determined by

the interaction of several proximal factors, namely the target, the perceiver, and salient aspects of the

context. In this way, whether the conflict disputants are same sex or mixed sex could influence our the-

ory and findings. For example, women adjust their behavior in negotiations depending upon the sex of

the other party (Bowles & Flynn, 2010), and negotiators anticipate more competitive behavior from male

partners versus more cooperative behavior from female partners (Burgoon, Dillard, & Ooran, 1983;

King, Wesley, Miles, & Kniska, 1991). In terms of our predictions, it could be that the effects are magni-

fied in conflicts involving two women, since women may feel extra pressure to maintain relationships

with other women compared to other men. Another possibility is that men reap greater benefits of avoi-

dant conflict management with other men, since the assumption is that men need not concern them-

selves with resolving a relationship conflict. Future research should investigate these different

possibilities.

Similar to any study conducted in a single organization, these results may not generalize. Although a

healthcare facility is a logical context in which to examine emotional exhaustion given that burnout and

emotional exhaustion are especially prevalent in this line of work (Maslach et al., 2001), the effects may

be magnified in this type of organization. In addition, we had a disproportionate number of women
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compared to men in our sample—specifically women comprised 74% of the sample. However, this pro-

portion is equivalent to that of the healthcare field in general (Catalyst, 2012).

One could argue that because the measures of negative emotions due to relationship conflict and

emotional exhaustion contain some similar items (specifically regarding the emotions exhausted and

worn-out), they are not distinct. However, this is less of a concern for several reasons. First, the two con-

structs are conceptually distinct in that the construct of negative emotions due to relationship conflict

reflects short-term feelings in response to a specific type of event, while the construct of emotional

exhaustion is defined as a long-term and general state of depletion. Second, consistent with the theoreti-

cal distinction, the negative feelings resulting from relationship conflict were measured at Time 1 with a

short-term perspective, whereas the measure of emotional exhaustion focused on more stable feelings

while at work and was measured 2 months later. Third, we hypothesized a nonlinear relationship

between negative feelings from relationship conflict at Time 1 and emotional exhaustion Time 2. Results

showed that, while negative emotions from relationship conflict and emotional exhaustion were posi-

tively correlated (as one would expect), the relationship also depended on some important moderators.

In sum, the short-term experience of negative emotions due to relationship conflict has a different effect

for men versus women when they use avoidant conflict management over the longer term.

Finally, the level of emotional exhaustion in our sample was fairly low (the mean was 1.69 on a

scale that ranged from 0 to 6), thus somewhat limiting the generalizability of our results to other orga-

nizations where burnout may be higher. It could be that our results represent a fairly conservative test

of the relationships among our variables of interest and that in an organization with higher rates of

emotional exhaustion the effects would be larger. Conversely, the opposite could be true, such that,

among people suffering from high emotional exhaustion, the effects of conflict and conflict manage-

ment are less influential. Regardless, future research should examine these relationships in organiza-

tions with differing levels of emotional exhaustion to uncover to what extent conflict affects emotional

exhaustion at all levels.

Conclusions

Overall, the results of this study highlight the need for future research on conflict that goes beyond

performance outcomes and considers affective outcomes of both conflict and conflict management, with

special consideration to the ways in which the effectiveness of conflict management styles depends on

conflict type and individual differences. Our findings show that conflict management is not a one-size-

fits-all phenomenon. Rather, researchers and managers should consider individual differences, such as

gender, to better understand the usefulness of different types of conflict management and the emotional

experience of conflict.
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Appendix
Relationship conflict

My coworkers and I often have arguments that get personal.

Personal attacks occur when we work together.

It is common to offend one another.

Personality conflicts exist when we work together.

There are often personality clashes.

Our personalities do not work well together.

Negative emotions due to relationship conflict

Frustrated

Angry

Annoyed

Tense

Irritated

Worn out

Exhausted

Avoidant conflict management

I avoid a confrontation about our differences.

I avoid differences of opinion as much as possible.

I try to avoid confrontations with my coworkers.

Emotional exhaustion

I feel emotionally drained from my work.

I feel used up by the end of the workday.

I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job.

Working with people all day is really a strain for me.

I feel burned out from my work.

I feel frustrated by my job.

I feel I’m working too hard on my job.

Working with people directly puts too much stress on me.

I feel like I’m at the end of my rope.
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