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Concession Patterns in Dyadic Negotiations: Empirically
Contrasting Sunk Cost, Loss Aversion, and Rationality
Predictions
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Keywords Abstract
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sunk costs, loss aversion . L.
To understand the far-reaching effects of offers on negotiation outcomes,

researchers have predominantly focused on first offers, while largely

Correspondence . o s s

Yannik A. Escher or David D. Loschelder, neglecting the subsequent negotiation process with its offer exchanges and
Institute of Management and concession patterns. We argue that this first-offer supremacy leaves a crucial
Organization, Leuphana University element of the negotiation process largely unobserved. To address this gap, the
Liineburg, D-21335 Liineburg, Germany. present registered report examines key questions regarding the intrapersonal
Email: yannik.escher@leuphana.de or effects of concession patterns and the impact of one’s prior concessions on
david.loschelder@leuphana.de. subsequent behavior. Drawing on different literatures, we developed three

competing hypotheses: (1) the loss-aversion hypothesis (larger prior
concessions leading to smaller future concessions and to less integrative
behavior), versus (2) the sunk-cost hypothesis (larger prior concessions leading
to larger future concessions and to more integrative behavior), versus (3) the
rationality hypothesis (prior concessions leaving future behavior unaffected).
Pilot study data in a distributive setting (N = 166) show promising effects for
our paradigm and research question, corroborating that prior concessions
indeed impact negotiators’ subsequent behavior. Building on these data, we
outlined two additional preregistered experiments to replicate and extend our
pilot findings by examining the underlying psychological mechanisms and
generalizing from a distributive negotiation (Study 1) to a multi-issue
integrative setting (Study 2). Preregistered analyses show evidence for
different processes: In the distributive Study 1, larger concessions made later
negotiation behavior more assertive (loss-aversion hypothesis). In the
integrative Study 2, however, negotiation behavior was unaffected by prior
concessions (rationality hypothesis). Finally, exploratory analyses in both
studies reveal empirical support for the sunk-cost hypothesis in the
predominant subset of negotiators who decided to continue their concessionary
behavior. We discuss and integrate these findings.
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Author Note

Supplementary material, data, and analyses are available under https://osf.io/u8grv. We have no
known conflicts of interest to disclose. The present research was conducted without any external
funding or research grants.

Concession Patterns in Dyadic Negotiations: Empirically Contrasting Sunk
Cost, Loss Aversion, and Rationality Predictions

Negotiations are a ubiquitous social endeavor characterized by elements of competition,
cooperation, and joint decision-making (Brett & Thompson, 2016; Lax & Sebenius, 1986; Raiffa,
2007; Zartman, 1977). This process of joint decision-making is fueled by the exchange of offers
and counteroffers between different parties, which ultimately ends in a deal (i.e., parties agree to
a proposed offer; Fisher et al., 1981) or with an impasse (i.e., at least one party disagrees with a
proposal and terminates the negotiation process; Petrowsky et al., 2023; Schweinsberg et al., 2012,
2022, 2023a). While a multitude of studies, n > 100 articles, has highlighted the substantial role of
the first offer for predicting subsequent negotiation processes and results (e.g., Galinsky &
Mussweiler, 2001; see Petrowsky et al., 2025, for literature search on first-offer effects; see
Schweinsberg et al., 2023b, for transparency in quantifying prior research), remarkably few studies,
n = 13 articles, have investigated the role of offer exchanges and concession patterns for predicting
intrapersonal cognitions and negotiation outcomes (e.g., Tey et al., 2021; Yukl, 1974a, 1974b; see
Table 1). Although concessions are a fundamental part of nearly every negotiation across various
contexts, negotiation research is lacking a systematic investigation of concession patterns and their
accompanying psychological mechanisms. In short: We know a lot about when and how to set first
offers and which outcome effects these might elicit (i.e., the start and end of a negotiation; e.g.,
Jager et al., 2015; Loschelder et al., 2016a), but we know little about what happens in between
first offers and final outcomes (i.e., negotiators’ concession patterns and how they shape
psychological processes and negotiation behavior).

The present registered report addresses this gap by systematically examining whether, how,
and why prior concessions systematically impact negotiators’ willingness to engage in further
concessions. We derive three competing predictions from the literature, suggesting that larger prior
concessions (1) reduce further concessions and hinder integrative solutions (loss aversion), (2)
facilitate further concessions and ease integrative solutions (sunk cost), or (3) do not systematically
impact further concession making and integrative solutions (rationality). A pilot study with
N = 166 participants empirically tests these predictions in a distributive setting and finds tentative
support for one of them. Two subsequent preregistered experiments seek (a) to conceptually
replicate the preliminary findings from the pilot study, (b) to examine the underlying psychological
mechanisms (Study 1 and 2), and (c) to generalize the effect and extend our understanding from
distributive (Study 1) to integrative negotiations (Study 2).

Prior Research on Concession Making in Negotiations

As mentioned above, research on concessions in negotiations remains scarce (see Table 1).
50 years ago, early negotiation research (e.g., Yukl, 1974a, 1974b) suggested that one’s own
concessions are mainly driven by the opponent’s concessions (e.g., magnitude, frequency, speed),
shaping a reactive and interpersonal perspective on concession effects (see also Benton et al., 1972;
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Chertkoff & Conley, 1967). More recent findings further illuminated this interpersonal perspective:
Concession patterns signal diagnostic information about the conceding negotiator’s limit (i.e.,
decreasing concession steps signal that the limit is approaching) and elicit less ambitious
counteroffers by the counterpart (Tey et al., 2021). Distributive concession strategies (i.e., high
demands, low concessions; Hiiffmeier et al., 2014) further lead to a reduction of conceded value
and eventually to impeded deal-making and higher impasse rates (Maxwell et al., 2003; Mertes et
al., 2023). In sum, all these papers investigated the effect of concession patterns as a situational
process variable (i.e., formal part of the negotiation) and their interpersonal impact on negotiation
outcomes (e.g., Tey et al., 2021; Yukl, 1974a), impasse rates (e.g., Mertes et al., 2023), or feelings
of (violated) reciprocity or inequity (e.g., Gouldner, 1960; Maxwell et al., 2003; Pruitt & Syna,
1984).

In contrast, the intrapersonal perspective on concessions—which mental processes and
decision rules are at play while negotiators concede and how these mental processes affect
negotiators’ concession making (Caputo, 2013)—has not been thoroughly investigated. This is
surprising and potentially problematic given that the vast majority of first-offer effects on
outcomes are substantially driven and explained by such intrapersonal processes and cognitive
biases (e.g., anchoring, framing, fixed-pie perceptions, insufficient adjustment, selective
accessibility, or self-serving biases; Babcock & Loewenstein, 1997; Galinsky & Mussweiler, 2001;
Kriss et al., 2011; Liu et al., 2016; Loschelder et al., 2014, 2016a; Majer et al., 2020; O’Connor &
Adams, 1999; Thompson & Hastie, 1990; Thompson et al., 1999; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).
We hence propose that intrapersonal concession effects also influence negotiations: (1) prior
concession patterns impact further concession making (i.e., the behavioral, functional level), and
(2) this concession making is influenced by cognitive biases and heuristics (i.e., the cognitive level;
De Houwer, 2011). Drawing on prior literature, competing (and directionally different) predictions
can be derived for these research questions—we outline three competing hypotheses and
perspectives for how (and why) one’s prior concessions will (or will not) influence one’s future
behavior and concession making. In short, our research aims to answer two important questions:
Do negotiators concede more versus less after having made prior concessions, or are they
unaffected by the negotiation’s concession history? And which perceptions and motivations can
explain this behavior?

Three Competing Predictions for the Influence of Prior Concessions on Future Behavior

Based on prior empirical evidence and theorizing, we outline three competing perspectives
to predict the intrapersonal effects of prior concessions on future negotiation behavior. As there
are only few papers on concession patterns and their effects in negotiations (see Table 1), it proved
insufficient to draw solely on findings from psychological negotiation research for theorizing and
hypothesis development. We therefore turned to the broader literature on (ir)rational decision-
making. This literature review suggested three (competing) predictions for how and why
negotiators’ prior concessions influence their future behavior in negotiations. We will outline these
three perspectives (1) loss aversion, (2) sunk costs, and (3) rationality consecutively—structuring
the respective sections in parallel to present a brief introduction (What is it?), the mechanisms
(What are the mechanisms?), as well as their implications for decision-making, negotiations, and
the present hypotheses (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Overview of Past Empirical Research on the Effects of Concession Making

Reference

Finding

Level

Chertkoff & Conley (1967)

Komorita & Brenner (1968)

Pruitt & Drews (1969)

Benton et al. (1972)

Yukl (1974a)

Yukl (1974b)

Esser & Komorita (1975)

Komorita & Esser (1975)

Turnbull et al. (1976)

Wall (1981)

Kwon & Weingart (2004)

Azmi & Voon (2016)

Tey et al. (2021)

Extreme initial offers with infrequent concessions yielded the best outcomes,
while frequent concessions prompted reciprocity.

Concessions by negotiators are inversely related; firm strategies may increase
advantageous agreements but decrease fairness, while starting with a fair
offer and remaining firm elicits least yielding.

Time pressure and opponent’s concessions did not influence the negotiators’
concessions, but over time, concession size decreased from large to small
concessions.

Following a flexible concession-making schedule (as opposed to an
intransigent, that is, no-concession schedule) was more effective in achieving
monetary gain, and counterparties were more satisfied with their outcomes.

Small (compared to large) concessions by the opponent led to more favorable
final offers, lower aspirations, and the opponent was perceived as tougher.

Small (compared to large) concessions by the opponent led to lower
negotiators’ aspirations, more concessions, and the opponent was perceived
as stronger.

Incompletely reciprocated concessions led to smaller concessions in the last
offer, with this effect of violated reciprocity being stronger for competitive
negotiators.

Reciprocity of concessions induced further concession making, but
reciprocity of non-concessions induced concessions only if concessions were
also fully reciprocated.

Face-to-face communication and higher power were most effective for joint
outcomes, while prior concession strategies had little influence on
negotiation outcomes.

Negotiators did not reciprocate concessions, but rather they repeated
concessions that were reinforced by large opponent concessions.

Gradual and delayed (compared to immediate) opponent’s concessions
increased the negotiator’s object valuation and satisfaction with the
negotiated outcome.

Gradual (compared to delayed) opponent’s concessions elicited smaller
concessions, but experience did not moderate the relationship between
concession timing and the final offer.

Decreasing concessions led to less ambitious counteroffers due to recipients'
inflated expectations of subsequent offers, particularly when concessions
decreased moderately over more rounds.

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Inter- and

intrapersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Interpersonal

Note. Articles are ordered along their publication date. The column finding denotes the most important finding on concession
making (i.e., other results are not depicted). Cited articles were identified using the following search terms: TI (conced* OR
concession*) AND AB (negotiat* OR bargain*) in the databases “APA PsycInfo”, “APA PsycArticles”, “Psychology and
Behavioral Sciences Collection”, and “PSYNDEX”. From n = 35 peer-reviewed articles identified, we removed articles that were
not experimental (n = 7), deviated too far from our research focus of dyadic negotiations (e.g., political standoffs; n =9), or
assessed concessions as a dependent variable, rather than as an independent variable (n = 6). In total, we identified n = 13 articles.
The full list of all identified articles is available on OSF.
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The Loss-Aversion Perspective — Conceding Impedes Further Concessions

What is it? The seminal prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) postulates that
people evaluate outcomes relative to a reference point. Outcomes below the reference point are
coded as losses and outcomes above the reference point are coded as gains. Prospect theory further
posits that losses loom larger than equivalent gains (i.e., loss aversion). People dislike incurring
losses and try to prevent them. To illustrate, the discomfort experienced from losing $100
surpasses the pleasure derived from gaining an equivalent amount. Loss aversion has received
considerable empirical support in social sciences (for a meta-analysis, see Brown et al., 2024;
Neumann & Bdckenholt, 2014; for a critical discussion, see Gal & Rucker, 2018).

What are the mechanisms? While the prospect theory does not propose a specific
psychological mechanism underlying loss aversion (Gal, 2006; Gal & Rucker, 2018), numerous
studies have endeavored to unravel its potential causes. Loss aversion has been attributed to
variations in the attention drawn to gains and losses (Carmon & Ariely, 2000), the way they are
retrieved from memory (Johnson et al., 2007), individuals’ affective forecasting (Kermer et al.,
2006), or the processing of affective stimuli in the brain (De Martino et al., 2006).

Implications for decision-making? Loss aversion significantly impacts decision-making
in both risky and non-risky choices, as individuals actively seek to avoid losses (e.g., Géchter et
al., 2022; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). For instance, individuals reject gambles with positive
expected values that involve potential losses (Rabin, 2000). Loss aversion also impacts decisions
involving others, as seen in more selfish and aggressive behavior in dictator or ultimatum games
framed in terms of losses rather than gains (Fiedler & Hillenbrand, 2020; Neumann et al., 2018;
cf. Leliveld et al., 2009).

Implications for negotiations? Loss aversion also plays an important role in negotiations.
Viewed through the lens of mental accounting, concessions can be conceptualized as ongoing
mental expenses incurred throughout the negotiation process. These concessions are perceived as
losses, subtracted from the mental account established at the negotiation’s outset (Thaler, 1980).
Consistent with this perspective, research indicates that negotiators are more concession averse
when proposals are framed to highlight their own resources (i.e., ‘offers’ vs. ‘requests’; Majer et
al., 2020; Trotschel et al., 2015) or framed in terms of losses rather than gains (De Dreu et al.,
1994; Neale & Bazerman, 1985).

What do we hypothesize? Building on prior research, one can argue that larger prior
concessions induce a sense of loss in negotiators and thus lead to smaller future concessions in an
attempt to minimize further losses. We therefore derive the following hypotheses:

Hla. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) concessions to the

counterpart make smaller (larger) concessions, i.e., more (less) ambitious counteroffers
with their next move.
H1b. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) concessions to the

counterpart report a lower (higher) willingness to accept the next offer by their counterpart.

The Sunk-Cost Perspective — Conceding Facilitates Further Concessions

While the loss-aversion perspective conceptualizes prior concessions as losses to a mental
account, a different phenomenon from decision-making research lends itself to operationalize
concessions more akin to investments (of time, effort, and money)—the concept of sunk costs.
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What is it? Sunk costs represent investments or efforts incurred in the past (Arkes &
Blumer, 1985; Thaler, 1980). From a micro-economical perspective, individuals should not be
influenced by prior investments made in a project (Heath, 1995), which should therefore no longer
be considered in current or future decision-making processes (Arkes & Blumer, 1985). However,
decision-makers systematically overestimate prior investments, leading them to make larger future
investments into a project or object when they have already invested in them in the past—a
phenomenon widely known as the “sunk-cost fallacy” (e.g., Garland & Newport, 1991).!

What are the mechanisms? The sunk-cost fallacy has been explained by at least two
mechanisms. First, individuals tend to mentally justify previous decisions to reduce their cognitive
dissonance (Festinger, 1954), leading them to invest more in the future instead of withdrawing
from irrational options (i.e., justification of prior investments; proposed by Rubin & Brockner,
1975; Ku et al., 2005; Teger, 1980). Second, stemming from research on auctions, individuals
ascribe higher values to items throughout the bidding process (compared to their true value, i.e.,
overestimation), leading to an (over)appreciation of the product (Bazerman & Samuelson, 1983).

Implications for decision-making? Findings of sunk-cost fallacies are widely distributed
across different domains with far-reaching effects—in psychology (e.g., Astebro et al. 2007;
Strough et al. 2008), management (e.g., Garland, 1990; Negrini et al., 2022), marketing (e.g.,
Soman & Cheema, 2001), auctions (Bazerman & Samuelson, 1983; Galinsky et al., 2009; Ku et
al., 2005), sports (Keefer, 2015, Staw & Hoang, 1995), and various other fields (e.g., Guler, 2007;
Mafiez et al., 2009; see Roth et al., 2015, for a review). Contrary to this broad application in various
decision-making contexts, the application of sunk-cost effects in negotiation research is rare.

Implications for negotiations? To our knowledge, there is only one exception to this

neglect of sunk cost in negotiations. Diekmann et al. (1996) focused on the transmission of sunk
costs between two negotiating parties in the housing market (i.e., buyers making larger concessions
to sellers who previously paid more for a negotiation good). As pointed out earlier for general
concession research (e.g., Tey et al., 2021; Yukl, 1974b), this research again focused on
interpersonal processes (see also Olivola, 2018). In an intrapersonal perspective, little is known
about the effects of sunk costs on negotiators’ perception, behavior, or outcomes.
This neglect is surprising for at least two reasons: First, negotiations, by nature, unfold over time,
making negotiators susceptible to the overestimation of earlier investments (i.e., concessions;
Navarro & Fantino, 2009; Tey et al., 2021). Second, negotiations represent dynamic situations
wherein parties are continually forced to make decisions (i.e., accept or decline an offer) and
allocate and monitor resources mentally (Thaler, 1985; Tsay & Bazerman, 2009), which makes
them a suitable domain for expecting sunk-cost effects.

In the context of negotiations, parties’ own prior concessions could be mentally processed
as investments made, therefore triggering a justification of prior investments and the emergence
of the sunk-cost fallacy. In a similar vein, improved evaluation (i.e., product appreciation) of the

! The concept of sunk costs shares similarities with the phenomenon of escalation of commitment
(Staw, 1976; Staw & Ross, 1987; see also Sleesman et al., 2012)—with the sunk cost effect being
considered an important driver of escalation of commitment (Sleesman et al., 2012). As an
important conceptual distinction, sunk costs primarily involve the strictly economical attachment
to past investments, while escalation of commitment is broader and includes the tendency to persist
with failing endeavors due to the emotional or psychological need to validate prior decisions
(Brockner, 1992; Moon, 2001; Rubin & Brockner, 1975).
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negotiated issue would lead to higher concessions (i.e., “If I concede this much, I must really like
this object”). Hence, larger prior concessions would lead to larger future concessions in the same
negotiation.?
What do we hypothesize? Building on the sunk-cost fallacy, one can thus derive the
following hypotheses—diametrically opposed to Hla/H1b:
H2a. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) concessions to the
counterpart also make larger (smaller) concessions, i.e., less (more) ambitious
counteroffers with their next move.
H2b. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) concessions to the
counterpart report a higher (lower) willingness to accept the next offer by their counterpart.

The Rationality Perspective — Conceding Does Not Affect Further Concessions

What is it? Besides these two perspectives driven by cognitive biases, there is a third
standpoint in this debate—the rationality perspective (Davis & Holt, 1993; Kahneman & Tversky,
1979; Smith, 1962; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Within a strictly rational-economic framework,
the magnitude of negotiators’ next concession should logically and rationally be influenced solely
by considerations about the their target or limit—but certainly not by any prior concessions. This
stance aligns with micro-economic principles and normative cost-benefit analyses (Heath, 1995)
which both assume that present decisions should remain unaffected by prior investments in a given
project (Arkes & Ayton, 1999). In line with the homo economicus concept, rational individuals
should not consider prior costs or hypothetical investments in their subsequent decision-making
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1976). Finally, normative rational choice theory (Boudon, 2003) points
out that individuals should opt for the maximum benefit, evaluating alternatives exclusively in
terms of concurrent costs and benefits.

Implications for decision-making? Empirical findings across various fields, such as
economics, psychology, or sociology, show evidence for rational decision-making. Behavioral
economists even argue that, while individuals do apply heuristics in their daily lives, these
strategies are typically well-adapted and might be referred to as “ecologically rational” (Camerer
& Loewenstein, 2004, p. 11) as they lead to reasonable, and thus, rational decisions (see also
Coleman, 1990; Fehr & Schmidt, 2006). Finally, other streams of research showed that human
biases are reduced under certain circumstances (e.g., Kahneman, 2011; Nemeth & Kwan, 1987;
Stanovich & West, 2000; Svenson & Benson, 1993), further supporting the argument that
individuals can decide rationally.

Implications for negotiations? Applying this rationality perspective to negotiations, prior
concessions should primarily stem from considerations about negotiators’ target or limit rather
than being affected by their prior concessions. Through a decision-analytic lens, concessions can
be conceptualized as stand-alone, individual decisions (Tsay & Bazerman, 2009); each concession,

2 Beyond sunk costs, other psychological mechanisms predict that larger prior concessions could
lead to higher future concessions. For instance, one could argue that prior concessions act as an
aggregated numerical anchor for future concessions (Schaerer et al., 2016). Also, one’s individual
need for consistency over time (Festinger, 1954; Lecky, 1945), Gestalt theory (Koftka, 1935), and
self-perception theory (Bem, 1967, 1972; see also Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007) could trigger higher
future concessions to be consistent with prior behavioral patterns.
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Table 2. Summary of Three Competing Perspectives on Intrapersonal Concession Effects

Perspective

What is it?

‘What Are the
Mechanisms?

Implications for Decision-Making

Implications for Negotiations

Hypotheses

Loss Aversion

Sunk Cost

Rationality

Prospect theory (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979) posits that
losses loom larger than
equivalent gains

People dislike incurring losses
and try to prevent them
Concessions are mental
expenses (i.e., losses) on
negotiators’ mental account

Sunk costs represent
investments incurred in the
past (Arkes & Blumer, 1985;
Thaler, 1980).

Concessions are prior
investments (i.e., sunk cost)
on a mental account

People overestimate prior
investments, leading them to
make larger future
investments into this project
(Garland & Newport, 1991)
Traditional economics assume
that human beings generally
act in rational ways (Smith,
1962)

Individuals should not
consider prior costs or
hypothetical investments in
their subsequent decision-
making

Concessions are stand-alone,
individual decisions

Attention (Carmon &
Ariely, 2000)

Retrieval from memory
(Johnson et al., 2007)
Affective forecasting
(Kermer et al., 2006)
Processing of affective
stimuli in the brain (De
Martino et al., 2006)

Justification of prior
investments (Rubin &
Brockner, 1975) and
cognitive dissonance
reduction (Festinger,
1954)

Attribution of higher
value throughout bidding
or negotiating processes
(Bazerman & Samuelson,
1983)

Homo economicus
(Kahneman & Tversky,
1976)

Normative rational choice
theory (Boudon, 2003)
Normative cost-benefit
analyses (Heath, 1995)

— Gambles that involve potential

losses (Rabin, 2000)

— Economic games (e.g., dictator or
ultimatum games) framed in terms

of losses vs. gains (Neumann et
al., 2018)

— Investment decisions in
management (Negrini et al., 2022)
— Marketing choices (Soman &

Cheema, 2001)

— Decision-making in sports (Staw

& Hoang, 1995)

— Various other fields (see Roth et

al., 2015, for a review)

— Individuals apply heuristics in

their daily lives, but the strategies
are well-adapted (i.e.,
“ecologically rational”’; Camerer
& Loewenstein, 2004, p. 11) as
they lead to reasonable/rational
decisions

— Human biases are reduced under
certain circumstances (Kahneman,

2011) showing that individuals
can behave rationally

Individuals are more concession
averse when offers highlight the
individual’s resources (Trotschel
etal., 2015)

Individuals concede less when
offers are framed as losses rather
than gains (De Dreu et al., 1994)
Individuals are more self-
oriented in loss-negotiations
(Sondak et al., 1995)

Sunk costs are transmitted
between two negotiating parties
(Diekmann et al., 1996)
Negotiations are susceptible to
the overestimation of earlier
investments (i.e., concessions;
Tey et al., 2021), as they require
continuous allocation of
resources (Tsay & Bazerman,
2009)

Each concession, viewed
independently, should be
evaluated and decided upon in an
independent manner—
irrespective of prior concessions
Future concessional patterns
remain unaffected by prior
concessions

— Larger prior concessions
induce a sense of loss and
thus lead to smaller future
concessions, lower
acceptance rates, less
integrative behavior, and
lower joint outcomes, all to
minimize further losses.

— Larger prior concessions
induce a sense of having
made large investments
already and thus lead to
larger future concessions,
higher acceptance rates,
more integrative behavior,
and higher joint outcomes,
all to reduce cognitive
dissonance and justify
prior investments.

— Larger prior concessions
do not affect future
concessions, acceptance
rates, integrative behavior,
and joint outcomes (i.e.,
null effects emerge).
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viewed independently, would then be evaluated and decided upon in an independent manner.
Consequently, current decisions (i.e., next concession) should remain unaffected by prior decisions
(i.e., prior concessions).

What do we hypothesize? Building on the rationality of economic agents, one can derive
a third, competing set of hypotheses:

H3a. Negotiators’ prior concessions do not affect their future concessions, i.e., the

magnitude of their counteroffer with their next move.

H3b. Negotiators’ prior concessions do not affect their willingness to accept the next offer

by their counterpart.

Interim Conclusion and Contribution of the Present Research

Building on three different streams of literature, we developed three competing
predictions for how negotiators’ prior concession patterns affect their willingness to concede
further. Does a sense of loss aversion accumulate over time, thereby impeding further
concessions (i.e., loss aversion)? Do the sunk-cost fallacy and inherent involvement make it
more likely to invest more, thereby facilitating further concessions (i.e., sunk-cost perspective)?
Or are negotiators rational enough to base their willingness to concede solely on their own target
or limit, ultimately neglecting prior concessions (i.e., rationality perspective)? We gathered first
evidence to illuminate these competing perspectives in a pilot study.

Pilot Study — Buyers Concede to Sellers

We conducted a pilot study to test our basic experimental paradigm for investigating
intrapersonal concession effects in distributive negotiations (N = 166 from MTurk). Participants
assumed the role of buyers and were presented with an online negotiation scenario for the sale of
a bike in an animated chat interface. In this chat interface, participants were guided through four
consecutive negotiation rounds, with an offer having been made by them and by the seller in each
round (note that the participants did not actively make offers but were asked to imagine that they
had made the predefined offers themselves). Throughout this simulated back-and-forth concession
process, the seller’s offers were left unclear to rule out possible effects of reciprocity, anchors, or
the assumed zone of possible agreement. Participants were told that the seller made “another
concession to their latest offer”, but no monetary value for the seller’s offer was displayed in the
chat interface (see OSF). Therefore, participants only knew the value of their own (predefined)
concessions. With this manipulation we made sure to measure the pure intrapersonal, rather than
the interpersonal, effect of negotiators’ own concessions. Eventually, participants (i.e., buyers)
were presented with the seller’s latest offer (this time with a monetary value) in the same chat
interface and asked to indicate their willingness-to-accept (WTA) the offer (in %) and to make
another counteroffer (in $).

The experiment featured two conditions (see Figure 1): (1) a large concession condition,
in which participants imagined to have already made large concessions to the seller (i.e., from a
first offer of $800 to the most recent offer of $1,900), and (2) a small concession condition, in
which participants imagined to have made small(er) prior concessions (i.e., from a first offer of
$1,600 to the most recent offer of $1,900). Again, note that the simulated seller also made
concessions, but no monetary values were displayed to the participants before the seller’s final
offer. Importantly, the two conditions solely differed in the magnitude of own total concessions
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made (X=$1,100 vs. £ =3$300), but not in the number of concessions made (n =3) or in the
magnitude of the latest offer made by the buyer (i.e., $1,900) or the seller (i.e., $2,100). All
experimental materials, the video simulation of the concession manipulation, all data, and analysis
code are available at https://osf.io/u8grv/.

Figure 1. Operationalization of Small vs. Large Concessions

$2,100 O Final Seller Offer
1,900 SR | ¢
81, _-8-- - * A
.‘ - - - . , rd
Pie PR Small concessions
$1,700 -7 ol [X = $300]
P s ’
= - ’
2 $1,500 R
§ Vs
1 <& .
& / Large concessions
o $1,300 / [Z=$1,100]
’
/
,' Buyer‘s Concessions
$1,100 ’
,’ - @ - Small Concessions
/I - -Large Concessions
$900 /
/
o \
$7OO 1 1 1 J
1 2 3 4
Negotiation Rounds

Note. To rule out unintended interpersonal effects, participants (i.e., buyers) were told that seller
made “another concession to their latest offer” after each counteroffer, but the value of this
counteroffer was not displayed in the chat interface. Participants were assigned to either a small
concession condition (i.e., having made small prior concessions of £ = $300, with an initial offer
of $1,600; dark gray squares) or a large concession condition (i.e., having made large prior
concessions of £ = $1,100, with an initial offer of $800; light gray rhombs). The number of prior
concessions (7 = 3) was held constant between conditions. After negotiation round 4, participants
were informed about the monetary value of the seller’s final offer ($2,100 in both conditions)

Concession Patterns in Dyadic Negotiations:

Empirically Contrasting Sunk Cost, Loss Aversion, and Rationality Predictions

174



https://osf.io/u8grv/

Escher, Petrowsky, Boecker, Stoeckli, & Loschelder

Results

Data analysis revealed a significant difference in counteroffers between the large
concession (M = $2,000.75, SD = $61.39) and the small concession condition (M = $1,985.09,
SD =3$50.08)—a conventionally ‘small’ effect (d=0.283). This descriptive difference
(Mbitr = $15.66; i.e., 7.83% of the ZOPA) was nonsignificant according to common significance
thresholds, #(164) = 1.811, p =.072. Nonetheless, the direction of this difference points towards
H2a: larger prior concessions leading to larger future concessions (sunk-cost perspective). The
direction of the effect speaks against Hla (larger prior concessions impeding future concessions;
loss-aversion perspective) and H3a (prior concessions not affecting future concessions; rationality
perspective).

For buyers” WTA, we found no significant differences, #(164) = 0.857, p = .393,d = 0.134,
between the large concession (M =55.53%, SD =28.69%) and small concession condition
(M =51.90%, SD = 25.81%). This cautiously speaks against both H1b (loss-aversion perspective)
and H2b (sunk-cost perspective). A Bayesian analysis with a default Cauchy prior of 0.707 resulted
ina BFo1 = 4.219—that is, ‘substantial’ evidence for a true null effect (H3b; rationality perspective)
according to common Bayesian conventions (Wagenmakers et al., 2011). The fact that negotiators’
own concession making did not impact their willingness-to-accept was somewhat surprising,
especially considering that the bivariate correlation between counteroffer and willingness-to-
accept was highly significant (» = .514, p <.001). One possible explanation would be that people
are less familiar with statements or decisions in percent rather than with absolute numbers
(Hoffrage et al., 2000). In addition, in real-life negotiations and other decisions in daily-life, people
are typically forced to make binary choices (i.e., accept vs. decline). We have thus added another
measure based on absolute values to our subsequent Study 1.

In sum, we find tentative evidence for a sunk-cost effect of prior concessions on future
counteroffers (albeit small in size and nonsignificant, i.e., p = .072), as well as empirical evidence
for prior concessions not affecting negotiators’ willingness to accept the seller’s next offer (a
‘substantial’ Bayesian null effect). In all, the pilot study (1) offers an in-principle confirmation of
the viability of the experimental paradigm, (2) suggests that previously neglected biases might
indeed play a role in negotiation research, and (3) leads us to believe that there is more to uncover
in further studies with larger sample sizes. Specifically, future research should (a) attempt to
replicate the sunk-cost effect on future concessions, (b) examine competing mediators derived
from the different theoretical accounts, and (c) substantiate the Bayesian absence of evidence for
concession effects on WTA. Based on this assessment, we preregistered and subsequently
conducted two additional experiments to gain deeper insights into intrapersonal concession effects
in distributive (Study 1) and integrative (Study 2) negotiations.

Overview of the Preregistered Experiments

We sought to build on the pilot study findings with two additional preregistered
experiments in a threefold way: First, we sought to replicate the results of the pilot study with a
larger sample (Study 1) that is sufficiently powered to detect conventionally small effect sizes.
Second, we planned to generalize the present empirical findings across negotiation settings and to
extend our results to an integrative negotiation setting with potential win-win agreements (Study
2). Third, we intended to investigate and empirically test competing psychological mediators—
derived from the different theoretical accounts—to explain the emergence of the effect in
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distributive, but also integrative negotiations (Study 1 and 2). The approved stage-1 protocol for
this registered report is publicly available on OSF (https://osf.io/74s3d/).

Study 1 — Psychological Mechanisms in a Distributive Setting

Study 1 sought to replicate the concession effect from the pilot study with a larger sample
while additionally assessing competing psychological mediators.

Method
Sample

An a priori power analysis with the conventionally ‘small’ effect size from the pilot study
(d=0.283) and a power of 90% revealed a necessary total sample size of N =528 (Faul et al.,
2007). We conservatively estimated that around 10% of participants might fail attention checks
(Douglas et al., 2023), thus aspiring to recruit a total of N =581 participants. We recruited
participants via Prolific, an online research platform with higher data quality than MTurk (see Peer
et al., 2022). We sampled U.S. residents and used $ as negotiation currency. As preregistered, we
excluded participants who failed the attention check (n = 62; slightly more than the estimated 10%-
attrition of n=153). Our final sample consisted of N=519 participants (Mage =37.20 years,
SDyge = 13.05 years; 47.98% female, 51.45% male, 0.58% other), yielding a high statistical power
of 89.57% (pwr package in R; Champely et al., 2022).

Procedure and Design

We applied a procedure and experimental design very similar to our pilot study.
Participants assumed the role of buyers and responded to an online negotiation scenario in which
a seller is offering them a laptop for sale. Participants were assigned to either a large concession
condition (i.e., imagining to have made large prior concessions of X =3$1,100) or a small
concession condition (i.e., imagining to have made small prior concessions of £ = $300; see Figure
1). Importantly, participants were told that the other party made “another concession to their latest
offer”, but there was no monetary value displayed in the chat interface (see OSF for experimental

material). Participants therefore only knew the monetary value of their own predefined concessions.

With this manipulation we made sure to measure the pure intrapersonal, rather than the
interpersonal, effect of one’s own concessions. Only the seller’s last offer (i.e., $2,100) was
displayed as a numeric value. The number of prior concessions and monetary value of the seller’s
last offer were again held constant between conditions.

Dependent Variables

As in the pilot study, we assessed participants’ willingness-to-accept (WTA) the seller’s
latest offer (in % and in absolute numbers) and participants’ last counteroffer (in $) as key
dependent variables. We further assessed four different psychological mechanisms derived from
the literature to test for mediator effects (with 3 items each): (1) loss aversion (e.g., “I feel like I
have already lost a lot of money in this negotiation”; a. = .87), (2) justification of prior investments
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(e.g., “Given my prior investments, I really wanted to reach a deal”; sunk-cost perspective; a = .72),
(3) product appreciation (e.g., “I really valued the product offered by the seller”; sunk-cost
perspective; o =.81), and (4) rational decision-making (e.g., “I feel that my prior concessions in
the negotiation process did not affect my final offer and WTA” ; a = .59). All items were measured
on 7-point Likert scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; see Appendix for all verbatim items). We
randomized the order in which mediators are measured to control for unintended order effects. All
materials and data are publicly available on OSF (https://osf.io/u8grv/).

Results
Negotiation Differences Between Large and Small Prior Concessions

As preregistered, we conducted two-tailed #-tests to examine group differences in our main
dependent variables: participants’ last counteroffer, their WTA (individual WTA in %), and their
WTA in absolute numbers (global WTA; i.e., “Out of 100 negotiations like this, how many buyers
would accept the seller’s final offer?”). Data analyses revealed a significant difference in
counteroffers between the large concession (M= $1,926.55, SD=$229.01) and the small
concession condition (M = $1,964.86, SD = $70.82), #(303.66) = -2.564, p = .011, d = 0.227. The
size of prior concessions indeed influenced buyers’ final counteroffers: with larger prior
concessions leading to smaller final counteroffers. This pattern supports the loss-aversion account,
as buyers made markedly lower (i.e., more assertive) counteroffers after having made larger prior
concessions (Hla). For buyers’ individual WTA (in %), we found no significant difference
between the large concession (M =42.44%, SD =33.30%) and the small concession condition
(M =43.81%, SD =29.76%), t(508.26) =—0.494, p =.622, d =0.043. As this result was non-
significant, we also conducted a Bayesian #-test, BFo1 = 9.096, which revealed conventionally
‘moderate’ evidence for the null hypothesis (H3a; Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013). For buyers’ global
WTA, results corroborated the findings for the final counteroffer: Participants in the large
concession condition reported a significantly lower willingness to accept the seller’s last offer
(M =45.01, SD = 25.68), compared to participants in the small concession condition (M = 49.58,
SD =24.14), #(513.63) =-2.086, p=.038, d=0.183. This again supports the loss-aversion
perspective and its predictions for negotiators’ willingness-to-accept (H1b).

Psychological Mechanisms in a Distributive Setting

In the next preregistered step, we conducted parallel mediation analyses to simultaneously
test the four theoretically proposed mechanisms explaining the effect of prior concessions on
following concession patterns. In all mediation models, we included size of prior concessions as
the independent variable (0 =small vs. 1 =large) and entered (1) perceived loss aversion, (2)
justification of prior investments, (3) product appreciation, and (4) rational decision-making as
parallel mediators (see Table 3 for descriptive results). We used the PROCESS macro in R (Model
4; Hayes, 2013), full information maximum likelihood estimation, and bootstrapped 95%
confidence intervals (CI) with 5,000 bootstrapped resamples for all effects (see SOM for complete
results).
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Table 3. Descriptive Results for the Psychological and Behavioral Mechanisms in Study 1 and 2

Mechanism Study 1 Study 2

Small Large Small Large
Concessions Concessions Concessions Concessions

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Psychological Mechanisms

Loss Aversion 496, 158 533, 1.56 4.42, 130 4.63, 1.35
Justification of Prior Investments 4.97, 1.19 4.74, 134 534 1.04 524 096
Product Appreciation 5.15 123 507 1.25 540 1.04 533 1.10
Rational Decision-Making 426 1.15 415 123 422 121 418 1.17

Behavioral Mechanisms
Time € 3597 49.50 33.86 40.28
Switches ¢ 6.82 566 736 6.18

Note. Psychological mechanisms were measured on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much
so) and in randomized order after the dependent variables. *® Mean values with different subscripts
differed significantly in the respective study (p < .05). The behavioral mechanisms were measured
implicitly in Study 2 only. © Time was measured as the total time participants spent inspecting their
counterpart's payoff table (in seconds). ¢ Switches captured the number of times participants
switched between their own and the counterpart’s payoff table (only one table was visible at a
time).

The first mediation model with the final counteroffer as the dependent variable revealed
that larger prior concessions predicted higher perceived loss aversion (B = 0.238, p =.006) and
less justification of prior investments (f =—0.182, p = .038; see Table 3). The other two mediators,
rational decision-making (B =—-0.094, p = .286) and product appreciation (f =—0.068, p = .442),
remained unaffected by the size of prior concessions. Furthermore, the mediation analysis revealed
a total effect of prior concessions on final counteroffer (b =-38.306, SE = 14.822, 95% CI [-
67.424, —9.188), corroborating the significant ¢-test result showing that larger concessions led to
markedly lower final counteroffers. This direct effect remained significant after including all
mediators (b =-38.158, SE = 14.325, 95% CI [-66.300, —10.016]). Despite the two significant a-
paths for loss aversion and prior investments, no indirect effects emerged—the total indirect effect
was also not significant (b =—0.148, SE = 5.337, 95% CI [-11.361, +10.242]).

For the second mediation model with buyers’ individual WTA as the dependent variable,
a complementary result pattern emerged. As expected, given the non-significant ¢-test, we found
no total effect (b =-1.370, SE =2.771, 95% CI [-6.813, +4.074]) and observed no direct effect
after including all mediators (b =2.695, SE =2.192, 95% CI [-1.611, +7.001]). However, the
indirect effects via loss aversion (b=-2.176, SE=0.856, 95% CI [-3.931, —0.623]) and
justification of prior investments (b=-1.205, SE=0.662, 95% CI [-2.684, —0.090]) were
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significant, suggesting that these perceptions play a significant role in shaping individual WTA.
Lower WTA coincided with higher levels of perceived loss aversion (B =-0.297, p <.001) and
less justification of prior investments (f = 0.210, p <.001).

The third mediation analysis with global WTA as the dependent variable revealed a full
mediation via loss aversion and justification of prior investments (Figure 2): The significant total
effect (b =—4.565, SE = 2.187,95% CI [-8.862,—-0.267]) disappeared after including all mediators
(b=-1.814, SE=1.918, 95% CI [-5.581, +1.954]; zero included in the CI). The indirect effects
via loss aversion (b =-1.241, SE=0.531, 95% CI [-2.424, —0.352]) and justification of prior
investments (b=-1.119, SE=0.636, 95% CI [-2.517, —0.012]) were both significant. Again,
higher perceived loss aversion (B =-0.200, p <.001) and less justification of prior investments
(B=0.256, p <.001) coincided with lower global WTA (see b-paths in Figure 2). These results
suggest that the negative relationship between negotiators’ own prior concessions and WTA is
mediated by a higher perceived loss aversion and less justification of prior investments following
larger prior concessions (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Mediation Model of Prior Concessions on Global WTA in Study 1

Loss Aversion

Justification of Prior Investments

Product Appreciation

Rational Decision-Making

Prior Concessions - Global
(0 = Small vs. 1 = Large) c=-0.183% | ¢’ =-0.074 Willingness-to-Accept

Note. The mediation model shows the effects of prior concessions (0 = small vs. 1 = large) on
global willingness-to-accept were mediated by loss aversion, justification of prior investments,
product appreciation, and rational decision-making in Study 1. Gray boxes indicate significant
indirect effects, continuous lines indicate significant regression weights. Estimates for indirect
effects are based on a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 bootstrap samples. Path coefficients
display standardized 3 regression weights.

X p <001, ** p <.01, * p <.05.

Exploratory Analyses for Participants’ Counteroffers

Whilst these results broadly point in the direction of the loss-aversion reasoning, we sought
to gain a more precise understanding of the underlying patterns in the data. When carefully
examining the distribution of counteroffers, it was surprising that some buyers decided not to make
any more concessions—in stark contrast, they even ‘reversed’ their previous standing offer of
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$1,900. To better understand this pattern and how it influences the overall pattern of results, we
divided the buyers into two subsets: the majority of buyers continued to negotiate within the zone-
of-possible agreements (ZOPA, i.e., between $1,900 and $2,100; n =482; 92.87%) and thus
moved farther towards their counterpart with the final counteroffer. In contrast, a select subsample
of buyers, unexpectedly, decided to make their final counteroffer outside of the ZOPA (i.e., below
their last standing offer $1,900; n = 37; 7.13%). This latter subsample decided to move away from
their counterpart again and to rescind an offer that they had already made (i.e., $1,900).

These exploratory subset analyses are interesting for at least two reasons: First, in the,
arguably small, subsample of participants (7.13%) who moved away from their counterpart (i.e.,
counteroffers below $1,900), the loss-aversion effect described in the preregistered analyses was
markedly amplified. Specifically, in this subset, participants in the large concession condition
made significantly smaller (more assertive) final counteroffers (M = $1,306.59, SD = $429.12)
than participants in the small prior concession condition (M = $1,734.67, SD = $95.76). That is,
negotiators undercut their ‘own’ standing offer of $1,900 significantly stronger, #(23.987) =—-4.517,
p <.001,d=1.267.

Second, in the larger subsample of participants (92.87%) who moved foward their
counterpart (as initially expected), the loss-aversion effect was reversed and trended toward the
sunk-cost effect described in the pilot study. Participants in the large concession condition made
descriptively higher final counteroffers (M = $1,984.59, SD = $36.49) than participants in the
small concession condition (M = $1,978.84, SD = $37.04), #(479.41) = 1.718, p = .087, d = 0.156.
This latter pattern of results closely resembles the one from the pilot study and trends in the
direction of a sunk-cost effect. We return to this explorative finding in the general discussion.

Interim Discussion

Study 1 sought to investigate the intrapersonal effects of prior concessions on subsequent
negotiation behavior in a distributive negotiation setting. Preregistered analyses with all
participants supported a loss-aversion reasoning for counteroffers (in line with Hla) and global
WTA (in line with H1b): Larger prior concessions made negotiators loss averse and led to lower,
that is, more assertive final counteroffers and also lower WTA rates. This effect for WTA was
fully mediated by higher loss aversion and less justification after larger concessions—buyers felt
they had already /ost a large amount of money by their own concessions, justified their prior
concessions less, and were thus ultimately less willing to accept the seller’s offer to prevent further
losses.

This overall result pattern stands at odds with the results of our pilot study, which found
(1) no effect on individual WTA and (2) tentative evidence for the sunk-cost rather than the loss-
aversion perspective. Interestingly, exploratory analyses revealed that the loss-aversion effect on
counteroffers was particularly strong in a subsample of 7% of participants who decided to rescind
their prior offer. Amongst the vast majority of buyers (93%) who decided to proceed with
concessions toward the seller, however, this effect reversed and—at least descriptively—supported
the findings from the pilot study and the sunk-cost reasoning.

Study 2 — Perspective-Taking and Creating Value in an Integrative Setting

Study 2 sought to replicate and extend the findings from the prior studies in an integrative
negotiation setting with the potential for tradeoffs and win-win agreements. We move away from
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a single-issue price negotiation and instead test our hypotheses in a three-issue negotiation (Pruitt
& Lewis, 1975; see also Loschelder et al., 2016b). Unlike distributive negotiations that revolve
around the zero-sum division of resources and require concessions on all negotiation issues (Craver,
2010; Thompson, 2006), integrative negotiations are characterized by (a) the opportunity for
mutually beneficial outcomes (Fisher et al., 1991; Weingart et al., 1999) and (b) parties conceding
on less important issues in return for gains on more important issues (i.e., “logrolling”; Froman &
Cohen, 1970). While the hypothesized effects for the distributive outcome (i.e., claiming value
with the counteroffer) of the negotiation remain the same for Study 2, the competing mechanisms
(i.e., loss aversion, sunk cost, and rationality) additionally suggest markedly different outcomes
for negotiation behavior within an integrative setting.

Further advancing the loss-aversion perspective, previous research has shown that people
make more self-serving mistakes in individual decision-making tasks (Leib et al., 2019) and act
more individualistically in loss contexts compared to gain contexts (Poppe & Valkenberg, 2003).
Also in negotiations, this more individualistic social value orientation predicted less attentional
focus on the other party’s (vs. one’s own) payoffs (Fiedler et al., 2013; Trotschel et al., 2013).
Finally, negotiated agreements have been found to be less integrative for loss (compared to gain)
negotiations (Sondak et al., 1995). Based on this research, and additional to the prior hypotheses
from Study 1, we derived the following hypotheses for the integrative setting of Study 2:

Hlc. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) prior concessions invest less

(more) effort and perspective-taking into finding integrative solutions.

H1d. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) prior concessions create less

(more) integrative value.

Further advancing the sunk-cost perspective, negotiators’ own prior concessions should be
mentally processed as investments made, therefore evoking self-justification processes (Brockner,
1992), improved evaluations of the negotiated issues (Festinger, 1954), and an overestimated
probability of a successful conclusion of the negotiation (Arkes & Hutzel, 2000). In an integrative
setting where negotiators potentially (and typically) concede on several issues (Vetschera et al.,
2012), the feeling of sunk costs could be more pronounced. This could ultimately lead to investing
even more (i.e., making larger concessions) in order to successfully complete the project (i.e., to
successfully reach an agreement). Participants with sunk-cost perceptions should therefore put
more effort into perspective-taking and the identification of integrative potential. Additional
support for the sunk-cost perspective lies in the nature of integrative negotiations: While
distributive negotiations are more similar to individual decision-making processes (and
heuristically-driven failures thereof), integrative negotiations share more similarities with joint
decision-making (Fisher et al., 1981; Zartman, 1977). Previous research has shown that groups are
even more susceptible to the sunk cost fallacy (Seibert & Goltz, 2001), again supporting the idea
that the risk of falling prey to the sunk-cost fallacy seems to be increased in mutually
interdependent settings. From a sunk-cost perspective, we therefore derive the following
hypotheses:

H2c¢. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) prior concessions invest more

(less) effort and perspective-taking into finding integrative solutions.

H2d. Negotiators who have previously made larger (smaller) prior concessions create more

(less) integrative value.

Finally, in line with our theorizing in the introduction and building on the rationality
perspective of economic agents, we derive the following set of hypotheses:
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H3c. Negotiators’ prior concessions will not affect their effort and perspective-taking into
finding integrative solutions.
H3d. Negotiators’ prior concessions will not affect the integrative value they create.

Method

In Study 2, we applied our experimental paradigm to an integrative setting in a three-issue
negotiation (Pruitt & Lewis, 1975; see also Loschelder et al., 2016). The negotiation revolved
around the sale of a café and featured three issues: transfer fee, coffee beans, and furniture. The
payoff structure was slightly adjusted from the seminal task developed by Pruitt and Lewis (1975;
see Loschelder et al., 2016b) to (1) include more options for larger variance in potential
counteroffers and (2) increase the maximum value on each issue to preserve the initial distances
between the different options. Each issue featured 21 options (A—U) with a maximum value of
13,000 individual points (see Appendix for details).

Sample

An a priori power analysis with the same parameters and considerations as in Study 1 again
led to an aspired sample size of N=581. We again recruited U.S. residents via Prolific
(participants from Study 1 were not able to enter Study 2). As we did not implement attention
checks in the integrative setting and no outcome-related attention checks are possible, we report
the results from the full sample of N = 581 participants (Mage = 39.12 years, SDage = 13.12 years;
48.36% female, 49.57% male, 2.07% other). This sample yields a statistical power of 92.42% for
detecting an effect size as found in the pilot study (i.e., d = 0.283; Champely et al., 2022).

Procedure and Design

As in Study 1, we used a vignette study in a chat interface and participants again assumed
the role of buyers. Participants were guided through three consecutive negotiation rounds (see
Study 1). However, as this was an integrative negotiation setting, participants made package offers
on all three issues simultaneously (e.g., I-I-K; see Appendix). Similar to Study 1, participants were
asked to imagine having made several predefined package offers and were told that the other party
had made “another concession to their latest offer” (i.e., without revealing the concession value of
their counteroffer).

Again, Study 2 featured two conditions. Participants were assigned to either a large
concession condition (i.e., imagining to have made large prior concessions; X = 4,650 individual
points; from 12,250 to 7,600) or a small concession condition (i.e., imagining to have made small
prior concessions; X = 1,700 individual points; from 9,300 to 7,600). Again, the two conditions
did not differ in the number of concessions made, nor in the last offer made by the buyer (i.e.,
worth 7,600 individual points for the participant); they solely differed in magnitude of negotiators’
own concessions to isolate the infrapersonal concession effects (i.e., 4,650 points vs. 1,700 points).
As this was an integrative negotiation and package counteroffers would have been informative of
the underlying priorities (see Loschelder et al., 2016b), the participants were not presented with a
last offer by the seller (see Study 1) and were therefore not asked to indicate their willingness-to-
accept. At all times throughout the negotiation, participants had access to their own payoff table
(see OSF and Appendix).
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Dependent Variables

We assessed two key dependent variables. First, to measure claiming value (see Study 1),
we calculated the individual points participants would earn with their final offer. Second, to
measure creating value, we calculated the integrativeness of participants’ final offer (i.e., the joint
points both parties would achieve with the participant’s final offer).

As in Study 1, we assessed four different psychological mechanisms derived from the
literature to test for mediator effects (i.e., loss aversion, justification of prior investments, product
appreciation, and rationality; see Study 1 and Appendix). Additionally, we assessed two behavioral
mediators, for which we drew inspiration from research by Giacomantonio and colleagues (2010,
Study 1): After seeing their own concessions and offers, participants were given access to their
counterpart’s payoff table (i.e., their underlying interests and priorities; see Giacomantonio et al.,
2010). In this phase, two buttons appeared on participants’ screens—one leading to their own
payoff table and one leading to their counterpart’s payoff table. Clicking on either of these buttons
displayed the corresponding table while simultaneously hiding the unselected table. This allowed
us to capture (a) the total time participants spend viewing their counterpart’s table (i.e.,
perspective-taking efforts in trying to understand the counterpart’s priorities) as well as (b) the
number of switches between tables (i.e., deliberate comparisons of own vs. the other party’s
priorities; see also Fiedler et al., 2013). Both measures of perspective-taking behavior serve as
mediating mechanisms that should facilitate the identification of integrative potential and increase
joint outcomes. After a maximum of three minutes, participants were asked to indicate their final
package offer, including all three issues. After the assessment of our dependent variables, we
measured the verbatim mediators in randomized order (see Appendix; loss aversion, o =.81;
justification of prior investments, a = .71; product appreciation, a = .83; rational decision-making,
o =.54). All materials and data are publicly available on OSF (https://osf.io/u8grv/).

Figure 3. Overview of Additional Hypotheses in Study 2 and Theoretical Model for Creating Value

Perspective-Taking Efforts

Hlc

H2c

H3c
H1ld
H2d
H3d

Prior Concessions > Joint Outcomes
(0 = Small vs. 1 = Large)

Note. We ran a parallel mediation model with multiple mediators estimated simultaneously. Here,
only the hypotheses Hlc—H3c and H1d-H3d are displayed. Perspective-taking efforts were
measured as (1) time spent on the counterparty’s payoff table and (2) number of switches between
one’s own payoff table and the counterparty’s payoff table.

Results
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Negotiation Differences Between Large and Small Prior Concessions

As preregistered, we conducted two-tailed #-tests to examine group differences in our main
dependent variables: participants’ claimed value and participants’ created value. We did so by
calculating the individual points (for claimed value) and joint points (for created value) that
negotiators would make with their final counteroffer.

Frequentist data analyses revealed no significant difference in claimed value between the
large concession (M = 7,707.01, SD = 1,821.97) and the small concession condition (M = 7,656.55,
SD =1,349.65), #568.66)=0.383, p=.702, d=0.031. Bayesian analyses showed °‘strong’
evidence for the null hypothesis (i.e., BFo1 = 10.078; Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013). This is in line
with the rationality perspective (H3a), suggesting that the size of prior concessions does not affect
later counterofters.

Similarly, for created value—the integrativeness of the final offer—we found no
significant difference, #(491.64) =—-0.555, p =.579, d = 0.047 (i.e., ‘moderate’ Bayesian evidence
for the null hypothesis, BFo1 =9.220; Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013) between the large
(M =13,153.34, SD =392.11) and the small concession condition (M = 13,174.72, SD = 514.61).
In all, the preregistered analyses suggest that participants’ prior concessions did not influence their
own claimed value, nor did it increase the value created at the joint level (thus supporting the
rationality perspective; H3d).

Psychological Mechanisms in the Integrative Setting

As in Study 1, we followed our registered analysis protocol and conducted parallel
mediation analyses of the four underlying mechanisms. We again included size of prior
concessions as the independent variable (0 = small vs. 1 =large) and considered the same four
parallel mediators (see Table 3 for descriptive results on the mediators in Study 2). We used the
PROCESS macro in R (Model 4; Hayes, 2013), full information maximum likelihood estimation,
and bootstrapped 95% CI with 5,000 resamples for all effects (see SOM for complete results).

The first mediation model with claimed value as the dependent variable revealed that larger
prior concessions predicted higher perceived loss aversion (f = 0.165, p =.048), but did not affect
justification of prior investments (B =—0.107, p = .199), product appreciation (f = —.080, p = .339),
and rational decision-making (B =-.033, p = .688). The mediation analysis corroborated the non-
significant total effect of prior concessions on claimed value (b = 50.452, SE = 135.039, 95% CI
[214.773, +315.678]). After including all mediators, neither the direct effect (b =75.462,
SE =134.777, 95% CI [-189.252, +340.176]), nor the total indirect effect were significant (b = —
25.010, SE = 26.843, 95% CI [-82.099, +24.134]).

The second mediation model with created value as the dependent variable corroborated the
t-test’s null finding. The total effect (b =-21.375, SE =37.671, 95% CI[-95.364, +52.614]), the
direct effect after including all mediators (b =—18.179, SE = 37.916, 95% CI [-92.649, +56.292]),
and the total indirect effect (b=-3.197, SE=5.539, 95% CI [-15.144, +7.287]) were not
significant.

Behavioral Mechanisms in an Integrative Setting
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To extend our understanding of how prior concessions might affect integrative behavior,
we additionally preregistered two behavioral mechanisms: (1) the time participants spent
inspecting the counterpart’s payoff table and (2) the number of switches between their own and
the counterpart’s payoff table (see Table 3 for descriptive statistics).

For the time spent examining the other’s table, no significant difference emerged between
the large (M = 33.86s, SD = 40.28) and the small concession condition (M = 35.97s, SD = 49.50),
#(511.94) =-0.558, p=.577, d=0.047 (‘moderate’ Bayesian evidence for the null hypothesis,
BFo1 =9.223; Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013). Similarly, we found no significant difference for how
often negotiators switched between payoff tables in the large (M = 7.36, SD = 6.82) and the small
concession condition (M =6.82, SD=15.66), #575.83)=1.099, p=.272, d=0.091 (with
‘moderate’ Bayesian evidence for the null hypothesis, BFo1 = 6.037; Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013).
This moderately supports H3c (rationality perspective).

Finally, we repeated the mediation analysis with the behavioral mediators. In line with the
non-significant group differences reported above, larger prior concessions did not coincide with
more time spent with the other’s payoff table (B =—-0.047, p =.571) or the number of switches
between payoff tables (B =0.091, p=.276). Furthermore, no direct effect (b=-22.915,
SE =37.733, 95% CI [-97.026, +51.196]) and no total indirect effect emerged (b= 1.540,
SE =5.330, 95% CI [-8.184, +13.460]).

Exploratory Subset Analyses for Counteroffers

Given Study 1’s exploratory findings for participants who decided to concede within vs.
outside of the ZOPA, we conducted similar subset analyses in this integrative Study 2. We again
split the sample into two subsets: As in Study 1, the majority of buyers made their final
counteroffer within the ZOPA (i.e., < 7,600 points for themselves; n =353, 60.76%). The other,
smaller subsample, however, also decided to make their final counteroffer outside of the ZOPA
(i.e., > 7,600 points for themselves; n =228, 39.24%). Analyses with these subsamples yield a
highly similar result pattern as in the distributive Study 1—albeit, participants were more evenly
distributed across the two subsamples.

First, in the smaller subsample of participants (approx. 40%), who decided to move away
from their counterpart in an assertive manner and to rescind their previous offer (i.e., counteroffers
outside the ZOPA; N =228), a previously obscured loss-aversion effect emerged: Participants in
the large concession condition claimed significantly more with their final counteroffer
(M =9,402.40, SD = 1,535.07) than participants in the small concession condition (M = 8,886.41,
SD =1,159.70), #(224.39) = 2.889, p = .004, d = 0.374. Like the approx. 7% of participants in the
distributive Study 1, these negotiators decided to undercut their own final offer and to claim more
value—indicating a strong loss-aversion effect in this subsample, and particularly strong in the
large concession condition (Figure 4).

In stark contrast and also corroborating Study 1 findings, a highly significant sunk-cost effect
emerged in the larger subsample of participants (approx. 60%; N =353), who decided to move
toward their counterpart with their final counteroffer. They made further concessions within the
ZOPA and did not rescind their prior offer. In this subsample, participants claimed significantly
less for themselves in the large concession (M =6,585.71, SD =892.96) than in the small
concession condition (M = 6,884.15, SD = 758.24), #(341.91) =-3.396, p <.001, d =—0.358. Just
as the majority of participants in the distributive Study 1 (approx. 93%), buyers who decided to
concede within the ZOPA showed a diametrically opposed concession pattern: they conceded more
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after already having made larger (compared to smaller) concessions—indicating a sunk-cost effect
in this subsample (see Figure 4). In all, the present interaction effect, together with Study 1 findings,
suggests that participants show negotiation behavior that is either highly indicative of loss aversion
or the sunk-cost effect—whether negotiators opt to remain within the ZOPA (or not) appears to be
the decisive factor (or indicator) that differentiates the loss-aversion and sunk-cost account,
respectively.

Figure 4. Effect of Prior Concessions on Claimed Value in the Assertive vs. Conceding

Subsamples in Study 2
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Note. The average last concessions in points (with Standard Errors as whiskers) are displayed for
two subsamples—(1) assertive participants who decided to move away from their counterparts
with their last concession and to rescind their prior offer (i.e., own points > 7,600, thus outside of
ZOPA; n =228, 39.24%; left panel). In contrast, (2) participants who decided to move farther
toward their counterpart with their last concession and to concede within the ZOPA (i.e., own
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points < 7,600 points; n = 353, 60.76%; right panel). The zero line indicates the last standing own
offer of 7,600 points. Positive values thus indicate concessions in favor of the counterpart.
Negative values, however, indicate ‘reversed‘ concessions and rescinded prior offers, that is, more
value claimed by the negotiators. Whereas the two bars on the left support the loss-aversion
reasoning, #(224.39) = 2.889, p =.004, d = 0.374, the two bars on the right support the sunk-cost
reasoning, #341.91) =-3.396, p <.001, d =—0.358.

General Discussion

To our knowledge, the present research is the first to examine the intrapersonal effects of
negotiators’ prior concessions on their future negotiation behavior, as well as the underlying
psychological mechanisms. Based on our review of the literature on biases and decision-making,
we formulated and tested three competing theoretical predictions: larger prior concessions lead to
(1) smaller future concession and less integrative behavior (“loss aversion”), vs. (i1) larger future
concessions and more integrative behavior (“sunk cost”), or (iii) no differences in future
concessions and integrative behavior (“rationality”). Findings and preregistered analyses from two
high-powered studies reveal a somewhat mixed pattern: While larger concessions generally made
negotiators less willing to accept further offers and to make more aggressive counteroffers in the
distributive Study 1, preregistered analyses from Study 2 show no significant differences,
seemingly supporting the rationality account. Importantly, however, non-preregistered exploratory
analyses shed important novel light on these result patterns and allude to a highly influential
interpersonal moderation: negotiators differ in whether they decide to continue to concede (within
the ZOPA; the majority) or to rescind their prior last offer and claim more value for themselves
after having already made concessions (outside the ZOPA). The majority of participants in both
studies, who opted to make further concessions, showed a result pattern that supported the sunk-
cost perspective. The minority of participants who decided to rescind their previous offer showed
empirical support for the loss-aversion reasoning and claimed more value for themselves—
particularly in the large-concession condition. It was also this minority of participants (approx. 7%)
that drove the overall loss-aversion outcome in the distributive Study 1. We will discuss potential
explanations for these differences in reactions to having already made concessions below, as well
as potential reasons for the different results in distributive vs. integrative negotiations.

Loss Aversion in Distributive Negotiations

Distributive settings typically revolve around the zero-sum division of resources and
require concessions on all negotiation issues (Craver, 2010; Thompson, 2006). Somewhat
surprising at first blush, the preliminary findings from our pilot study were generally reversed in
Study 1: The pilot study had tentatively supported a sunk-cost reasoning—Ilarger prior concessions
increasing later concessions. The high-powered Study 1 did not replicate this pattern; instead, an
inverted loss-aversion effect emerged in the full sample (see Heath, 1995; Thaler, 1985).
Consistent with the seminal prospect theory account (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), participants
who already made large concessions (and thus mentally accounted for the larger looming losses)
were significantly less willing to accept the seller’s offer and made more assertive final
counteroffers; put differently, they were more focused on their own interests and also more likely
to reject the offer to prevent taking further losses (De Dreu et al., 1994; Neale & Bazerman, 1985).
Our mediation analyses back the claim that larger prior concessions felt like larger mental expenses
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(Thaler, 1980). Conceptually, and statistically, this purely intrapersonal concession effect on
negotiation behavior was thus (fully) explained by an increased feeling of losses and less
justification throughout the negotiation process. As a result, after encountering these larger mental
costs, negotiators were not willing to make further concessions (i.e., at least not in the form of
accepting a final offer) and would thus risk an impasse.

Norm Violations After Experienced Loss Aversion

This overall effect pattern supporting the loss-aversion account in the distributive Study 1
was driven by a comparably small minority of participants (see exploratory analyses in Study 1).
After having made large concessions, some buyers opted to make a final counteroffer outside of
the ZOPA and, to that end, decided to rescind their previous offer and to counter more assertively.
These buyers were also more likely to marked!y undercut their own prior limit after making large
concessions—that is, after having offered $1,900 already, they reversed their prior offers more
extremely and ultimately went back to an even lower number (M =~ $1,300). Participants who had
made smaller concessions went less strongly below their prior limit (i.e., M = $1,700). In all, this
behavior of going below one’s prior offer is at odds with common expectations and social norms
in a back-and-forth negotiation process; plausibly it is an expression of reactance after negotiators
experienced loss aversion (e.g., Quick et al., 2015). This interpretation is in line with previous
findings showing that people who experience loss aversion are generally more motivated to cheat
(Schindler & Pfattheicher, 2017) and engage in more unethical behavior (Reinders Folmer & De
Cremer, 2012). This pattern paves an avenue for further research to investigate the effects of
concessionary behavior on reactive or unethical behavior in negotiations.

The most central question that future research needs to address is which interpersonal
characteristics can explain why certain individuals seem to experience loss aversion (and opt to
rescind their prior offer), while the majority of negotiators in both studies seem to experience a
sunk-cost effect and make more concessions—particularly when they have already conceded more
in the prior negotiations. We can only speculate about potential underlying reasons but negotiators’
social value orientation (e.g., Loschelder et al., 2014; Murphy & Ackermann, 2014) qualifies as a
promising predictor—with proself individuals more likely experiencing loss aversion after having
conceded, while prosocially motivated individuals could more likely experience sunk cost and
concede farther.

Overall Rational Behavior in Integrative Negotiations is Also Moderated

Unlike relatively simple distributive negotiations, integrative negotiations are fueled by the
opportunity for mutually beneficial outcomes (Fisher et al., 1991) and parties conceding on less

important issues to gain value on more important issues (i.e., “logrolling”; Froman & Cohen, 1970).

Integrative negotiations are typically more complex as they involve a larger number of issues and
require more cooperation to jointly create value (Fisher et al., 1981). The integrative Study 2 did
not replicate the overall loss-aversion effect observed in the distributive Study 1: Buyers who had
already made larger concessions were not generally less (or more) conceding in their final
counteroffer. Put differently, the size of prior concessions did not affect later negotiation behavior
(H3a). Participants also did not create more (or less) value with their counteroffers (H3d). At first
sight, this result pattern seems to support a rationality effect.
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Admittedly, a more probable explanation for this overall null finding is the co-occurrence
of loss aversion and sunk costs processes (see our reasoning above; see also Ku et al., 2005):
Analyses in both studies showed that a minority of participants (7% in Study 1, approx. 40% in
Study 2), experience loss aversion and make extremely assertive counteroffers (i.e., outside of the
ZOPA)—mparticularly in the high-concession condition. If loss-averse negotiators decide to rescind
an offer and to make highly aggressive counteroffers, this likely comes at the cost of higher
impasse rates (Petrowsky et al., 2023, 2025) or lower negotiation satisfaction (Curhan et al., 2010).
The comparably few participants fully drive the observed loss-aversion main effect in Study 1.

Our exploratory findings that dig deeper than the preregistered analyses add important
nuance to this conclusion, however: The majority of participants (93% in Study 1, approx. 60% in
Study 2) opted to make further concessions within the ZOPA and then showed a reversed
behavioral pattern that supports the sunk-cost reasoning (Figure 4): They conceded more towards
the counterpart—particularly when they had previously already made large concessions. Hence, if
a negotiator decides to adhere to common negotiation norms to continue negotiating within the
Z0OPA—and the majority did—they gave more weight to already committed sunk costs and made
more generous offers in the interests of the other party (Thaler, 1980).

Sunk-Cost Effect Within the ZOPA — But Also Sunk Cost Processes?

From an economic standpoint, this irrational behavior within the ZOPA is akin to many
findings in decision-making behavior or management (e.g., Astebro et al. 2007; Garland, 1990,
Negrini et al., 2022; see Roth et al., 2015, for a review). The phenomenon at hand displays the
fallacy of giving undue weight to ‘lost” mental costs and thus making irrational decisions (Thaler,
1980) in an attempt to justify the own previous behavior (Rubin & Brockner, 1975; Ku et al., 2005;
Teger, 1980). While the behavioral effect of prior concessions on future concessions is in line with
the sunk-cost account, our item-based measure of sunk costs did not statistically mediate the effect.
This somewhat surprising null-finding could point to (1) our experimental manipulations not
having worked after all, (2) our preregistered items not validly capturing the intended sunk-cost
construct or, relatedly, participants not having introspective access to these psychological
mechanisms, and/or (3) other theoretical accounts impacting the underlying process.

First, given the consistent pattern of effects across both studies, we deem the option of a
null finding—due to experimental manipulations not having worked—unlikely. Second, the self-
report items may not have successfully measured the intended constructs: The proposed
mechanisms such as sunk-cost perceptions or loss aversion could—just like other cognitive biases
in psychology—not be consciously accessible (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995); instead, they might
only be discussed phenomenologically. In line with this notion, hardly any research to date has
explicitly measured these mechanisms (Gal, 2006; Gal & Rucker, 2018). Rather, the unconscious
biases are regarded either as objective end products (e.g., as irrational decisions that could be traced
back to inaccessible and prior perceptual, procedural, or attentional shortcomings; Sokol-Hessner
et al., 2009) or as an individual propensity (e.g., individual differences in susceptibility to loss
aversion; Cabedo-Peris et al., 2024). This creates a particular challenge for research that seeks to
examine the underlying process with explicit measures. More indirect or implicit measures might
be needed to fill this gap in future research (see Nosek et al., 2011, for a similar reasoning); the
behavioral measures in this registered report—although more cleanly operationalized—could be
considered as a starting point for this future research avenue.
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Third, alternative mechanisms that we did not assess here could be at play and account for
the observed effects. For instance, an individual’s need for consistency (Festinger, 1954; Lecky,
1945) and self-perception theory (Bem, 1967, 1972; see also Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007) offer
plausible explanations: Past behaviors (i.e., larger prior concessions) could be reflected in later
behavioral patterns for reasons of consistency (i.e., large future concessions). Also, prior
concessions could influence later concessions primarily because negotiators anchor themselves
(Kristensen & Girling, 1997; Schaerer et al., 2016). While the results pattern in Study 2 suggests
this (i.e., larger concessions were followed by equally large concessions in either direction; see
Figure 4), Study 1 provides similar indications of this mechanism. For instance, when only
investigating last counteroffers that were outside the ZOPA (i.e., below their prior offer of $1,900),
this “‘undercutting” was more severe in the large compared to the small prior concession condition.
Hence, the larger the prior concessions, the larger the ‘undercutting’ tendency in the loss-averse
direction. This could point to anchoring or reference point effects of prior concessions influencing
later concessions (Schaerer et al., 2016, 2020).

Theoretical Implications

What does this combination of main effects, exploratory in-depth findings, and
inconclusive result pattern for the underlying mechanisms mean for the related theorizing? Overall,
the experimental results do not provide definitive evidence for one of the three postulated accounts
of theorizing. In the light of our preregistered analyses, the distributive Study 1 suggests loss

aversion, while the integrative Study 2 indicates a null finding in line with rational decision making.

Closer inspection of the data reveals a bimodal reaction patterns by negotiating participants: This
pattern suggests that both loss aversion and sunk cost may be at play. We wish to highlight two
noteworthy results: (1) the stronger loss-aversion effect on negotiation behavior and (2) the
differential effects between negotiators within vs. outside the ZOPA. First, markedly fewer
participants in Study 1 (and Study 2) experienced loss aversion. Overall, however, this loss
aversion likely led participants to refrain from accepting the sellers’ offer and from conceding
more; instead, they rescinded their own last offer and countered markedly more assertively. The
comparably few participants (7%) were sufficiently loss-averse to evoke an overall result pattern
in line with the loss-aversion account. In all, loss aversion is likely a key driver of assertive
negotiation behavior and impasses in distributive and potentially also integrative negotiations (see
Petrowsky et al., 2025; Schweinsberg et al., 2022). Future research should examine why the ratio
of participants who opted to rescind their offer in a distributive task (7%) was much lower than in
the integrative setting (=40%). To speculate, it seems plausible that rescinding one’s offer is a
stronger violation in a distributive, single-issue negotiation—that is, reversing one’s offer (a single
number, i.e., $,1900) might be a stronger subjective norm violation than across three negotiation
issues changing the price so that, overall, there is less value to the counterpart than the previous
offer.

Second, we wish to emphasize again that both in simple distributive but also in more
complex integrative settings, higher prior concessions differentially influenced future behavior.
Whereas those negotiators who decided to stay within the ZOPA seemed to fall prey to the sunk-
cost fallacy, negotiators who stepped back from their prior offers, acted even more assertively to
avoid incurring further losses. As mentioned above, interpersonal differences could account for
these different behavioral patterns: individuals’ social value orientation (De Dreu & Van Lange,
1995), power motivation (Anderson & Thompson, 2004), prior negotiation experience
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(Loewenstein & Thompson, 2006), or their dark triad (Crossley et al., 2016; see Escher et al., 2025,
for a review) could determine why individuals tend to react psychologically very differently to the
identical manipulation (having made concessions in a multi-round negotiation).

Conclusion

The present research examined (1) the intrapersonal effects of negotiators’ prior
concessions on their future negotiation behavior along with (2) the underlying psychological
mechanisms (3) in a distributive (Study 1) vs. an integrative negotiation setting (Study 2). A
literature review had identified three potential drivers of effects: loss aversion, sunk costs, and
rationality. Based on the results of three experiments, we find diverging results that partly support
each of the three perspectives. Our preregistered analyses point to the loss-aversion perspective in
the distributive Study 1 and to a null-finding in line with the rationality perspective in the
integrative Study 2. Exploratory in-depth analyses, however, paint a more nuanced picture and
cautiously suggest a different pattern: Negotiators who decided to stay within the ZOPA seemed
to fall prey to sunk-cost errors, whereas negotiators who opted to rescind their prior offers, seemed
to act particularly assertive to prevent further losses. Our findings hopefully pave the way for
future research to illuminate the role of concession patterns in negotiations, the intrapersonal
mechanisms behind concession effects, and, most importantly, the reason why some negotiators
appear to react loss-averse while others show behavioral reactions in line with the sunk-cost
phenomenon.
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Appendix

Table S1. ltem List for Assessment of the Mediators in Study 1 and 2

Construct Item

Loss Aversion I feel like I have already lost a lot of money in this negotiation.

Given my prior concessions, it hurt me to make more concessions
with my final offer.

Accepting the seller’s final offer of $2,100 would have felt like a
monetary loss for me. (adapted for Study 2)
Justification of Prior Given my prior investments, I really wanted to reach a deal.
Investments . . . . .
Given my prior investments, conceding a bit more with my last offer
was easy for me.

In light of my prior investments, it was important to me to bring this
negotiation to a good end.

Product Appreciation I really valued the product offered by the seller. (adapted for Study 2)

Given my prior investments, I truly appreciate this product’s quality.
(adapted for Study 2)
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I feel like this negotiation was worth it (in terms of time, effort, and
money).

Rational Decision-Making I feel that my prior concessions in the negotiation process did not
affect my final offer and willingness-to-accept. (adapted for Study 2)

My final offer and willingness-to-accept were driven by my goal and
my limit in this negotiation. (adapted for Study 2)

My final offer and willingness-to-accept was not affected by my prior
concessions. (adapted for Study 2)
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Table S2. Negotiation Issues Including Options with Individual Points for Buyer and Seller

Transfer fee Coffee beans Furniture

Price Buyer Seller LC SC Price Buyer Seller LC SC Price Buyer Seller LC SC
A 6,000 0 A 5,000 0 A 2,000 0

B 5,700 300 | Offer B 4,750 100 | Offer1 B 1,900 250

C 5,400 600 C 4,500 200 C 1,800 500 | Offer 1

D 5,100 900 D 4,250 300 D 1,700 750

E 4800 1,200 E 4,000 400 E 1,600 1,000

F 4500 1,500 [NOMERAN Offer I F 3,750 500 F 1,500 1,250

G 4200 1,800 G 3,500 600 Offer 1 G 1,400 1,500

H 3,900 2,100 H 3,250 700 H 1,300 1,750 - Offer 1
I 3,600 2,400 M I 3,000 800 I 1,200 2,000

J 3,300 2,700 J 2,750 900 J 1,100 2,250

K 3,000 3,000 K 2,500 1,000 K 1,000 2,500 m
L 2,700 3,300 L 2250 1,100 L 900 2,750

M 2,400 3,600 M 2,000 1,200 M 800 3,000

N 2,00 3,900 N 1,750 1,300 N 700 3,250

0 1,800 4,200 0 1,500 1,400 0 600 3,500

P 1,500 4,500 p 1250 1,500 p 500 3,750

Q 1,200 4,800 Q 1,000 1,600 Q 400 4,000

R 900 5,100 R 750 1,700 R 300 4,250

S 600 5,400 S 500 1,800 S 200 4,500

T 300 5,700 T 250 1,900 T 100 4,750

U 0 6,000 U 0 2,000 U 0 5,000

Note. LC = large concession condition; SC = small concession condition. Columns LC and SC denote the package offer per round by the participants
(i.e., buyer). Shaded cells indicate the package offers in both conditions and over the three negotiation rounds (from light to dark gray). Note that the
number of prior concessions and offer value of the last offer (i.e., offer “I-1-K” in dark gray) will be held constant between conditions. Transfer fee
constitutes a distributive issue, while coffee beans and furniture allow for integrative tradeoffs (adapted from Pruitt & Lewis, 1975).
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Introduction

Anger is a complex emotion that is often intensified during discord. While scholars and
trainers have long sought to understand the role of anger in interpersonal conflict, there has been
a lack of applied research aimed at guiding people in navigating anger to move past conflict and
improve relationships (Dunbar et al., 2022). This gap underscores the need for scholars and
practitioners to develop research-informed communication strategies for understanding and
resolving conflict.

Existing research on communication in relational conflict has often focused on assertive
messaging as a key to resolution (e.g., Gambrill & Richey, 1975). This concept of assertiveness,
often described as a balance between passive and aggressive interactional postures, has been well-
explored (e.g., Hedlund & Lindquist, 1984). Assertive communication is often found to be helpful
in conflict because it allows individuals to express their thoughts and feelings openly and honestly
while respecting the rights and opinions of others (Winer et al., 2023). This balanced approach
helps to mitigate misunderstandings and reduce the escalation of conflict. However, much of the
research has emphasized verbal expression and the delivery of messages, with less attention given
to the listening component of communication, which is commonly distinguished from the
physiological process of hearing, in that listening involves interpretation and usually some form
of response (Udo, 2023).

Many studies of effective listening operationalize the concept of ‘active listening’ (e.g.,
Udo, 2023), which involves body language and feedback statements meant to convey attention and
openness, clarify understanding, and encourage successful interactions. A few concepts, such as
empathic or mindful listening, are often modeled as variants of active listening, synthesized with
it, or posed as alternatives to it (Drollinger et al., 2006; Gottman, 1999). While these highlight the
value of attentiveness and altruism in active, empathic, and mindful listening, the listener may not
feel like they can express their viewpoints or maintain self-respect within the conversation.

This study, therefore, proposes the practice of assertive listening, which is built upon the
foundation of active listening while having a different purpose and focus. Active listening is often
used in psychotherapy (Fitzgerald & Leudar, 2010) and is primarily an intrapersonal process.
Assertive listening is more effective for conflict resolution and is primarily an interpersonal
process. Both are important for anger management, as a listening skill, and at resolving conflict
and promoting self-esteem based on feedback from a speaker. The specific differences between
the two constructs are clarified within the literature review of this paper.

Assertive listening is a novel, unexplored concept that has yet to be theorized, tested, or
applied. It emerged as a category from this paper’s reported study, which utilizes a mixed-methods
design to test the efficacy of specific listening feedback statements through a survey-based
experiment with university students throughout the United States. The project sheds light on
different subtypes of passive, aggressive, and assertive listening response statements. By exploring
how the different word structures of listening-response statements during conflict may intensify or
mitigate anger, express or suppress emotions, resolve or exacerbate conflict, make a person feel
listened to or ignored, and improve or impair the relationship, this study has the potential to reframe
our understanding and teaching of conflict resolution. Furthermore, this research addresses a
specific gap in the empirical literature, with its conception of ‘assertive listening’ skills, since
existing studies on anger resolution have devoted scarce attention to listening and associated
feedback, verbal and nonverbal, despite widespread recognition that listening well—as opposed to
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merely hearing what’s said—is crucial to the success of relationships and interactions (Dunbar et
al., 2022). This study also examined the effectiveness of listening skills taught in The Game
Changer, aboard game designed to improve conflict resolution and anger management in personal
relationships (Winer, in press, 2025). The game helps participants recognize their use of passive
or aggressive listening styles and develop assertive listening skills for more constructive
communication (Winer, in press, 2025).

Background of the Study

Listening is widely acknowledged as an essential component of quality communication and
conflict resolution in various contexts (Udo, 2023). Existing research has emphasized the benefits
of effective listening for interpersonal relationships and trust-building, albeit mostly in general
(Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022) and without a focus on ‘assertive listening’ response phrasing. Its
significance in educational settings, particularly among students, warrants specific attention
(Khaydarova, 2023), since collaboration is a pivotal part of students' learning experiences
(Deiparine et al., 2023), and communication skills like listening and conflict resolution are
essential for fostering effective collaboration (Lailiyah et al., 2021). Therefore, understanding and
promoting effective listening among students is paramount.

Given the lack of empirical research examining assertive listening, it is valuable to explore
this topic, not least as it applies to students. As such, this study examines the different effects that
passive, aggressive, and listening responses have on student-team relational outcomes, such as a
willingness to work with the same person again, after conflict resolution. Specifically, this study
identifies whether assertive listening responses yield better relational outcomes than passive or
aggressive responses and categorizes which responses are perceived as passive, aggressive, or
assertive.

Literature Review
The Importance of Listening

The importance of effective listening cannot be understated; it has the potential to be
transformative. Yet, individuals often underestimate the complexities involved in the listening
process. The act of listening is more than simply hearing a message; this multi-step process also
includes accurately interpreting and appropriately responding to the message, depending on the
communication context (Udo, 2023). When practiced effectively, listening may improve
individuals’ attitudes, values, personal philosophies, trust, intimacy, and well-being (Kluger
& Itzchakov, 2022; Weinstein et al., 2021). Moreover, those who feel listened to have been shown
to demonstrate increased emotional maturity, be more open to new experiences, and manage
conflict more effectively (Weinstein et al., 2021).

Listening to Anger in Conflict

Effective listening presents a challenge when strong emotions, like anger, hurt, and pain
are involved (Chism, 2020). In these instances, parties might struggle with active listening, which
involves “(a) unobservable behaviors of the listener (e.g., comprehension), which influence ()
observable behaviors of the listener (e.g., their statements, gaze, eye contact, posture), which in
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turn inform (c) perceptions and evaluations of the speaker (e.g., feeling listened to)” (Kluger &
Itzchakov, 2022, p. 122). However, this active-listening foundation can still give rise to overly
passive or even, perhaps after delay, aggressive listening responses (Schwanke, 2024). Therefore,
unintended ill-considered defensive reactions from active listening might be expressed, or
conversely, feelings might be suppressed, festering resentment. In either case, the relationship is
worsened because the listener may not feel like they can express their viewpoints or maintain self-
respect within the conversation (Schwanke, 2024). With the shortcomings of active listening
considered, it is important to examine the effectiveness of assertive listening.

Listening Response

Due to the dyadic nature of listening, it must be conceptualized from both the listener’s
and speaker’s perspectives (Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022; Yip & Fisher, 2022), as the listener may
switch roles with the speaker and respond with either verbal or nonverbal feedback (Udo, 2023).
When this occurs, several types of listening responses might be appropriate in various
communication contexts. For example, a listener might respond by paraphrasing to clarify what
the speaker has said (Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022). Additionally, a listener might respond by sharing
a supportive statement encouraging the speaker to continue talking (Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022).

Passive, Aggressive, and Assertive Listening Responses

Communication is heavily impacted by the style in which people communicate, and this is
often related to the directness of the message. The most common styles include passive, aggressive,
and assertive communication (Sherman, 1999). Passive communicators prefer to convey indirect
messages that are vaguely agreeable (Hedlund & Lindquist, 1984). Aggressive communicators
respond with hostility and pose little regard for others (Hedlund & Lindquist, 1984). Lastly,
assertive communicators demonstrate mutual respect by listening for information and not judging
the sender.

Past researchers have examined assertiveness in anger-inducing interactions. Deffenbacher
et al. (1994) found that individuals who undertook assertiveness social skills training reported
reduced anger in comparison to the control group. Further, evidence shows that higher levels of
assertiveness reduced anger and violence among health practitioners and their clients in work
environments (Wardany et al., 2022; Weger et al., 2014). Studies have also shown that high
assertiveness is related to openness and agreeableness (Akkaya & Tuzgol Dost, 2021) and
confident expression of individuals’ needs (Erbay & Akcay, 2013). Further, assertive
communication de-escalates conflict (see, for example, Winer, 2024; Ishi & Kanda, 2019; Rimland,
1982; Scherer, 1986). For instance, assertiveness has been positively related to conflict
management patterns such as collaboration and compromising (Rahman et al., 2018).

Winer’s Relationship Communication Training (RCT) coding system has been used to
study conflict for thirty years—particularly passive, aggressive, and assertive communication in
interpersonal contexts, including student relationships (Dunbar et al., 2022). Winer (2024), using
this extensive research and his therapeutic experience, identified six listening response archetypes,
based on empirical observation and theoretic adaptation from Satir (1972, 1988) and Rogers and
Farson (1957/1987), that positively or negatively impacted conflict resolution. They are: (1)
Passive Rescuer, (2) Passive Avoider, (3) Aggressive Advice Giver, (4) Aggressive Evaluator, (5)
Assertive Probability, and (6) Assertive Certainty. The distinctiveness of these categories from
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each other and their relevance to conflict resolution is grounded in their empirical application and
refinement over years of therapeutic practice and their derivation from eminent interpersonal-
communication theory (Winer et al., 2024; Winer, 2024; Winer, in press, 2025; Rogers & Farson,
1957/1987; Satir 1972; 1988). Depending on the situation, one’s listening response can amplify or
reduce anger, encourage the expression or suppression of emotions, ease or worsen conflict, make
someone feel heard or overlooked, and strengthen or damage the relationship.

Passive Rescuer. This listening archetype is exemplified when individuals are
uncomfortable with conflict or strong emotions and respond passively. For example, a Passive
Rescuer might minimize the conflict and say, “Don’t worry; everything is going to be okay.” Often,
this response language can come across as comforting, and the initial speaker might feel cared for.
Yet, in reality, their feelings are not addressed, and the conflict remains unresolved.

Passive Avoider. This listening archetype includes individuals whose discomfort with
conflict leads them to avoid resolution, especially by redirecting the focus away from the conflict.
Satir (1972) characterizes this archetype as a distractor who responds with irrelevant actions or
communication. The Passive Avoider is unassertive but also uncooperative in the resolution
process (Thomas, 2008). For example, they might respond with, “I think [ understand why you are
angry with me. Let’s discuss it at another time,” and they might try to postpone the discussion
repeatedly. Avoiders often display neuroticism and withdraw from interactions, and their
interactors may feel dismissed during conflict (Tehrani & Yamini, 2020). Further, they are likely
to withdraw from conflict, which can escalate their partners’ emotional reactions, such as anger,
aggression, and vengefulness (Du et al., 2023; Hample & Hample, 2019).

Aggressive Advice Giver. Individuals exemplifying this listening archetype often feel
confident they know the appropriate way to handle conflicts and, as a result, attempt to dominate
the conversation. Aggressive Advice Givers’ responses are advice-focused and often begin with
the word you or why. For example, an advice giver may respond with, “You know you need my
help.” This kind of advice-giving is motivated by the desire for control and power (Schaerer et al.,
2018). Advice givers have been shown to display fewer backchanneling and paraphrasing
behaviors in interactions in comparison to active listeners, causing their interactors to feel ignored
(Weger et al., 2014). Findings have also shown that unwanted advice might increase others’
defensiveness and cause people to shut down during conflict (Helgeson, 2003; Bodie et al., 2013).
It also deters the effective listening process during conflict (Roloff & Ifert, 2014), reduces
relationship satisfaction (Feng & MacGeorge, 2006), and elicits negative reactions, making
effective dialogue more difficult (Floyd, 2010).

Aggressive Evaluator. People exemplifying the Aggressive Evaluator archetype
frequently issue judgments within conflict situations, such as interpreting others’ needs and
feelings and categorizing or labeling people. For example, an evaluator might respond with,
“You’re overreacting.” Aggressive Evaluators may play the mind reader, seeming to know more
about others than they know about themselves (Gibb, 1961). Evaluators also focus on blaming
their communication partners and their statements during interactions (Satir, 1972), thereby
making individuals feel under attack (Bodie et al., 2013). Evaluating others during the listening
process has been correlated with higher levels of neuroticism (Weaver et al., 1996), and it may
trigger anger in others. Further, evaluative listening may be perceived as hurtful and dishonest,
which may lead to negative relationship outcomes (Zhang, 2009).

Assertive Certainty. In situations of anger or conflict, those exemplifying an Assertive
Certainty archetype practice a type of active listening that recognizes their interlocutor’s concerns
and boundaries while making clear their own; these listening response statements typically use an
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“I-You-Me” word structure. An example of an Assertive Certainty response statement would be, “I
know you are feeling upset with me, and I want to check it out with you.” They demonstrate
confidence and assurance in their perceptions of the conflict. Assertive communication allows
partners to cope with stress and genuinely express their perspectives, which enhances overall
relationship satisfaction (Kuhn et al., 2018; Moss et al., 2021).

Assertive Probability. Similar to Assertive Certainty, individuals representing the
Assertive Probability archetype engage conflict with direct communication that honors the
boundaries and concerns of all parties involved. However, the listening-response language is more
tentative. For example, they might say something like, “This is how I think you are feeling towards
me, and [ want to check it out with you.” They carefully frame their listening responses as just
their interpretations of the conflict, and they ask for input from the other to clarify. This offers a
softer approach to sensitive conflict topics to reduce the emotional tensions of the conversation.
The listener using probability-based language signals that they are not seeking to control the
conversation, but rather to share and understand the emotional experience, which can strengthen
the bond by fostering trust and a shared responsibility in the relationship (Winer, 2024).

Active Listening versus Assertive Listening

Active listening and assertive listening are similar yet distinct constructs. Active listening was
developed by Carl Rogers and Richard Farson (1957/1987). Active Listening is particularly
effective in intrapersonal conflict situations, where an individual experiences emotional distress
independent of the listener’s actions. Assertive Listening, as conceptualized by Winer (2024), is
an advanced listening strategy designed specifically for interpersonal conflict resolution, where
the speaker’s emotional response is directed toward the listener. It extends Active Listening by
incorporating an additional acknowledgment of the listener’s involvement in the conflict. Active
listening is used primarily in therapy and counseling and finds its application in personal
relationships when someone is angry, hurt, or anxious from unresolved emotional issues from their
childhood, relationships, or traumatic experiences, but is most effective with someone outside the
relationship, such as a therapist or counselor. When Active Listening involves verbal feedback,
these responses are commonly based on an “I-You” structure, as in, “My thought is you are feeling
angry,” whereas Assertive Listening is based on an “I-You-Me” structure, e.g., “My thought is
you are feeling angry with me.”

Past research has established the link between active listening skills and reduced anger (Dil
& Cam, 2024), reduced feelings of being ignored (Malesevic et al., 2021), enhanced conflict
resolution (Fischer-Lokou et al., 2016), being open to share (Bodie et al., 2015), and enhancing
professional relationships outcomes such as relationship satisfaction and commitment (Manusov
et al., 2018; Weger et al., 2010). Despite its effectiveness in intrapersonal emotional regulation,
Active Listening proves insufficient in interpersonal conflict scenarios, where the speaker’s
emotional distress is directly linked to the listener’s actions. In such contexts, the absence of
explicit acknowledgment of the listener’s role may lead to unresolved tensions.

For this reason, Winer (2024) added that connection by adding the word “Me” to the “I-
You” listening-statement structure. Unlike the Active Listening structure “I-You,” which is first
person to second person, an Assertive Listening “I-You-Me” structure is first person followed by
second person and back to first person (Dunbar et al., 2022). By incorporating the "Me" component,
Assertive Listening promotes accountability, making it a more effective strategy for interpersonal
conflict. The added “Me” signals that the listener understands and acknowledges that they are a
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source of the speaker’s feelings. The word “Me” in Assertive Listening brings the speaker to the
listener in an interpersonal exchange, and it is thereby instrumental in resolving the conflict. An
example of an Assertive Listening response is, “My thought is you are feeling anger toward me.”
From past research on assertiveness in interactions between listeners and senders, it is known to
be linked to reduced anger in relationships (Wardany et al., 2022), increased expression (Erbay &
Akcay, 2013), and increased conflict resolution (Winer, 2024; Ishi & Kanda, 2019), as well as
positive relational outcomes such as relationship satisfaction and feeling understood (Atristain-
Sudrez & Castanos-Cervantes, 2024; Ogonwa & Ezenwa, 2024). While both active and assertive
listening are effective at reducing anger by increasing the feeling of being listened to, assertive
listening is often more proactively effective at resolving conflict in interpersonal relationships.
Comparatively, active listening can be said to work more intrapersonally, whereas in conflict
situations, assertive listening is more interpersonally efficacious.

Hypothesis and Research Questions

Both the literature on the importance of effective listening (Satir, 1972; Udo, 2023) and
Winer’s (2024) practice-based coding of listening responses informed this study. As a result, the
researchers searched for empirical evidence of effective listening-response statement types to test
the theorization of assertive listening. With that aim, the following hypothesis and research
questions were formulated:

H1: An assertive listening response will have better relational outcomes (as measured by

relationship harm and the desire to work with a partner in the future) than a passive or

aggressive listening response.

Moreover, the researchers were interested in measuring how these six listening responses
differ across multiple relational outcomes (both positive and negative). Although the authors
predicted that assertive listening would produce better relational outcomes than both passive and
aggressive listening, no prior research had empirically examined the differences between these six
types of listening statements regarding perceived levels of anger, feeling ignored, being open to
sharing, resolving conflict, and improving the relationship. Thus, we proposed a series of research
questions:

RQIa. Are there significant differences in perceived levels of anger across the six

listening responses?

RQ1b. Are there significant differences in perceived levels of feeling ignored across the

six listening responses?

RQIc. Are there significant differences in perceived levels of open to sharing across the

six listening responses?

RQI1d. Are there significant differences in perceived levels of resolving conflict across

the six listening responses?

RQIe. Are there significant differences in perceived levels of improving the relationship

across the six listening responses?

Lastly, there are benefits of examining how people will perceive each listening response as
being passive, aggressive, or assertive. This could help them choose appropriate responses in
conflict scenarios. Thus, the researchers proposed a second research question:

RQ2. Which listening responses will most likely be seen as most passive, aggressive, and

assertive?
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Method

This study utilized a mixed-methods design, which enabled the researchers to answer the
research questions and test the hypothesis using a combination of quantitative and qualitative
analyses (Fetters et al., 2013). By utilizing mixed methods to analyze data, researchers can
interpret experiences, events, and variables of interest in a systematic and comprehensive way.
Qualitative analysis provides in-depth information about participants’ perceptions and a focus on
the importance of their experiences (Taylor et al., 2016). Quantitative analysis allows researchers
to examine the relationship between variables through association and use summary statistics to
describe the sample (Thomas, 2004). Our dependent measures constituted five relational outcome
measures (i.e., anger, feeling ignored, open to sharing, likely to resolve conflict, relationship
satisfaction) all rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Additionally, we had
participants rate each listening statement on perceived passiveness, aggressiveness, and
assertiveness, rated on a scale from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely). Moreover, we had a
personal preference dependent measure, such that participants rated their personal preference for
each listening statement, on a scale from 1 (least preferred) to 5 (most preferred).

Recruiting

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), researchers began the
recruitment process using a convenience sampling strategy. Students from higher education
institutions in California, Texas, and New York were recruited. After students expressed interest
in participating, they provided their consent electronically via Qualtrics. Then, they completed the
survey.

Participants and Demographics

1,038 participants were initially recruited for the present study. In the process of data
cleaning, a small number of participants (n = 66) were excluded from the analysis. The reasons for
exclusion included a high number of missing values and patterned responses, which could
potentially compromise the integrity of the analysis. Thus, 66 participants were removed if they
exhibited response patterns suggestive of non-engagement, such as providing the same rating (e.g.,
5, 5, 5) across multiple items, indicating lack of variation in their answers. Additionally,
participants with substantial missing data were excluded to ensure the robustness and validity of
the findings, as incomplete data can introduce bias and reduce the reliability of the results. As a
result, 975 participants remained. By removing these participants, we aimed to enhance the quality
and accuracy of the dataset, ensuring that the remaining data truly reflects the intended measures
and constructs. After cleaning the data, 975 participants remained. The sample is representative of
the diversity in these geographic regions (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Sample Demographics

Category Percentages (Actual)
Year in school
Freshman 10.4% (101)
Sophomore 27.3% (266)
Junior 38.4% (374)
Senior 24% (234)
Major
Communication 29.2% (291)
Human Sciences 5.7% (55)
Advertising 1.2% (12)
Other 63.9% (617)
Gender
Male 25.5% (249)
Female 73.1% (713)
Non-binary 0.9% (9)
Confidential 1% (4)
Race
White or Caucasian 51.4% (501)
Hispanic or Latino/a 17.3% (169)
Black or African American 4.2% (41)
Asian or Asian American 8.9% (87)
Biracial or multiracial 16.1% (157)
Middle Eastern 0.8% (8)
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.6% (6)
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.2% (2)
Did not disclose 0.4% (4)
Age
18-71
(M =21.11, SD =4.45) 100% (975)
Procedures

All participants completed the virtual informed-consent form and answered the verification
questions such as their age, gender, ethnicity, along with their level of education, year in school,
whether they are enrolled in either a 2- or 4-year institution, and their major. Next, they were
presented with a survey describing the following scenario:

You and your classmate are working on a final-grade group project. As the sender, you

express your anger because you feel your coworker is not doing their part. Your coworker

will share six listening responses with you, and we want your response to each statement.

Imagine that both of you appear non-threatening, standing 3—5 feet away from each other,

have slow body movements, use direct eye contact, teeth and lips apart, and speak with a

non-threatening tone of voice. Try not to be influenced by any nonverbal behavior of your

coworker and only consider their listening statement.
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This scenario provided a consistent imagined interaction to help participants picture a
similar image when responding to the survey. Also, they were asked to not be influenced by
nonverbal behavior that could be imagined during a conflict—for instance, a frown, arms crossed,
or yelling behavior— in an attempt to have participants focus solely on the language of the
listening statement.

Along with the scenario, participants were provided definitions related to passive,
aggressive, and assertive listening, to ensure they all had common knowledge before providing
their responses. These definitions defined listening styles to help students understand the
difference between assertive, passive, and aggressive in general, however, we did not define
specific statements or categories of the study (i.e., avoider, rescuer) to avoid bias. (1) With a
passive statement, you do not feel heard or understood; you withdraw and do not desire to share
your feelings. In this context, the listener wants to avoid listening to how you feel and avoid the
possibility of any confrontation. (2) With an aggressive statement, you feel attacked, judged, and
evaluated and do not want to share your feelings. In this context, the listener wants to change how
you feel by judging and blaming and not taking any responsibility for this. (3) An assertive
statement makes you feel listened to and understood, not judged or evaluated, and safe sharing
your feelings. In this context, the listener wants to listen and share with you how they feel.

After reviewing the scenario and provided definitions, participants were given the
following statements in the same order and asked to provide their relational outcome responses
(angry, ignored, open to sharing, likely to resolve, will improve relational satisfaction) about each
statement. Specifically, all participants were presented with the passive rescuer listening statement
first, aggressive advice giver statement second, aggressive evaluator statement third, assertive
probability statement fourth, and passive avoider statement last. Additionally, the student
participants were asked how they would respond (aggressive, assertive, passive). The following
statements were adapted from previous scholarship (see Table 2; Winer et al., 2024). After each
listening statement, participants were then instructed to indicate their reactions on a scale from 1
(not at all) to 5 (extremely). After each listening statement and subsequent reactions, participants
were then asked to rate each statement on its perceived level of passivity, aggressiveness, and
assertiveness on a 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely) scale. Next, participants were then shown all
listening statements and asked to rank order them from 1 (least) to 5 (most) passive, aggressive,
and assertive. Finally, participants were asked to rate each listening statement on their personal
preference from 1 (least preferred) to 5 (most preferred) and provide an open-ended response to
why they chose their most and least preferred. Upon completion, participants were debriefed of
the true purpose of the study, thanked for their time, and dismissed.

After participants had completed their responses to each statement, they were directed to
rank statements by preference and to provide open-ended statements about why they answered the
way they did. Finally, they were asked how likely the most and least preferred statements were to
resolve the problem and how likely they were to work with the other individual in the future.
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Table 2. Survey Statements

Statement Listening Response Archetype Category
“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. Everything is going to Passive Rescuer Passive 1
be okay.”
“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. Let’s watch the Passive Avoider Passive 2

basketball game instead.”

“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. You know you need
my help.”

“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. You should listen to
what I have to say.”

“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. My thought is that you
are angry with me for the way I’ve
treated you.”

“I think I understand why you are
angry with me. I know that you are
angry with me for the way I’ve treated
you.”

Aggressive Advice Giver

Aggressive Evaluator

Assertive Probability

Assertive Certainty

Aggressive 1

Aggressive 2

Assertive 1

Assertive 2

Quantitative Results

Results

Researchers ran a repeated measures Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) in the
General Linear Model in SPSS version 28.0 to answer hypothesis (H1) and our series of RQs (1a—
e), broken down by a series of posthoc pairwise comparisons to answer. Each series of relational
outcomes measures (i.e., anger, ignored, open to sharing, likely to resolve conflict, improve the
relationship) were run separately because the primary focus of the study was on anger in conflict
interactions while examining passive, assertive, and aggressive listening statements; thus, it was
important to isolate anger by itself. It was also valuable to examine whether other relational
outcomes might capture what is happening conceptually.
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First, the researchers ran a manipulation check to ensure the stimuli (passive, aggressive,
and assertive statements) were measuring what they were intended to measure. Thus, participants
were asked to rate which of the six statements were most assertive, passive, and aggressive. From
this, the Passive Avoider statement (M = 3.55, SD = 1.57) was rated the most passive, the
Aggressive Advice Giver statement (M = 3.37, SD = 1.57) was rated the most aggressive, and the
Assertive Probability statement (M = 3.36, 1.63) was rated the most assertive. Three separate one-
way repeated measures ANOV As were run to determine whether there was a significant difference
between each of the rated statements. The results indicated a main effect for passive statements (F
(4,884) = 43.45, p <.001, n2 = .164). A series of paired sample t-tests then determined that the
Passive Avoider statement was rated significantly more passive than all other statements, p <.001.
Next, a main effect for aggressive statements was found (F (4, 491) = 18.02, p <.001, n2 = .128).
A series of paired sample t-tests determined that the Aggressive Advice Giver was rated
significantly more aggressive than all other statements, p <.001. Furthermore, a third main effect
for assertive statements was found (F (4, 905) = 24.91, p <.001, n2 = .099). A series of paired
sample t-tests determined that the Assertive Probability stated was rated significantly more
assertive than all other statements, p <.001.

Hypothesis (H1) predicted that an assertive listening response would produce better
relational outcomes than a passive or aggressive listening response. So, a one-way repeated
measures MANOVA was conducted with listening response (5 levels) on the relational outcome
judgments (anger, ignored, open to sharing, likely to resolve conflict, and relationship satisfaction;
see Table 3). A repeated measures MANOVA was conducted to examine the effect of Listening
Statement on perceived levels of anger, feeling ignored, openness to sharing, resolving conflict,
and relationship satisfaction. The results indicated a significant multivariate effect of Listening
statement, Wilks' A =.297, F (25, 915) = 109.60, p <.001, partial n* = .713.

This indicates that the way different listening statements were presented had a significant
impact on how participants perceived levels of anger, feeling ignored, openness to sharing,
resolving conflict, and relationship satisfaction. The significant effect shows that these perceptions
changed in a meaningful way depending on the listening statement given. Next, to address our
series of research questions, we followed up with univariate tests and pairwise comparisons to
examine the specific effects on each of these dependent variables separately.

Follow-Up Univariate Tests

Subsequent univariate ANOVAs were conducted to examine the effects of Listening
statement on each of the dependent variables separately.

Anger

A significant main effect for listening statement type occurred on anger, F (5, 4695) =
502.74, p <.001, n? = .349). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that participants’ perceived
anger was significantly higher for aggressive advice giver (M = 3.24, SD = 1.15) than passive
rescuer (M =2.28, SD = .98), p <.001. Participants’ perceived anger was significantly higher for
the aggressive advice giver (M = 3.24, SD = 1.15) than the aggressive evaluator (M = 2.66, SD =
1.10), p <.001. Participants’ perceived anger was significantly higher for aggressive evaluator (M
= 2.66, SD = 1.10) than assertive probability (M = 1.90, SD = 0.99), p < .001. Participants’
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perceived anger was significantly higher for the passive avoider (M = 3.52, SD = 1.22) statement
than assertive probability (M = 1.90, SD = 0.99), p <.001 (See Figure 1).

Table 3. MANOVA of Differences in Relational Outcomes

Listening Feeling Rasolvs Relarionshin
Srarsmernt Statemant Angry Jemored Open to Sharing Corflict Savizfaction
E. Rescuar 2280 98) 235¢1.16) 321 ¢1.01) 3.28 (LOE) 30801.15)
A Advice Grvar 3240117 301012007 245000 2400111 2180114
Passive A Fvaluater 266 (110" 256 (118" 289 00m 299 (108" 281 (110
Rescuer A Probability 190099  1.82(1.08" 6898 373098 367 (03"
B Avoider 152012277 388117 215(L13T 18z2¢L1ny’™ 182117
A Coertzinty 197059y 1830104 3E2(9T 347098 356105
A Advice Giver 3240115 3.00¢1.200 245 (1.07) 240¢1.12) 218114
Agmressive - Evaluator 246011007 2360118 2980108 295 (108" 281¢L1n™
Advice A, Probability 150099 1820L0& 368 (98) 37388 367 (1057
Giver P Avcider 352012 seR(L1TmT 215¢L1m 192 {111y 192 (1.1
A Certamty 157699 1a5(Lodn’ 36209T" 367058 356¢L.0%)"
A Evaluator 266 (1100 2.36¢1.18) 259 (1.08) 2.599 (L.06) 2.8101.1%)
_ A Probability 1s00sey™ 18201087 368098 373098 367 (103"
Aspresave .
Fvaluator P Avoider 352012207 38BATTT 215113 1ez¢Lan’™ 152¢1.13"
A Certamty 197 090" 1B (l1oh™ IE20em 167198 3.56 (1.0
Asgertive A Probahbility 1.90¢.59) 1.8271.06) 3.68(98) 373 (98) 367 01.0%)
Probability F. Avoider 3s2¢1zyt 3sesan™” 21501137 182 (111" sz (L1
A Certainty 157 {99y 1.8571.04) 362097 36T (98 3560105
Fassive P Avoider 352¢1.20) 398711 2.15¢1.13) 152¢1.11) 15201.12)
Ancader A Certainty
197 (5™ 1ES (laon™ 362 (9T 367050 336 (105"

Note. Means listed. p< .03, p=.01, p<.001

Ignored

A significant main effect for listening statement type occurred on feeling ignored, F (5,4695)
=578.98,p <.001,n?>=.381). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that participants’ perceived
feeling ignored was significantly higher at aggressive advice giver (M = 3.01, SD = 1.20) than
passive rescuer (M = 2.39, SD = 1.16), p < .001. Participants’ perceived feeling ignored was
significantly higher at aggressive advice giver (M =3.01, SD = 1.20) than aggressive evaluator (M
=2.56, SD = 1.18), p < .001. Participants’ perceived feeling ignored was significantly higher at
aggressive evaluator (M = 2.56, SD = 1.18) than assertive probability (M = 1.82, SD = 1.06), p
< .001. Participants’ perceived feeling ignored was significantly higher at passive avoider (M =

3.98, SD = 1.17) than assertive probability (M = 1.82, SD = 1.06), p < .05 (See Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Perceived Anger Comparing the Six Listening Responses

Perceived Anger on Listening Statement Types

Mean Anger rating

Passive Aggressive Aggressive Assertive Passive Assertive
Rescuer Advice Giver Evaluator Probability Avoider Certainty

Listening Statements

Figure 2. Perceived Ignored Comparing the Six Listening Responses

Perceived Ignored on Listening Statement Types

Mean Ignored rating

Passive Aggressive Aggressive Assertive Passive Assertive
Rescuer Advice Giver Evaluator Frobability Avoider Certainity

Listening Statements

Open to Sharing

A significant main effect for /istening statement type occurred on openness to sharing, F
(4,3780)=414.84,p=<.001,7m*=.306. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that participants’
perceived feeling open to sharing was significantly higher at passive rescuer (M =3.20, SD =1.01)
than aggressive advice giver (M =2.45, SD = 1.07), p <.001. Participants’ perceived feeling open
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to sharing was significantly higher at aggressive evaluator (M =2.99, SD = 1.07) than aggressive
advice giver (M =2.56, SD = 1.18), p <.001. Participants’ perceived feeling open to sharing was
significantly higher at assertive probability (M = 3.68, SD = 0.98) than aggressive evaluator (M =
2.99, SD = 1.07), p < .001. Participants’ perceived open to sharing was significantly higher at
assertive probability (M = 3.68, SD = 0.98) than the passive avoider (M = 2.15, SD = 1.13), p
<.001 (See Figure 3).

Figure 3. Perceived Open to Sharing Comparing the Six Listening Responses
Open to Sharing on Listening Statement Types

Mean Open to Sharing rating

FPassive Agaressive Agaressive Assertive Passive Assertive
Rescuer Advice Giver Evaulator Probability Avoider Certainty

Listening Statements

Resolve Conflict

A significant main effect for listening statement type occurred on likely to resolve conflict,
F (5, 4695) = 541.76, p = <.001, n*> = .366. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that
participants’ perceived feeling likely to resolve the conflict was significantly higher at passive
rescuer (M = 3.28, SD = 1.08) than aggressive advice giver (M = 2.39, SD = 1.12), p < .001.
Participants’ perceived feeling likely to resolve the conflict was significantly higher at aggressive
evaluator (M = 2.99, SD = 1.06) than aggressive advice giver (M = 2.39, SD = 1.12), p < .001.
Participants’ perceived feeling likely to resolve the conflict was significantly higher at assertive
probability (M = 3.73, SD = 0.98) than aggressive evaluator (M = 2.99, SD = 1.06), p < .001.
Participants’ perceived feeling likely to resolve the conflict was significantly higher at assertive
probability (M =3.73, SD = 0.98) than passive avoider M =1.92, SD=1.11), p<.001 (see Figure
4).
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Figure 4. Perceived Likelihood to Resolve Conflict Comparing the Six Listening Responses

Likeliness to Resolve Conflict on Listening Statement Types

Mean Resolve Conflict rating

Passive Aggressive Aggressive Assertive Passive Assertive
Rescuer Advice Giver Evaulator Probability Avoider Certainty

Listening Statements

Relationship Satisfaction

A significant main effect for listening statement type occurred on perceived relationship
satisfaction, F (5, 4695) =491.57, p =<.001, n? = .344. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons indicated
that participants’ perceived relationship satisfaction was significantly higher at passive rescuer (M
= 3.08, SD = 1.15) than aggressive advice giver (M = 2.17, SD = 1.14), p < .001. Participants’
perceived feeling of relationship satisfaction was significantly higher at aggressive evaluator (M
= 2.81, SD = 1.13) than aggressive advice giver (M = 2.18, SD = 1.14), p < .001. Participants’
perceived relationship satisfaction was significantly higher at assertive probability (M = 3.67, SD
= 1.03) than aggressive evaluator (M = 2.81, SD = 1.13), p < .001. Participants’ perceived
relationship satisfaction was significantly higher at assertive probability (M = 3.67, SD = 1.03)
than passive rescuer (M =1.92, SD = 1.12), p <.001 (see Figure 5).

Qualitative Findings

The researchers utilized Braun and Clarke’s (2023) qualitative thematic analysis to answer
RQ2, which inquired about which listening responses will be seen as passive, aggressive, or
assertive. This method includes six phases that guide researchers through the data analysis process.
First, researchers familiarize themselves with the textual data by noting initial ideas. Then, as they
read through the participant responses, they create initial codes. Next, researchers generate themes
by connecting similar codes. After reviewing and naming the themes and subthemes, researchers
finish the data analysis by selecting the final extracts and writing their findings (Braun & Clark,
2023). By describing and identifying trends and patterns in the data, researchers can extract
insights that might otherwise be overlooked (Taylor et al., 2016). Specifically, the researchers were
exploring what statements would most likely be seen as passive, aggressive, or assertive and why
(see Figure 6).
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Figure 5. Perceived Relationship Satisfaction Comparing the Six Listening Responses

Relationship Satisfaction on Listening Statement Types

Mean Relationship Satisfaction rating

Passive Agaressive Agagressive Assertive Passive Assertive
Rescuer Advice Giver Evaulator Probability Avoider Certainty

Listening Statements
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Figure 6. Listening Responses

Passive Listening Aggressive Listening Assertive Listening
Response Response Response
ePassive Avoidance in Conflict eCommunicating with eAssertiveness in
eIndirect Passive Aggression Communication
Communication *Provoke More Anger and eExpressive and Direct
«Avoiding Conversations Escalate the Conflict Communication
eDisregarding Listening to eDisrespectful ¢Open Communication and
Concerns eCombative and Hostile Feedback
«Dismissing Conflict Issues eEvaluative *Sharing Thoughts and
eEscalation of Conflict and eDark Personality Traits Feelings about the Problem
Emotional Tensions in eNarcissism *Owning Up to Problematic

Behaviors

eAccountability and Personal
Responsibility

eSelf-awareness of

Relationships

eEscalating Conflict and
Relationship Tensions

eIntensifying Anger and

eMachiavellianism
eUnwilling to Listen
eDisplay Ignorance
¢Conflict Resolution Issues

Aggression Problematic Behavior
«Degradation of Others e Difficulty in Resolving Leading to Conflict
Conflicts ;
eLack of Validation of ) *Apologetic for Wrongful
. ¢Closed Conflict Treatment
.Lzzll,rlfg:,.z:j;hcc:,ungf:ti Communication «Emotional Validation While
Resolution eLack of Collaboration Active Listening
eUnwillingness to Collaborate 'CCFSO:Y|Edgf;ne?t and
and Work Together alidation of Feelings
eFailure to Reach Conflict *Feeling Listened to and
Resolution Understood

eUnderstanding of Anger and
Frustration
*Responding with Socio-
Emotional Skills

eEmpathic and
Compassionate

eCaring and Kind
eRespectful
eNon-confrontational
eRelatable

eWillingness to Resolve the
Conflict

Themes and Codes from the Qualitative Analysis of RQ2
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Table 4. Passive Listening Response

Themes Sub-Themes Example Quotes
Passive
avoidance in Indirect passive "It is not okay to leave people in the dark and not be
conflict communication straight up with what needs to be addressed."”
"It was the statement that seemed the most passive to
me."
Avoiding
conversations "They ignore[d] the entire conversation as a whole."
"They want the conversation to go away."
Disregarding
listening to "I do not feel understood at all or if the person even
concerns listened to my concerns.”

Escalation of
conflict and
emotional
tensions in
relationships

Dismissing conflict
issues

Escalating conflict
and relationship
tensions

Intensifying anger
and aggression

Degradation of
others

Lack of validation
of feelings and
thoughts

"Refuse to listen and instead want to redirect my
attention.”

"It completely neglects to resolve the conflict rather,
pushing it off to do something else without
addressing it."

"They completely ignore the problem and try to set a
distraction.”

"They are making the situation worse by doing
things not related to the project.”

"They did not seem interested in repairing the
relationship.”

"It would greatly piss me off, because it sounds like
a very smug statement."

"It was the most unreasonable and aggressive
response, which also makes people respond
aggressively.”

"If I feel that I did most of the work for the project,
that statement feels very degrading and
invalidating."”

"I think changing the subject is rude and
inconsiderate, especially when there is a problem
needing to be addressed."

"[ felt as if they are invalidating my feelings and
ignoring what I have to say."
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Lack of mutual
conflict
resolution

Unwillingness to
collaborate and
work together

Failure to reach
conflict resolution

"They completely move past why I am upset and
want to do what they want to do instead."

"They don't want to work on the group project and
don't take it seriously, and finishing the group
project would be the main goal for me."”

"They don't seem like they are willing to work."
"Likely that the person does not wish to solve the
conflict."

"This statement takes us nowhere, and I see no way
to reconcile after it."

Aggressive Listening Response

Themes Sub-Themes Example Quotes
Provoke more "This will only anger me more, as I will want to
Communicating  anger and escalate  believe that I do not need this person who I am

with aggression

Dark Personality
Traits

the conflict

Disrespectful

Combative and
hostile

Evaluative

Narcissism (Self-
centered)

Narcissism
(Arrogant)

Narcissism
(Condescending)

Narcissism
(Avoiding blame)

angry at's help."
"By acting like they did nothing wrong would make
me angrier in this situation.”

"It seems like an insult, like as if they are saying that
I need to depend on them."”

"They seemed very disrespectful.”

"It seemed like the statement most likely to start a
fight.”

"[ feel that this was more of an attack."

"I don't need someone telling me I am wrong just
right away unless they are truly willing to help me."

"Very judgmental.”

"This response shows that the person is conceited."”
"This just sounds so self-centered."”

"Came off as very arrogant and rubbed me the
wrong way."
"It is a very cocky statement."

"Having someone talk to me like that feels
condescending."

"My classmate is being very condescending."

"They do not take blame for their actions."
"It deflects blame."
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Unwilling to
Listen

Display
ignorance

Conflict
resolution issues

Machiavellianism
(Manipulation)

Machiavellianism
(Indifference)

Machiavellianism
(Dismissive)

Machiavellianism
(Lacking empathy
and caring)

Difficulty in
resolving conflicts

Closed conflict
communication

Lack of
collaboration

"It sounds a little manipulating."
"The classmate has their own perception of my
feelings and is imposing them onto me."

"Indifferent of my feelings and the problem."
"It completely disregards the entire situation."

"Feels incredibly dismissive."
"It comes across as dismissive."

"It makes me feel like they could care less."”
"They don't care about the way they've treated you."

"I did not feel heard, I felt pushed to the side."”
"Shows a lack of willingness to listen."

"Ignorant tone related to this statement."
"They sound ignorant.”

"It allows the situation to be more dramatic and
overstimulates everyone involved. It makes it more
difficult to reach a solution."

"Our conflict is not likely to be resolved at all."
"Their response overall left me feeling less likely to
continue the conversation and mend the conflict.”
"[ believe that they are distracted and going on a
tangent, which shows they are not open to having a
mature conversation about their lack of
consideration, which will not resolve any conflicts.”

"It feels like they don't want to work together."
"The person has already not been helpful with the
project."

Assertive Listening Response

Themes

Sub-Themes

Example Quotes

Assertiveness in
communication

Expressive and
direct
communication

"The most direct, and it is clear and concise
communication in regards to conflict."”
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Owning up to
problematic
behaviors

Emotional
validation while
active listening

Open
communication and
feedback

Sharing thoughts
and feelings about
the problem

Accountability and
personal
responsibility

Self-awareness of
problematic
behavior

Apologetic for
wrongful treatment

Acknowledgement
and validation of
feelings

Feeling listened to
and understood

Understanding of
anger and
frustration

"My partner is being entirely upfront with me and
gets to the point. It is the most assertive and brings
both of our feelings to the table."

"It gives the most open communication that doesn't
attack me as the person being spoken to."”

"Opens up the conversation rather than being
defensive."

"I could explain to the person that I'm angry
because they will not do their work or participate in
a group setting to successfully get the task done."”
"It is sharing their thoughts, I would also feel that
they are inviting me to share my thoughts in a quite
polite way."

"The person recognizes what they have done wrong
and is taking responsibility for it."

"It demonstrates accountability of their behaviors
and actions."”

"Cognizant of the fact that their actions are the
cause of the anger. [This] means that they will
probably be more open to the idea of listening to the
problem and taking steps to fix it."

"Shows that they are aware of their actions and their
words and know I'm upset.”

"They acknowledge that they treated me wrong."

"It offers some semblance of an apology for their
actions and at least attempts to get to the root of the
problem.”

"I personally would like to be acknowledged for my
feelings and know that they know why I am upset.”

"This statement makes your feelings and thoughts
feel valid and heard."

"It is reassuring, and I feel heard and understood."
"[ feel listened to and that my response would
matter."

"They understand why I am angry with them."
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"The person is making an effort to understand my

anger."”
Responding with
socio-emotional ~ Empathic and
skills compassionate "Makes me the most likely to empathize with them."
"Showing compassion."
Caring and kind "It shows that they care about what I have to say."”

"It is the kindest statement out of all of them."
"Directly addresses the main concern in a respectful
Respectful manner."”

"Most likely to earn some respect from me."

Non-

confrontational "It's non-confrontational."
"This statement allows for less confrontation. It
opens a window to dive into the possibilities of what
is making me feel that way."

Relatable "It related the most with me."
"It's a response I can see myself giving."

"It addresses the conflict and could lead to a faster
Willingness to resolve the conflict way to resolve it."

"They seem more likely to work things out and settle

the conflict by coming to an agreement or doing

their work."

Findings from the qualitative data analysis indicate what listening responses were
perceived to be the most passive, aggressive, or assertive (See Table 4). The listening statement,
“I think I understand why you are angry with me. Let’s watch the basketball game,” was seen as
the most passive in comparison to other listening statements, which was supported by 5 macro-
level themes. When considering aggressiveness, the listening statement, “I think I understand why
you are angry with me. You know you need my help” was perceived as the most aggressive in
comparison to other listening statements with 5 macro-level codes. Further, the listening statement,
“I think I understand why you are angry with me. My thought is that you are angry with me by the
way I’ve treated you,” was viewed to be the most assertive in comparison to other listening
statements based on 5 macro-level codes.

In further examining the macro-codes, comparisons were made to better understand the
listening statements. In examining the /listening reactions of the different statements, passive
listening responses yielded passive avoidance in conflict reactions such as using indirect passive
communication, avoiding conversations, and disregarding listening to others’ concerns, which
make individuals feel unheard. Similarly, with an aggressive listening response, individuals were
unwilling to listen during conflicts. Yet, with the assertive listening response, individuals felt
validated while listening, from the validation of their feelings and for feeling listened to and
understood regarding their anger and frustration.

In examining emotional reactions across listening statements, the assertive listening
response enabled individuals to respond with socio-emotional skills such as being empathic and
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compassionate, caring and kind, respectful, non-confrontational, and relatable. However, the
passive listening response escalated emotional tensions in relationships by intensifying anger and
aggression and the desire to degrade the responder. The aggressive listening response provoked
the most anger and was perceived to be disrespectful, combative and hostile, and evaluative.
Passive and aggressive listening responses also yielded significant conflict resolution
problems. Passive listening responses were linked with being unwilling to collaborate and work
together and a failure to reconcile the problem. Further, aggressive listening responses were based
on difficulty in conflict resolution, closed conflict communication and a lack of collaboration.
However, assertive listening responses enabled participants to become willing to resolve conflict.

Discussion

This study examined how assertive, passive, and aggressive listening responses affect
relational outcomes, including levels of anger, being ignored, wanting to share feelings, desire for
conflict resolution, and relationship satisfaction. It also examined the differences between the six
categories of listening responses in conflict resolution. Finally, this study investigated how these
listening responses would be perceived using communication styles such as passive, aggressive,
and assertive. To date, this is the first study to test listening responses empirically in interpersonal
relationships using Winer’s RTC framework (Dunbar et al., 2022; Winer, 2024) and the first to
operationalize the concept of assertive listening and to empirically test six listening-response
statements as passive, assertive, and aggressive.

The findings indicate that assertive listening statements, the Assertive Probability and
Assertive Certainty categories, in comparison with passive and aggressive listening, were more
effective at reducing anger, decreasing feelings of being ignored, increasing levels of openness to
share, increasing the likelihood of resolving conflict, and increasing satisfaction with the
relationship. These findings contribute to past research that has found that assertiveness can help
to reduce anger (Deffenbacher et al., 1994; Wardany et al., 2022) and can enable the expression of
personal needs (Erbay & Akcay, 2013).

Aside from further confirming prior findings that assertive communication has positive
relational effects, this study provides evidence that this applies also to listening response
statements, and it establishes what ‘word structures’ constitutes such language. More specifically,
the language of the assertive probability listening statement (i.e., ‘my thought is that you are angry
with me for the way I’ve treated you’) was the most effective across our findings. From the results
of this study, one can also conclude that the passive and aggressive listening statements, such as
the Avoider, Advice Giver, and Evaluator listening statements, were more likely to trigger feelings
of being ignored than other statements.

The Avoider, Advice Giver, and Evaluator listening statements were also more likely to
increase anger in comparison to other statements. These listening statements relate to past work
on avoidance, evaluating, and advice-giving, which are known to induce anger during conflicts
(Du et al., 2023; Hample & Hample, 2019). With these statements, individuals are not directly
addressing the conflict, which explains why other individuals’ anger is increased.

Similarly, results indicated that the Avoider, Advice Giver, and Evaluator listening
statements reduced sharing in conflict situations, which could affect resolution. When refusing to
share or avoiding conflict entirely, others may withdraw from the interaction (Tehrani & Yamini,
2020). In other words, it is important to balance sharing feelings and advice when reconciliation
is the goal.
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Overall, these findings consistently showed that assertive listening is the best approach for
resolving conflict. When examining the assertive listening categories, assertive probability was
more effective at conflict resolution than assertive certainty due to the language structure (i.e., my
thought is vs. I know). This finding is consistent to prior assertiveness research (Winer, 2024; Ishi
& Kanda, 2019; Rimland, 1982; Scherer, 1986). In contrast, the Avoider, Advice Giver, and
Evaluator listening statements were the least likely to resolve conflict. A reason for this is that
genuine communication becomes difficult to achieve when using these statements because others
are likely to react negatively.

Assertive probability listening was also more likely to improve the relationship during
conflict than the other five statements. Our finding contributes to past work that has found that
assertive communication improves relationship satisfaction in relationships (Moss et al., 2021;
Kuhn et al., 2018). In contrast, the findings indicated that the Passive Avoider, Aggressive Advice
Giver, and Aggressive Evaluator were likely to worsen the relationship. This may be due to the
fact that individuals who engage in avoidance patterns might also have attachment avoidance,
which often decreases relationship satisfaction (Flicker et al., 2021).

Our findings can also be applied using Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT),
which is theoretical framework that enhances interpersonal relationship outcomes during conflict
interactions (Giles, 1973; Gallois et al., 2005). From this theoretical perspective, listening

statements can be understood based on three strategies: convergence, divergence, and maintenance.

For example, [-You-Me statements (assertive listening) statements represent convergence, or an
alignment with one’s partner through assertive expression and empathic responses. On the other
hand, You or Why (the advice-giver and the evaluator) aggressive listening statements represent
divergence because these pronouns lead to blame and emotional distancing. The avoider and
rescuer (passive listening) reflect maintenance or the status quo through avoiding and restraining
emotionally during the interaction. The CAT perspective enables the understanding of the tone
and pronoun symmetry of interactions through accommodation techniques. Thus, the present
study’s findings are strengthened through the lens of CAT in analyzing how student populations
accommodate others using pronoun listening language to fulfill effective conflict and relational
outcomes.

Implications and Applications

Winer and colleagues' existing research on RCT dissects communication in conflict into
specific components, such as verbal communication (Winer et al., 2024) and nonverbal
communication (Winer et al., 2023), offering a structured approach to understanding each element.
By conducting an empirical study on listening responses in conflict, this research has important
theoretical implications; it further develops RCT and also modernizes the communication style
categories of Satir (1972, 1988), reinforcing their relevance in contemporary settings. When
integrated with the existing research on RCT, the findings of this study may help individuals
address communication issues in conflict by identifying and addressing each component of the
interaction.

Along with theoretical implications, this study has meaningful practical implications in
various settings, such as in personal relationships, classrooms, therapeutic offices, and businesses.
In communication classrooms, teachers focus on active listening and empathy when teaching
listening (Gable, 2007). Similarly, these skills are often emphasized in personal relationships,
therapeutic and business settings. Yet, the results of this study reveal that there may be benefits to
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teaching assertive listening skills to improve relationships and de-escalate conflicts. This discovery
could enhance our understanding and teaching of conflict resolution, offering a unique and
impactful perspective.

This study not only highlights the implications of teaching and learning assertive listening
skills but also offers practical applications. For instance, the results show the impact of various
word structures on relational outcomes. As such, scholars and practitioners could utilize these
phrases as a model for creating guides with user-friendly, easy-to-comprehend, and easy-to-use
phrases to reduce conflict. Additionally, since this study clearly details the verbal structure of each
listening-response skill (i.e., assertive probability and assertive certainty), individuals could design
role-plays and case studies to practice these skills in different environments. Then, as individuals
practice assertive listening, they might have improved confidence in practicing these skills in real-
life conflict scenarios (see Appendix).

Limitations

While this study offers value and significance to the field of conflict management and
resolution, it is important to address its limitations. First, listening statements were presented in
the exact same order for all participants. When using a within-subjects design, it is vital to
counterbalance stimuli to rid the possibility of order effects. It is plausible that by presenting the
same order of listening statements to our participants, they could ‘practice’ or become better at
answering these statements. Second, carryover effects are possible as participants’ answers to
statements one and two could influence how they answer statements five or six. As a result, the
researchers acknowledge that order effects can lead to potential confounding variables, ultimately
biasing results. However, while order effects can present problems in the generalizability of
research, the data did not show a pattern that would suggest order effects, since the different
listening statement types still elicited such varying results amongst our dependent measures.
Despite presenting the stimuli in a fixed order to all participants, our results support that the
observed outcomes on dependent measures (anger, feeling ignored, openness to sharing, resolving
conflict, relationship satisfaction) were driven by the inherent characteristics of the listening
statements rather than order effects. First, this conclusion is substantiated by empirical evidence
from the MANOVA table (see Table 3) showing significant differences across the statements.
Second, Brooks (2012) recommends visual inspection to detect for order effects, and Figures 1
through 5 of the present study consistently reveal equivalence across conditions with no systematic
trends or decline in participant responses. In Figure 2, for example, the Passive Avoider statement,
presented fifth to participants, elicited the highest ignored ratings, consistent with our theoretical
predictions. These patterns are also observed across all five figures, further confirming the absence
of order effects and supports the empirical strength of the findings (David & Johnson, 1956). Third,
since the students self-reported how they might feel in a conflict scenario, researchers could not
corroborate their responses. Fourth, the convenience sampling technique was chosen as researchers
had access to students at the institutions where they worked, which might limit the generalizability
of the findings. Fifth, in the survey, students were asked to imagine a conflict within a classroom
context. Although this is a common activity within classrooms, it is possible that student
participants had not previously experienced this type of conflict. Sixth, the hypothetical scenario
asked all participants to imagine the same scene to enable them to focus on the language rather
than imagined nonverbal cues; however, this can pose an unforeseen bias in some
participants. Seventh, this study did not include an active listening condition in the study because
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the focus was to conduct an exploratory study on assertive listening in relation to other listening
archetypes; however, adding this condition in future research can be beneficial in understanding
any statistical differences between active listening and assertive listening statements. Finally, it
should be noted that participants were US university students, and cross-cultural differences likely
exist concerning what constitutes passive, aggressive, or assertive communication, and the effects
of each (Singhal & Nagao, 2009).

Conclusion

This study addresses the gap between conflict research and practice by attempting to
identify clear and effective listening statements and specific verbal parameters that can be taught
to manage conflict in various contexts of interpersonal relationships. Individuals can benefit from
using the results to identify passive and aggressive listening statements as well as develop best
practices for using the assertive listening statements, such as by voicing assertive probability, to
decrease anger and increase feelings of being listened to and being open to sharing, commitment
to resolving conflict, and satisfaction in relationships. Moreover, it supports the notion that
adjusting verbal statements can go a long way in resolving conflict peacefully because making
clear messages may reduce defensive reactions, which may benefit individuals, couples,
practitioners, trainers, and professionals in reconciling interpersonal differences.
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Appendix
Ilustrating the statements and potential responses

You are listening to someone you care about who is sharing their anger with you. You have three
different response style choices. In this situation, you need to assess how each listening response
will affect the sender and their perception of your response. Which would you choose?

Passive Listening Responses

Passive Avoider: “You think you have a problem? What about my problem?”’
Passive Rescuer: “Don’t worry, everything will be okay.”

How might these responses affect the sender?

e This person will often become angrier.

They might feel ignored.

They might be resistant to sharing their feelings.
They will be unlikely to want to resolve the conflict.
They often see the relationship as less satisfying.
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How might the sender perceive this response?

e You might be seen as avoiding, ignoring conflict interactions, and dismissing issues. -
e You produce emotional tensions in the relationship, tending to intensify anger.

¢ You may be perceived as unwilling to collaborate and work together.

Aggressive Listening Responses
Aggressive Advice Giver: “You need to stop being so angry.”
Aggressive Evaluator: “You’re just over-sensitive.”

How might these responses affect the sender?

e This person will often become angrier.

They will likely feel ignored.

They will not want to share their feelings.

They will be unlikely to want to resolve conflict.
They will see the relationship as less satisfying.

How might the sender perceive this response?
e Provoking more anger and escalating the conflict.
e People might also view you as self-centered, arrogant, condescending, avoiding blame,
manipulating, indifferent, lacking empathy, and indifferent.
e Some might see you as unwilling to listen, having difficulty resolving conflict, lacking
in collaboration, and unable to work with others during conflict interactions.
Assertive Listening Responses

Assertive Certainty: “I know you are angry with me, and you want me to listen to you.”
Assertive Probability: “My thought is you’re feeling angry with me, and you want me to listen to

bh

you.

How might these responses affect the sender?
e You may move this person from passive or aggressive to assertive.
This person's anger will lower.
They more often feel listened to.
They may be willing to express vulnerability about how they feel.
They may be more likely to resolve conflict and see the relationship as satisfying.

How might the sender perceive this response?
. You are direct in expressing your thoughts and feelings about the problem.
. You are accountable and personally responsible, self-aware of problematic behavior
leading to conflict, and apologetic for wrongful treatment.
e  You acknowledge the sender and validate their feelings, enable the mutual expression
of feelings, show empathy, caring, kindness, and respect, and are non-confrontational
and relatable.

Resolving Conflict in Interpersonal Relationships using Passive, Aggressive,
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Conflict Issues in Start-up Co-founders: Typology and Measurement

Start-ups, often founded by teams of entrepreneurs (Lazar et al., 2020; Carland & Carland,
2012), are among the current top priorities for economic growth. Founding teams are crucial to
venture performance, investment decisions, and survival (Knight et al., 2020). To survive and
flourish in an extremely competitive context, these teams need to be highly innovative and
effective. Although team-based start-ups offer considerable advantages over solo ventures, they
often fail to realize their full potential due to conflicts that give rise to dysfunctional team dynamics
(Schoss et al., 2022). Indeed, 50% (United States Department of Labor, 2016) up to 95% (Gage,
2012) of new businesses fail in their first years, conflicts between co-founders being one of the top
reasons for this failure (DeMers, 2018; Lance, 2016).

However, conflicts are inevitable in high-performing teams (Amason, 1996; Wheelan,
1994), and they are not always destructive. Paradoxically, conflicts can boost innovation and
decision-making quality (de Wit et al., 2012), contributing in this way to venture entrepreneurial
success. This paradox of conflict is inherent for start-up co-founders whose core task is to come to
shared decisions on high-stakes issues (e.g., investments, operations, values) while operating in a
unique context of high demands and low resources (Ensley et al., 2002) that makes them fertile
ground for conflicts.

The current scales for evaluating workplace conflict categorize it into different types that
do not assess the actual substance of the conflict. However, negotiation literature recognizes
conflict issues as a fundamental dimension of any disagreement (Odell, 2013). A growing body of
research shows that the nature of the conflict issue, or what the conflict is actually about, is a key
predictor of negotiation processes and outcomes (Harinck et al., 2000; Harinck & Van Kleef, 2012).
For instance, negotiations involving scarce resources, such as money, are generally more feasible
but tend to elicit less integrative behavior, as one party’s gain is perceived as the other’s loss. In
contrast, negotiations centered on qualitative issues (e.g., norms or long-term rules) often promote
more flexible and exploratory behavior (Odell, 2013). However, when norms and values are at
stake, reaching agreement becomes particularly difficult, as these issues are not easily subject to
trade-offs (Steinel & Harinck, 2020). Unlike financial resources, values are often deeply tied to
individuals’ identities, and parties may resist collaboration if they believe that mutually beneficial
outcomes would require compromises that threaten their core moral beliefs (Wade-Benzoni et al.,
2002). Thus, to capture the complexity of conflict dynamics, it is essential to move beyond
traditional typologies of conflict and directly examine the content of conflict issues.

Building on this, in the context of new venture teams, conflictive issues specific to
entrepreneurial settings can be seen as potential stressors (Kozusznik & Euwema, 2020). Such
issues are likely to represent both opportunities and threats (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and may
trigger stress-related responses. Because these stressors are subjective, they can impact the well-
being of entrepreneurs in different ways. This requires a tool that measures specific conflict issues
while allowing for individual interpretation of that stressor, rather than relying on traditional
conflict types that assume uniform effects (e.g., “task” vs. “relationship” conflict). This approach
aligns with the growing interest in well-being in entrepreneurship research (Stephan et al., 2023)
and may help identify factors that protect against negative outcomes such as burnout.

The purpose of this study is to uncover a typology of conflict issues among start-up co-
founders and to develop a tool to measure those. Achieving these aims will allow us to advance
scholarship on the management of contradictions to understand the origins and consequences of
organizational conflict (Kolb & Bartunek, 1992), as well as to design interventions aimed at
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improving co-founders’ decision-making quality, team efficiency, and start-up entrepreneurial
success.

Performance and Survival of Start-ups

Start-ups are the engine of the US (Haltiwanger et al., 2013) and the European (Malchow-
Moller et al., 2011; see also Morris et al., 2016) job growth. Keeping with the Small Business Jobs
Act (Office of Entrepreneurial Development, 2019) and the Small Business Act (European
Commission, 2008) principles, governments worldwide aim at supporting entrepreneurs in
creating new businesses and ensuring more supportive environments for start-ups, so they can
thrive and grow. To achieve this high performance, start-up co-founders need to survive as a team,
operate in an extremely uncertain, challenging, and competitive context (Hmieleski & Cole, 2021;
Lazar et al., 2022), and be highly innovative by developing excellent performance and decision-
making (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005).

We understand start-ups as recently formed companies (up to five or so years) with a clear
growth ambition (Covin et al., 2006; Morris et al., 2016), unconstrained by geography. In this way,
we draw a distinction between potential high growth start-ups (Sohl, 1999) and a broader concept
of a new venture that are companies in their “early stages of development and growth” (Klotz et
al., 2014, p. 227), which includes more types of ventures (e.g., “survival” or “lifestyle” companies
(Morris et al., 2016).

The management of start-ups is generally a shared effort (Gartner et al., 1994), and start-
ups are likely to be founded by teams of entrepreneurs (Carland & Carland, 2012; Lazar et al,
2020). Start-up co-founders are persons who jointly launch a business (Forster & Jansen, 2010)
and who “actively participate in the development and implementation of its strategy (e.g., setting
the vision and mission, obtaining resources, hiring employees)” (Klotz et al., 2014, pp. 227-228).
The importance of start-up co-founders for venture success resonates with the upper echelon
perspective (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996) that has been adopted as the primary lens for studying
new venture team performance (Klotz et al., 2014) and that links top team dynamics with the whole
firm performance (Amason, 1996; Ensley et al., 2002). Indeed, it is known that, in the start-up
context, co-founders’ influences on their organization can last for years after the founders have
left or even passed on (Nelson, 2003). Indeed, conflicts between co-founders are one of the top
reasons for start-up failure (DeMers, 2018; Lance, 2016). One of the explanations for this collapse
is that poorly managed conflicts have deleterious effects on decision making (De Dreu & Beersma,
2005), which is key for effectiveness and innovation (Leaptrott, 2009), and survival of the start-
up (de Wit et al., 2012; Dijkstra et al., 2009).

Even though the number of studies focused on entrepreneurial teams increased (Cooney,
2005), co-founders as key actors for start-up functioning have received limited attention in
research (Forster & Jansen, 2010). Indeed, a review by Wennberg (2013) shows that still only 30
out of 134 studies on high-growth ventures published between 1985 and 2013 contained data on
their co-founders or top teams.

The Paradox of Organizational Conflict
Conlflict, the interactive social process arising from tensions between two or more people

due to actual or perceived differences in ideas or values (Wall & Callister, 1995), is inevitable and
essential in the development and functioning of high performing teams (Amason, 1996; Wheelan,
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1994), being a continuous challenge for organizations (Babalola et al., 2018). For start-up co-
founders, managing conflictive issues is core business, and it is not bad per se (Belén Garcia et al.,
2015; de Wit et al., 2012). Indeed, paradoxically, conflict might have positive outcomes (de Wit
et al., 2012): it can facilitate superior start-up performance (Ensley et al., 2002), ensure creativity
and high-quality decision making, yet, being at the same time, an impediment to it (Amason, 1996),
because it may weaken the ability of the group to work together (Schweiger et al., 1986) or even
lead to departure by offended team members (Ensley et al., 2002). Likewise, the pursuit of
consensus (lack of conflict) may reduce creativity (De Dreu & De Vries, 1997) and decision quality
(Amason, 1996). This paradoxical relationship resonates with the dialectic perspective that
conceives of such contradictory forces as the need for innovation as well as stability that are
simultaneously present in high-performing teams of co-founders and that are central to
organizational dynamics (Kellett, 1999). Dealing with the paradox of conflict to ensure optimal
decision making requires what is referred to as constructive controversy, understood as an open-
minded discussion of opposing views for mutual benefit (Tjosvold et al., 2015).

Conflictive Issues Among Start-up Co-founders

Conlflicts are especially relevant for start-up co-founders because the issues on their agenda
require challenging discussions. Specifically, they are confronted with nonroutine, ambiguous, and
complex types of tasks (Ensley et al., 2002) that require intense decision making (Jin et al., 2017)
and make some amount of disagreement inevitable (Ensley et al., 2002). These tasks include
reaching agreement on the business plan, investment strategies, product or service development
and promotion, seeking customers and potential partners, and putting into place organizational
processes and procedures (Amason et al., 2006; Edelman et al., 2016; Zahra et al., 2000).

Furthermore, decision-making among start-up co-founders occurs under stressful
conditions, exposure to which is known to be associated with an increase in conflict (O’Brien &
DeLongis, 1997) and predictive of conflict-inducing behavior, such as withdrawal, aggressive or
antisocial behavior (Bergen et al., 2004; Sprague et al., 2011; Verona & Kilmer, 2007). These
stressful conditions arise from the high job demands that start-up co-founders face and the limited
resources they possess (Ensley et al., 2002). On the one hand, the start-up environment is highly
uncertain (Chandler et al., 2005; Lazar et al., 2022), volatile, and ambiguous (Chen et al., 2017),
which is especially the case for high-tech innovative start-ups that embrace rapid technological
change (Keeble, 1990). To be successful, start-ups see themselves pressured to stand out from the
existing companies on the market, and this requires creativity and intensive learning, with minimal
losses in efficiency and motivation (Ensley et al., 2002). The uncertainty, novelty, and high stakes
in entrepreneurs' daily lives make maintaining harmonious interpersonal relationships particularly
challenging (Yu et al., 2022). On the other hand, in their early stages, start-ups have limited
resources (Hitt et al., 2011), including poor working conditions (Hasle & Limborg, 2006), a lack
of necessary capital, and liquidity constraints (Evans & Jovanovic, 1989). Start-up founders have
often limited, if any, business knowledge, entrepreneurial experience, and business relations
(Nielsen & Lassen, 2012).

Additionally, founding teams still need to establish shared norms for collaboration and
joint strategic decision-making, making conflict a common and critical aspect of interactions
within these teams (De Jong et al., 2013). Under such conditions, new firms often face crises,
which can trigger destructive behaviors in response to ego threats (Brownell & Embry, 2024).
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Misalignment among team members can even lead to the premature departure of co-founders
during the early formation phase of the venture (Lazar et al., 2020).

Finally, the composition of the co-founding team can also be a source of conflict. During
the early stages of start-up team formation, members bring complementary expertise, which, while
beneficial, can lead to discrepancies. Without common ground, these can lead to entrenchment that
can undermine communication and coordination, and potentially result in early turnover or costly
efforts to address the conflictive issues (Lazar et al., 2022). Co-founding teams are also typically
diverse in age, gender, ethnicity, education, and life experiences, all of which can exacerbate
conflicts (Leffel et al., 2012). Also, start-ups are often built on long-standing relationships (e.g.,
among close friends or family members) that are more exposed to conflict than non-family firms
(Ensley & Pearson, 2005), formed by less closely related business partners. In fact, the co-founder
relationship, characterized by a shared vision, has been compared to that of a married couple
(Overall, 2025). These close relationships are often put at stake when developing their business,
which can add heat to an already challenging situation.

Towards the Development of the Typology of Conflict Issues Among Start-up Co-Founders

Several studies explain the overall nature of organizational conflict. Scholars distinguish
task, relationship, and process conflict (Jehn et al., 2008) that can co-occur (de Wit et al., 2012).
Empirical findings suggest that different team members can experience more conflict than others
while exposed to the same conflict types (Sinha et al., 2016) and they show that the extent to which
the type of conflict can have detrimental effects on individual well-being and organizational
effectiveness can vary (de Wit et al., 2012).

Current scales for evaluating workplace conflict categorize it into types typically seen as
either constructive (task-oriented, cognitive) or destructive (emotional, interpersonal), in relation
to team outcomes. However, meta-analyses indicate that traditional measures of task conflict (the
so-called ‘constructive’ conflict) show zero correlations with team performance (de Wit et al.,
2012; O’Neill et al., 2013). Also, these scales do not assess the actual substance of the conflict.
This research explicitly refers to the particular conflict-eliciting issues encountered by start-up co-
founders that require daily management of tensions, which can be “catalyst(s] for creativity and
understanding as well as for animosity and resentment” (Ensley et al., 2002, p. 366).

In this study, we build on Deutsch’s (1973) theoretical framework of conflict, which
emphasizes that the nature of the issue is a core determinant of whether conflict escalates or is
resolved constructively. Deutsch (1973) identifies several types of conflictive issues- including
control over resources (e.g., money), beliefs, and values- as fundamental to understanding conflict
dynamics. These dimensions align with the Money, Norms, and Vision dimensions of the COCO
scale, supporting that traditional conflict typologies (e.g., task vs. relationship conflict) may
overlook critical nuances in start-up co-founder conflict.

We also draw from the contingency theory of conflict management perspective (Rahim,
2002), which explains that effective conflict resolution depends on aligning strategies with the
specific characteristics of the conflict situation, including the issue at stake. Thus, understanding
what co-founders disagree about is critical, as different conflict issues may differentially predict
team functioning, decision quality, and venture success. The COCO scale addresses this gap by
offering a validated, context-specific tool to assess conflict issues in early-stage start-ups.

Negotiation research helps further explain why conflict issues matter, viewing them as a
fundamental dimension of disagreement (Odell, 2013). Research has shown that the nature of the
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conflict issue significantly predicts negotiation processes and outcomes (Harinck et al., 2000;
Harinck & Van Kleef, 2012). For example, negotiations over scarce resources often promote
distributive behavior, while qualitative issues, such as norms or rules, encourage more exploratory,
integrative behavior (Odell, 2013). However, when norms and values are at stake, reaching
agreement becomes particularly difficult, as these issues are not easily subject to trade-offs (Steinel
& Harinck, 2020). Therefore, a focus on the content of conflict is critical for understanding and
managing the complexities of interpersonal conflict in start-ups.

We situate these ideas within the entrepreneurial context through the lens of the upper
echelons perspective (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996), which explains how top team disagreements
shape venture performance (Amason, 1996; Ensley et al., 2002; Klotz et al., 2014). By capturing
the core issues of co-founder conflict, the COCO scale offers a deeper lens on early-stage team
functioning and start-up outcomes. We address the call to carry out more research that focuses on
the intricate nature of conflict (Olson & Golish, 2002) that would uncover specific conflict issues
among start-up co-founders. Although conflicts among start-up co-founders appear to be an
important subject for study (Chen et al., 2017; Ensley et al., 2002), conflict issues among start-up
co-founders have remained largely unexplored.

Entrepreneurial teams significantly differ from ordinary work teams in organizations due
to a lack of established norms, the presence of equity sharing, and a high degree of managerial
decision-making latitude (Li et al., 2025), which can all constitute unique conflict issues within
these teams. First, unlike traditional work teams that function under established norms, routines,
and structures, early-stage entrepreneurial teams are characterized by weak social situations in
which norms regarding appropriate behavior have yet to be established (Klotz et al., 2014; Li et
al., 2025). In this context, disagreements over norms, such as expectations around appropriate
behavior and role responsibilities, appear to be one of the core conflictive issues in entrepreneurial
teams. These disagreements are closely linked to the concept of role ambiguity, which refers to a
lack of clarity regarding duties, authority, time allocation, and interpersonal relationships, as well
as the absence of clear guidelines or predictable consequences for behavior (Rizzo et al., 1970).
Co-founding teams are particularly vulnerable to role ambiguity, which is associated with
increased tension, hostility (Kahn et al., 1964), and interpersonal conflict (Tidd et al., 2004), which
highlights the importance of understanding conflict in entrepreneurial teams (Chen et al., 2017).

Second, equity sharing among entrepreneurial team members increases their sensitivity to
conflicting viewpoints on the venture’s strategic direction (Chen et al., 2017), making them
particularly vulnerable to money-related conflict issues. The extensive literature on negotiation
emphasizes the role of conflicts of interest in shaping such disagreements. Specifically, equity-
sharing negotiations within entrepreneurial teams can evoke fixed-pie perceptions, where team
members assume that any gain in ownership or decision rights for one individual necessarily
entails a loss for another (Thompson, 1990). This reflects a systematic judgment bias, especially
in negotiations over tangible resources such as money, where integrative outcomes and mutual
gains are often possible (Thompson and Hastie, 1990; Bazerman and Neale, 1983). These
misperceptions can fuel or escalate financial disagreements.

Finally, entrepreneurial teams operate with a high degree of managerial discretion and
decision-making latitude, meaning that their vision shapes the venture’s long-term success (Klotz
et al., 2014), but also may expose them to diverging opinions, making disagreements about the
venture’s vision likely to emerge. This context can also promote behaviors like asserting
dominance, devaluing others’ contributions, or forming coalitions that undermine teamwork
(Bendersky and Hays, 2012). Along these lines, Wakefield and Sebora (2004) identified four
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conflictive issues as particularly salient in new family businesses: conflicts over money and
compensation, managerial roles, ownership and control, and strategic vision. While these
dimensions offer a useful starting point for understanding conflictive issues in entrepreneurial
settings, the authors did not provide a rationale for how the four conflict dimensions were
conceptually derived, nor did they describe the development process or psychometric validation
of the items used to measure them.

In this study, we seek to advance scholarship on the management of disagreements by
broadening the typology of conflicts to include conflict issues among start-up co-founders that
would allow us to gain more detailed insight into the topics over which start-up co-founders have
disagreements. Specifically, the aim of this work is twofold: 1) to expand the existing typology of
conflicts to include a classification of conflict issues especially present among start-up co-founders;
and 2) to develop and validate a tool that allows measuring conflict issues among start-up co-
founders that is tailored to the specificity of start-ups.

Uncovering the conflictive issues among start-up co-founders and classifying these allows
us to enhance our understanding of the catalysts for the paradoxical (positive and negative)
outcomes of conflict for start-up top team performance. By focusing specifically on the topics of
conflict among start-up co-founders, we can advance our understanding of the interactions in start-
up teams and begin to build a new, issue-centered conceptual framework of conflict in start-ups
that may help explain both start-up failure and entrepreneurial success. Also, uncovering a
typology of conflict issues among start-up co-founders and validating a new instrument to assess
these will allow us to design interventions intended at creating awareness of conflict issues and at
addressing the most relevant heated themes in start-up top teams since the early stages of
development of the venture. All this can help to prevent a destructive accumulation of tensions
among co-founders and to ensure space for constructive controversy that may enable innovation,
team efficiency (see Tjosvold, 2008 for a review), and boost start-up top team strategic advantage
(Chen et al., 2005).

Study 1. Types of Conflictive Issues in Start-ups

The two main objectives of Study 1 were (a) to determine the types of conflictive issues
among start-up co-founders and (b) to classify them in meaningful categories. To address these
aims, we used a mix of qualitative and quantitative approaches: first, we carried out semi-
structured interviews to obtain qualitative data about conflictive issues among start-up co-founders.
This qualitative information served to elaborate categories of conflict issues in start-up top teams
by means of multidimensional scaling and cluster analysis.

Method
Participants and Procedure

In order to determine units of analysis, we carried out interviews with 21 start-up founders
and entrepreneurship experts who were independent of one another, reaching in this way the
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recommended sample size (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants were contacted directly or
through a university incubator of entrepreneurship between January and February 2018. 73% of
the start-up founders were men. 80% were married or in a marriage-like relationship, and 20%
were single. The start-ups were founded between 2012 and 2017 and thus ranged between 1 and 6
years (M = 2.93, SD = 1.54) and had between 2 and 5 co-founders (M = 3.0, SD = .88). The
participation was voluntary, and the participants were assured of the confidentiality of their data.

Because we were interested in collecting detailed information about conflictive issues
among start-up co-founders, we adopted a participant-driven method of inquiry. This decision was
grounded in established practices for inductive item generation, particularly when constructs are
underexplored, conceptual dimensions are not yet well-defined, and content is best derived from
the lived experiences of the target population (Hinkin, 1998). As Clark and Watson (1995)
emphasize, drawing item pools from participant experiences is essential for content validity. Our
approach closely aligns with the methodology of Behfar et al. (2008), who also used a participant-
driven method of inquiry to understand how participants themselves (rather than the researchers)
think about team conflict dynamics (Behfar et al., 2008). To this end, we carried out semi-
structured interviews during which we included two open-ended questions, asking start-up co-
founders to describe “the topics of disagreements (if any) they had with their start-up co-founder(s)
since their start-up was created” and “give examples of the milestones or events in the development
in the start-up that provoked most tensions or disagreements with their start-up co-founder(s)” to
elicit both broad and context-specific accounts of conflict (Clark & Watson, 1995; Hinkin, 1998).
We used the term “disagreements” in our interview questions rather than “conflict” to encourage
more open and accurate participant responses. In line with prior work in social and organizational
psychology, we follow a definition of conflict that centers on interpersonal disagreement (e.g.,
Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Jehn, 1995; Simons & Peterson, 2000).
Research suggests that individuals may perceive the term “conflict” as emotionally charged or
stigmatized, which can lead them to downplay or avoid acknowledging its presence (Kerwin et al.,
2011). In contrast, “disagreement”, while lying at the core of interpersonal conflict, is generally
less emotionally loaded (Barki & Hartwick, 2004). We asked about critical milestones because
tensions between co-founders often arise during key transitional events in the start-up lifecycle,
such as external financing rounds, product launches or modifications, recruitment, strategic shifts,
and organizational growth (Hellmann et al., 2019; Kaulio, 2003; Leffel et al., 2012; Sarfati et al.,
2020). All interviews were carried out face-to-face by a psychologist, except for one, which, due
to geographical constraints, was carried out over the phone.

Analyses: Classifying Conflictive Issues Among Start-up Co-Founders by Using Participant
Concept Mapping

The concept mapping method is a participatory content analysis (Jackson & Trochim, 2002)
that combines traditional content analysis and semantic mapping analysis (Behfar et al., 2008),
allowing, in this way, to analyze the responses on the types of conflict issues among start-up co-
founders. The aim of concept mapping is to produce clusters of similar thematic categories, and it
is carried out in five-steps: (a) determining units of analysis, (b) participant sorting of units, (c)
multidimensional scaling analysis, (d) cluster analysis, and (e) cluster labelling (Behfar et al.,
2008).

Determining Units of Analysis. In this step, units of analysis were created from the
statements generated by the respondents in response to the two open-ended questions in the semi-

Conflict Issues in Start-up Co-founders: Typology and Measurement




Kozusznik & Euwema

structured interviews. All the responses about the conflictive issues were decomposed into single
statements by the research team. Repetitions from the same person were eliminated. This process
yielded 136 statements on sources of conflicts among start-up co-founders.

Participant Sorting of Units of Analysis. To avoid introducing researcher bias to the
remaining steps of the concept mapping analysis, post-graduate students attending “Organizational
Change” course (91% master, 9% doctoral) were used as decision makers. Because students in this
course had expertise with the topic of organizational conflict, we considered this group an adequate
one to sort the units of analysis. We gave 22 students (77% women) a set of cards with printed
statements (i.e., units of analysis) on them and instructed them to organize cards containing similar
ideas together into piles. We asked them to create as many piles as they considered adequate, to
give each of their piles a name, and not to create a “Miscellaneous/others” pile. The students
worked in dyads, none of which had formally appointed leaders. Thus, both members of each dyad
were jointly responsible for making decisions in the group.

Multidimensional Scaling Analysis. We used the information from the sorting to carry
out a multidimensional scaling analysis in order to create a map of conceptual similarity between
the units of analysis. First, we created a 136 x 136 binary square matrix (rows and columns
represent statements on sources of conflicts among start-up co-founders) for each individual sorter.
Cells indicated whether or not a pair of statements was classified by a particular coder as belonging
to the same category (1 = yes vs. 0 =no). Second, we aggregated the 11 individual matrices and,
based on the multidimensional scaling of the aggregated matrices, we used SPSS v.22 software
(IBM Corp., 2017) to create coordinate estimates that served to elaborate a two-dimensional map
of distances between the statements. We chose a two-dimensional space as it provides the most
relevant input for a cluster analysis (Kruskal & Wish, 1978).

Cluster Analysis. We carried out a two-step cluster analysis developed by Chiu and
colleagues (2001) on the multidimensional scaling coordinates to find the cluster solution (i.e., the
classification of conflict issues among start-up co-founders) that best represented the structure of
the data. In order to do that, we used the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) and the cluster
solution silhouette.

Cluster Labelling. After arriving at a final cluster solution, we reassessed the statements
in each category. We took into account the names for each pile given by the original sorters to
choose labels that best reflected the quintessence of each category. We based all the cluster labels
on the original labels given by the sorters or on the statements formulated by the participants.

Results
Initial List of Conflict Statements

The interviews yielded 136 statements on sources of conflicts among start-up co-founders.
Example statements were: “Setting the division of the shares”; “Another co-founder being tied
stronger with his/her another activity than with the start-up”; “Not feeling valued by the other
founders”; and “Objectives of adventure are not shared by all co-founders (e.g., a fast exit

orientation vs. a long-term orientation).”

Concept Map of Conflicts Among Start-up Co-founders
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In the next step, we carried out multidimensional scaling analysis using the aggregated
proximity matrices composed of all 11 of the individual matrices produced by the classifications
of statements by the raters. In this way, we created a two-dimensional map of distances between
the statements on conflicts among start-up co-founders.

The auto-clustering algorithm of the two-step cluster analysis with Euclidean distances
applied to the statements’ coordinates indicated that the statements could be best classified in four
clusters as per the smallest BIC (129.84) and the biggest ratio of distance measures (2.07). The
average silhouette measure of cohesion and separation was .60. The four clusters of conflict issues
statements that emerged were: (a) money, (b) norms, (¢) teamwork, and (d) vision. The final map
from the concept mapping analysis of the types of conflict issues in start-ups is presented in Figure
1. In the final concept map, each of the 136 statements produced by the participants is represented
as a point in space. Each of these points is then included in a cluster. The location of each of the
clusters on the map is not relevant; what is meaningful is the relative distance and position between
the clusters. The clusters that are closer to each other contain statements that have been classified
together in the same piles more often by the sorters. Those clusters that are farther away from each
other include statements that were considered less similar to each other than those statements that
are closer. Although the form and the magnitude of each cluster may reflect a wide-ranging or
narrow concept, it does not allow for drawing meaningful conclusions, for example, the size of the
cluster does not reflect the number of statements contained in it (Behfar et al., 2008).

Cluster Content

Representative statements from each cluster are displayed in Table 1. Each cluster includes
conceptually similar statements (e.g., the money cluster embraces statements about money-related
discussions among start-up co-founders). However, in each category, the ideas range to include
several aspects of the main concept. For example, in the money category, the ideas ranged from
dealing with economic problems, setting up agreements on money-related start-up strategy, to
equity issues and dividing shares. The norms cluster included issues of role division,
communication procedures, and individual effort. The teamwork category covered ideas from
negative attitudes of the top team members, individual differences in temperament, and not feeling
valued or respected by others. Finally, the vision category embraced ideas from sharing the same
vision, mission, and values.

Figure 1. Final Cluster Solution with Conflict Issues Among Start-up Co-Founders Statement
Points
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Table 1. Representative Statements from Each Cluster of Conflict Issues Among Start-up Co-

founders

Cluster Representative statements

name

Money Deciding the division of shares.
The fact that one of the co-founders wants to earn more money than the
others.
Decision on selling the company or on staying for less but in shares.
Lack of agreement with respect to the amount of initial investment.
Feelings of lack of fairness when comparing received money to the work
carried out.

Norms Lack of clearly defined roles among the founders.

Perception that one has more work than initially agreed.

Limited availability of some of the team members in comparison to all-day
availability of the others.

Other start-up founders that do not want to commit their lifestyles to the
start-up.

Lack of agreement on whether co-founders’ progress should be informed to
other co-founders.
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Teamwork  Feeling more used than others.
Disrespectful behavior of another co-founder.
Not feeling valued by the other founders.
Inability to admit one’s fault by another co-founder.

Vision Different visions of development of their start-up.
Unrealistic, utopic start-up vision of some co-founders.
Lack of a common belief in the project.
Not sharing the same hands-on work ethic.

Study 2. Development of the Conflicts among Co-founders (COCO) scale

The main objectives of Study 2 were (a) to develop and select the appropriate conflictive
issues among start-up co-founders that could be included in the COCO scale, and (b) to find the
most appropriate factor structure to ensure satisfactory reliability for the COCO scale dimensions.
First, we explored the relationships among the 36 items in the item pool. Second, we performed
exploratory factor analysis. The items were required to have adequate loadings with their
respective dimensions proposed in Study 1. Finally, we employed item-subscale correlations. The
cut-off value of Cronbach’s a for each dimension was .70 (Nunnally, 1978).

To create the COCO scale, as a starting point, our research team formulated 36 items that
best represented the essence of each of the four dimensions: money, norms, teamwork, and vision.
We used as input and/or inspiration some statements generated in Study 1. We strived to formulate
items that were specific to the context of start-ups, while tapping as much as possible the breadth
of each category. As a result, we arrived at an initial list of 8 items for money, 9 items for norms,
11 items for teamwork, and 8 items for vision. The instruction to the participants was to indicate
the extent to which they experience or witness the following disagreements in their start-up top
team. The response scale ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (4 lot), where higher scores indicate
greater levels of conflicts among start-up co-founders.

Method
Participants and Procedure

The participants in this study were start-up top-team members from the Flemish region.
We approached only current start-ups that were founded a maximum of 5 years ago. Given that the
focus of this study is on conflicts among start-up co-founders, we included start-ups only with at
least two co-founders or with a clear top team. Participants were informed that taking part in the
study was voluntary, that their data will be pseudonymized and confidential, and that the study
sticks to the ethics guidelines as it has received approval from the University Ethics Committee.

In total, 116 participants filled out the questionnaires. Descriptive statistics of the sample
included in this study can be found in Table 2. The majority were men (70%), with a university
degree (master’s degree or other post-graduate training) (55%), and the mean age was 29.18 years
(SD = 5.99). According to the power analysis for a correlational study using G*Power software,
our study has sufficient statistical power (>.87) to demonstrate a small effect size (7=.25).
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Table 2. Sample Characteristics (Study 2).

Characteristics M (SD) / n (%)
age 29.18 (5.99)
sex
Female 35(30.2)
Male 81 (69.8)
Marital status
Single 27 (23.3)
Separated / Divorced 1(0.9)
Married / Living with partner 88 (75.9)
The highest education reached
Compulsory education (primary or secondary) 5(4.3)
Occupational training 6(5.2)
University degree (Graduated) 34 (29.3)
University degree (master’s degree or other
post-graduate training) 64 (55.2)
Doctoral degree (PhD., MD, etc.) 4(3.4)
Other 3(2.6)
Socio-Economic Status 6.75 (1.08)
Note. n=116.
Results

Item-Item Correlations

First, we subjected all 36 items from the initial item pool of the COCO scale to a classic
item analysis, and we calculated separate interitem correlations for the COCO scale. Because no
items were “positively correlated with some and negatively correlated with others in a homogenous
set [...]” (DeVellis, 2003, p. 106), we retained all the items.

Exploratory Factor Analysis

Second, the intercorrelation matrices among the items were subjected to principal axis
factoring analysis using R (version 4.4.2, R Core Team, 2025), in conjunction with RStudio
(Version 2024.12.1, RStudio Team, 2024) to reveal the structure of an underlying set of variables
and the least number of factors to explain the common variance (Allen & Bennet, 2010). A parallel
analysis was performed to determine the appropriate number of factors to retain (Horn, 1965). The
results indicated that three factors should be retained. Based on the assumption that conflicts in
start-ups are unlikely to emerge in isolation (e.g., a conflict on vision might be related to
disagreements about money allocation), as well as on literature suggesting that multiple types of
conflict can appear simultaneously (Korsgaard et al., 2008; Rispens, 2012; Speakman & Ryals,
2010), an oblique (oblimin) rotation, which assumes that factors are not entirely independent, was
applied to account for the relationships among factors (Fabrigar et al., 1999). This decision was
further justified by inspecting the inter-factor correlation matrix that indicated moderate
correlations between factors (Factor 1- Factor 2: » = .53; Factor 1 — Factor 3: » = .27; Factor 2 —
Factor 3: »=.16). Factorial structures for the COCO scale were determined by retaining items with
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significant loadings of > .35 on their corresponding factors (Overall & Klett, 1972). Based on the
results of the factor analysis, we identified three categories of conflict issues among start-up co-
founders, containing a total of 36 items.

The proposed three-factor solution explained 47.6% of the variance. Factor 1 (Norms, 20
items) accounted for 24.9% of the variance, Factor 2 (Vision, 7 items) accounted for 14.7% of the
variance, and Factor 3 (Money, 8 items) accounted for 8.0% of the variance. The average factor
loadings for the items in the Norms, Vision, and Money factors were robust (.62, .72, and .48,
respectively). There were nine items with slight to moderate cross-loadings (>.30) and one item
that did not reach a significant factor loading (>.35, according to Overall & Klett, 1972).

Our goal was to create a compact tool with few items per scale to assess conflict issues
among start-up co-founders, without compromising the quality of each subscale. Therefore, based
on the EFA, we selected the items that had the highest loadings to their corresponding factors, the
least cross-loadings to other factors, and that conceptually tapped best the essence of each factor.
In this way, we arrived at the final solution of nine items loading on 3 factors. Table 3 shows
Exploratory Factor Analysis with item loading for every factor of the initial item pool of the COCO
Scale.

Table 3. Exploratory Factor Analysis: Item loading for every factor of the initial item pool of the
COCO Scale (36 items, Study 2).
Items and name for each factor Factor Loadings
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Factor 1. Norms-related conflicts

1...regarding who takes the final decisions. 705 -.127 159
2 ...regarding delimitation of roles and contributions of the co- .600 .042 .260
founders.

3 ...regarding co-founders’ task interference. 736 -.092 .166
4 ...regarding perceived relative effort of each of the co-founders. .602 -.047 316
5 ...when the quantity of work to do differs from that initially .637 027 189
agreed.

6 ...regarding communication of work progress among the top 757 -.149 227
team.

7 ...regarding procedures on how to inform about each other’s 809 -.144 215
progress.

8 ...when there is failure to fulfill responsibilities. 796 -.102 218
9 ...regarding differences in commitment to the start-up of top team 494 A15 403
members.

10. Lack of honesty. 524 .106 -.058
11. Differences in characters/temperaments in the top team. .674 .064 -.162
12. Feeling more used than others. 471 249 011
13. Understatements. .639 .140 -177
14. Disrespectful behavior of another co-founder. .580 225 -.283
15. Not feeling valued enough in the top team. 615 .280 -177
16. Lack of trust in the top team. 749 156 -.261
17. Not keeping the word. .692 185 -.269
18. Not respecting each other’s competencies and skills. 545 368 -.205
19. Negative attitude of another co-founder. S16 326 -.145
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20. Resistance and rigidity of the other top team member when 733 150 -115
taking decisions.

Factor 2. Vision-related conflicts

1. Failure to share the vision for the start-up by all co-founders -.071 748 .065
(e.g., regarding the product, clients).

2. Unrealistic start-up vision of some co-founders. -.010 785 -.042
3. The start-up failing to match the ambitions of all co-founders. .080 .695 .023
4. Lack of a common understanding of the product among the co- -.134 724 176
founders.

5. Lack of a common belief in the project in the top team. -.024 719 .053
6. Failure to share the same sense of mission by all co-founders. 12 747 104
7. Failure to share the same values in the top team. 240 .641 .080
8. Failure to share the same hands on work ethics in the top team. 400 .390 027

Factor 3. Money-related conflicts

1....regarding the division of the shares in the company. 114 268 429
2 ...regarding funding (e.g. initial investment, raising funds). 075 368 498
3 ...when comparing received money to the work carried out. 188 373 304
4 ...regarding different attitudes of the cofounders towards making 183 279 369
money (e.g., short- vs. long-term orientation).

5 ...when cofounders want more equity. 119 277 .628
6 ...when having to share real money. 137 223 .680
7 ...when the start-up has financial problems. 309 357 375
8 ...when there is a breach in the initial agreement if it comes to .039 385 475

financial investment.
Note. N = 116. Factor loadings of items included in the final 9-item version of the COCO scale under
each specific factor are marked in bold.

Item Subscale Correlations

Finally, Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficients were computed between each
item and the total corrected score of its corresponding COCO subscale. Mean item-subscale
correlation was .74. Since all the items correlated with the total score of their respective subscales
at a significance level of at least .05, we retained all 9 items. The a coefficients for the final COCO
scale in this sample ranged from .82 to .91 (M = .86).

Study 3. Scale Refinement and Evaluation

The COCO scale developed in Study 2 included three dimensions corresponding to
different types of conflict sources among start-up co-founders: Money, Norms, and Vision. To
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seek additional information on the dimensionality of the COCO scale, we used a new sample to
further analyze the selected items and the internal consistency reliability of the subscales. We
inspected subscale correlations, and we carried out a confirmatory factor analysis to compare the
unidimensional and the three-factor solution for the COCO scale. We also examined possible
correlations of the COCO scores with other constructs, and we assessed discriminant validity of
the COCO scale dimensions against the traditional conflict dimensions (i.e., task, relationship, and
process), as well as analyzed Differential Item Functioning and measurement invariance across
sex groups.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Descriptive statistics of the sample included in this study can be found in Table 4. We chose
a sample of Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) employees as a relevant population for our research
objectives. In order to reach a sample of entrepreneurs, we have established a qualification
requirement “Borrower — Business Loan equal to true” to focus on respondents who have a higher
probability of running their own business ventures. Also, in the survey, we used four filter
questions: “Do you consider yourself an entrepreneur?”, “Do you work in a team?”, “Do you
consider your company to be a start-up?”, and “Do you consider that your company was a start-up
at some point in the past?”. Inclusion criteria were an affirmative response to the first two questions
and an affirmative response to either question 3 or 4. A negative response to any of the first two
questions disqualified the person from proceeding with the survey.

Table 4. Sample Characteristics (Study 3).

Characteristics M (SD) / n (%)
Age 34.08 (8.01)
Sex

Male 83 (69.7%)

Female 36 (30.3%)
Marital status

1. Single 35 (29.4%)

2. Married/Living with partner

75 (63.0%)

4. Separated/Divorced 9 (7.6%)
Highest education level reached

1. Compulsory education (primary or secondary) 4 (3.4%)

2. Occupational training 7 (5.9%)

3. University degree (Graduated) 55 (46.2%)

4. University degree (MA, MSc) 47 (39.5%)

5. PhD 4 (3.4%)

6. Other 2 (1.7%)
Occupational category

1. Manager 67 (56.3%)

2. Highly qualified professional 26 (21.8%)

3. Technician 11 (9.2%)

4. Administrative work 9 (7.6%)
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5. Auxiliary work 1 (0.8%)

6. Other 5(4.2%)
Type of workday

1. Full-time 114 (95.8%)

2. Part-time 4 (3.4%)

3. Not applicable 1 (0.8%)
Socio-Economic Status 6.12 (1.55)
Number of subordinates 12.50 (29.45)

Note. N =119.

MTurk has been widely used in social science research (see Cheung et al., 2017 for a
review). Although data provided by MTurk participants has been found to have satisfactory
psychometric properties comparable to characteristics of published studies (Buhrmester et al.,
2011), we have used both reactive and proactive approaches (Meade & Craig, 2012) to identify
respondents who are likely to have engaged in insufficient effort responding (IER). First, it is
“unlikely for participants to respond to survey items faster than the rate of 2s per item” (Huang et
al., 2012, p. 106). Therefore, using this tentative cutoff score, we eliminated from our sample 6
participants who responded in less than 5 minutes. Second, we eliminated 5 more participants who
had very low Intra-individual Response Variability (<.8) (Dunn et al., 2018), suggesting possible
response patterns. Finally, we employed a form of a catch question, in case of which, in an open-
ended question, we asked the participants, “Please, describe in 2-3 sentences the company with
which you currently work”. We eliminated an additional 10 participants whose responses were not
relevant to this question.

In total, 159 MTurk employees filled out our questionnaires. After excluding the
participants who did not fulfil the inclusion criteria and who were suspected of IER, we obtained
a final sample of 119 entrepreneurs who all reported working in a company that is or has been a
start-up at some point. According to the power analysis for correlational study using G*Power
software, our study has sufficient statistical power (>.87) to demonstrate a small effect size (r=.25).
Monte Carlo simulation analyses (1,000 replications) indicated high power for factor recovery and
model fit, supporting the adequacy of the sample size for confirmatory factor analysis (cf. Brown,
2015; Wolfet al., 2013).

Measures

COCO scale. The 9 items used corresponded to the three hypothetical types of conflict
issues among start-up co-founders from the final version of the COCO scale, described in Study
2. The response scale ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (4 lot).

Interpersonal conflict. Interpersonal conflict was measured using a tool developed by
Jehn and colleagues (2008). This scale has three subscales that refer to task, relationship, and
process conflicts. Task conflicts are “disagreements among group members, concerning ideas and
opinions about the task being performed” (Jehn et al., 2008, p. 467), and they were measured using
6 items (oo = .89). Relationship conflicts are “disagreements and incompatibilities among group
members regarding personal issues that are not task-related” (p. 467). Relationship conflicts were
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measured using 4 items (o = .89). Process conflicts involve disagreements over logistical and
delegation matters, including how tasks should be accomplished within the team, and who is
responsible for specific duties (Jehn et al., 2008). Process conflicts were measured using 5 items
(o =.91). The response scales were from 1 (No, I totally disagree) to 7 (Yes, I totally agree).

Team effectiveness. Team effectiveness was measured using a scale developed by Pearce
and Sims (2002). This scale has 7 subscales: output effectiveness (5 items, o = .86), quality
effectiveness (3 items, a = .80), change effectiveness (3 items, oo = .80), organizing and planning
effectiveness (4 items, oo = .79), interpersonal effectiveness (4 items, o = .84), value effectiveness
(3 items, a = .80), overall effectiveness (4 items, a = .79). The response scale was 1 (Definitely
not true) to 5 (Definitely true).

Commitment. Commitment was measured using a 24-item scale by Allen and Meyer
(1990). This scale has three subscales: Affective commitment (8 items, a = .77), continuance
commitment (8 items, o = .42), normative commitment (8 items, o = .73). The response scale was
1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Given the low a for continuance commitment, this
dimension was excluded from further analyses.

Mutual satisfaction in teams. Mutual satisfaction in teams was measured by a 6-item
scale created by Smith and Barclay (1997), adapted to fit teams (instead of dyads). The response
scale was 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The initial internal consistency of the scale
was acceptable (a =.79). However, item analysis indicated that removing Item 1 would improve
reliability (a = .89). Consequently, Item 1 was excluded from further analyses.

Cohesion. Cohesion was measured using a 4-item scale used by Besieux (2014) with
Cohesion was measured using a 4-item scale used by Besieux (2014). The response scale was 1
(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The initial internal consistency of the scale was relatively
low (o =.59). However, item analysis revealed that removing Item 4 would substantially improve
reliability (o = .88). As a result, Item 4 was excluded from subsequent analyses.

Power struggles. Power struggles were measured using a 3-item scale by Greer and van
Kleef (2010) (o = .93) with a response scale from 1 (No, I totally disagree) to 7 (Yes, I totally
agree).

Results
Item Analysis, Item-Scale Correlation, and Internal Consistency Reliability

Means and standard deviations for each subscale of the COCO scale are shown in Table 5.
Correlations among the 3 items in the Money scale ranged from .72. to .73 (M = .72), among the
3 items in the Norms scale correlations ranged from .43 to .70 (M = .56), and among the 3 items
in the Vision scale correlations ranged from .59 to .74 (M = .64).

Table 5. Means, Standard Deviations, Item-subscale Correlations, Standardized Factor loadings,
and Standard Errors of the COCO scale (Study 3)
Names of Factors and Items M SD RCS Est. SE
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F1. Norms (a = .80)
6. ...regarding communication of work progress among the top

team. 403 190 075 0.88 -

7. ...regarding procedures on how to inform about each other’s

progress 398 193 0.65 0.82 0.08
8. ...when there is failure to fulfil responsibilities. 418 1.78 0.53 0.57 0.10

F2. Money (o =.89)

1. ...regarding the division of the shares in the company 3.67 193 0.78 0.86 -

5. ...when cofounders want more equity 397 1.83 0.78 0.85 0.06
6. ...when having to share real money 392 195 0.77 0.85 0.07

F3. Vision (o = .84)

1. Failure to share the vision for the start-up by all co-founders

(e.g., regarding the product, clients). 3.09 1.68 0.74 086 -

2. Unrealistic start-up vision of some co-founders 3.17 172 0.75 0.85 0.09

6. Failure to share the same sense of mission by all co-founders 3.04 1.78 0.64 0.70 0.12
Note. N = 119. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; RCS = Item-subscale Correlations, Est. =
Standardized Factor Loading (Estimate), SE = Standard Error of the loading. SEs are only reported
for items with estimated parameters; reference indicators (set to 1.00) do not have SEs reported.

Furthermore, all item-scale correlations were significant at the p <.001 level. The highest
item-scale correlation was .78 for the dimension of Money and Item 1 (*“...regarding the division
of the shares in the company”), the lowest was .53 for the dimension of Norms and Item 8
(““...when there is failure to fulfil responsibilities™). Six items showed an item-scale correlation
greater than .70 and three items a correlation greater than .50, which indicates their satisfactory
contribution to scale reliability. Cronbach's a coefficients for four COCO subscales are shown in
Table 5. Cronbach’s a coefficient for the composite COCO score was .89, showing a high degree
of internal consistency reliability. In conclusion, the analyses suggest that the COCO items
constitute a cohesive scale to measure each of the three types of conflict issues among start-up co-
founders.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

In order to assess whether we can find support for the proposed factor solution in the
empirical data, we carried out CFA (Konarski, 2009) using R (version 4.4.2, R Core Team, 2025),
in conjunction with RStudio (Version 2024.12.1, RStudio Team, 2024). We tested and compared
the fit of two alternative models: 1) a single-factor model and 2) a three-factor model. In the single-
factor model, all 9 items loaded on a single factor. In the three-factor model, there were three
factors: money, norms, and vision. Each of these three factors had 3 items loading on them. The
three-factor model obtained excellent fit! (y2(24) = 22.91, 4°/df=1.19, p = .53; robust CFI = 1.000,
robust TLI = 1.007, robust RMSEA = .000 (90% CI [.000, .076]), and SRMR = .032), as opposed

! For the Maximum Likelihood (ML) method, a cut-off value of .06 for RMSEA (root mean square error of
approximation), .95 for CFI (comparative fit index) and TLI (Tucker—Lewis index), and .08 for SRMR (standardized
root mean square residual) is needed to conclude that there is an excellent fit between the hypothesized model and
the observed data, whereas we considered that an acceptable fit exists when a model fulfils the following criteria:
RMSEA <.08, CF1> .90, TLI > .90, SRMR < .10 (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000).
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to the single-factor model that did not show a satisfactory fit (y2(27) = 149.08, x°/df=5.52, p < .001,
CFI = .797, TLI = .729, RMSEA = .195, 90% CI [.165, .226], SRMR = .095). The compared
models were significantly different, Ay*(3) =46.30, p <.001, and as per differences in the RMSEA,
CFI, and TLI values (Chen, 2007). All this makes us consider the three-factor solution adequate
for the COCO scale.

Convergent Validity

Next, convergent validity of the COCO scale was conducted by relating its subscales to the
team effectiveness (Pearce & Sims, 2002), commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990), mutual
satisfaction in teams (Smith & Barclay, 1997), cohesion (Besieux, 2014), and power struggles
(Greer & van Kleef, 2010) scales (for descriptives and correlations see Table 6). Conflict has been
consistently linked to lower team efficacy (Schoss et al., 2022), performance, reduced team
member satisfaction (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003), diminished team cohesion (Bettinelli et al.,
2022), and decreased relationship commitment (Knee et al., 2004). Additionally, the COCO scale’s
“money” and “vision” dimensions reflect resource-based tensions that form the core of power
struggles within teams (Greer & Chu, 2020; Greer & van Kleef, 2010). The results indicate
significant negative correlations between vision-related conflicts and team effectiveness (i.e., team
output, team organizing and planning, team interpersonal, team value, and overall effectiveness),
affective commitment, mutual satisfaction, and cohesion, as well as a significant positive
correlation with power struggles., the results indicate a significant negative correlation between
money-related conflicts and affective commitment, as well as a positive correlation with power
struggles. Finally, the results show a significant positive correlation between norms-related
conflicts and power struggles, and a significant negative correlation with affective commitment.
Interestingly, there is a positive correlation between norms-related conflict and team effectiveness
(i.e., team quality effectiveness, team change effectiveness, team organizing and planning). These
results and their fundamental implications are addressed in the Discussion section.

Discriminant Validity

Finally, we assessed the discriminant validity of the COCO scale dimensions against the
traditional conflict dimensions (i.e., task, relationship, and process) (see Table 7). We evaluated
discriminant validity using two complementary approaches. First, according to the criterion of
Fornell and Larcker (1981), discriminant validity holds if a latent variable accounts for more
variance in its associated indicator variables than it shares with other constructs in the same model.
To satisfy this requirement, each construct’s average variance extracted (AVE) must be higher
than its squared correlations with other constructs in the model. The results support the
discriminant validity of the Money and Norms dimensions of the COCO subscales against
traditional conflict dimensions, since all AVE values are higher than the values of squared
correlations. The Vision dimension showed some conceptual overlap, with squared correlations
ranging from .64 to .77, exceeding its AVE of .66. Second, we have carried out the multitrait-
multimethod analysis that provided further support for the discriminant validity of the COCO scale
dimensions against traditional conflict dimensions. HTMT ratios were well below the conservative
threshold of .85 for the Money and Norms scales (ranging from .37 to .56), supporting discriminant
validity. For the Vision dimension, HTMT values were slightly higher (ranging from .80 to .87)
but remained below the more liberal .90 threshold (Henseler et al., 2015), suggesting acceptable
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Table 6. Correlations Between the Dimensions of the COCO Scale and the Related Constructs (Study 3).

M gp Coco  Coco  Coco Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Com. Com. Com. Mut. Power
Money Norms = Vision Output Quality Change Org.  Interp.  Value Overall Aff. Cont.  Norm. Sat. Cohes.  Strug.
Coco Money 3.85 1.72 1 697 547 05 .10 17 05 -03 -13  -07 -447 13 -01  -09  -11 517
Coco Norms 4.06 1.58 1 43713 257 29" 217 12 01 .06 -26" .05 .00 .04 -02 44
Coco Vision 3.10 1.51 1 -200  -11 .01 S25™ -28™ L3227 29" 53T 02 -8 -28" 229 5177
Eff. Output 4.03 0.74 1 807" 68" 67" 52" 58T 58" 45T _04 23" 52" 44" 16
Eff. Quality 4.00 0.80 1 a7 767 64T 61T 63T 427 01 29 61T 48" -0l
Eff. Change 3.94 0.79 1 687 617 AT 56T 37T 07 297 57T 46" .00
Eff. Org. 412 0.70 1 7677 73T 79" 39" 13 377 17T 58T 02
Eff. Interp.  4.11  0.70 1 697 71T 41T a8t 327 62" 56™ -16
Eff. Value 421 0.77 1 17T 38" .05 20" .e2™ 597 .18
Eff. Overall 426 0.64 1 44707 387 71T e4™ -1
Com. Aff. 517 1.16 1 15 A2 AT A48T 41
Com. Cont. 4.54 0.84 1 36" 16 17 .00
Com. Norm. 4.60 1.06 1 377 367 -0
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M SD Coco Coco  Coco  Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff. Eff, Eff. Com. Com. Com. Mut. Power
Money Norms ~Vision —Output Quality Change Org.  Interp.  Value Overall Aff. Cont.  Norm. Sat. Cohes.  Strug.
Mut. Sat. 5.64 1.08 1 80" -.17
Cohes. 585 1.13 1 -25™
Power Strug. 3.61 1.86 1

Note. N=119. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (2-tailed); The numbers on the diagonal in parentheses are Cronbach’s alphas. Coco = Conflicts among Co-
founders scale; Eff. Output — output team effectiveness; Eff. Quality - Team quality effectiveness; Eff. Change — Team change effectiveness; Eff. Org. —
Team organizing and planning effectiveness; Eff. Interp. — Team interpersonal effectiveness; Eff. Value — Team value effectiveness; Eff. Overall — Team
overall effectiveness; Com. Aff. — Affective commitment; Com. Cont. - Continuance commitment; Com. Norm. - Normative commitment; Mut. Sat. -
Mutual satisfaction in the team; Cohes. — Cohesion; Power strug. - Power struggles.
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discriminant validity. This means that, even though there are significant positive relationships
between the dimensions of conflictive issues among start-up co-founders captured by the COCO
scale and the existing conflict types, the COCO scale dimensions offer relevant information above
and beyond the existing conflict typology.

Table 7. Constructs’ Average Variance Extracted, their squared correlations with
other constructs, and Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio for each of the scales.

Squared correlations HTMT ratio
AVE Task Rel. Proc. Task Rel. Proc.
con. con. con. con. con. con.
Money 72 .29 .36 .20 .54 .56 44
Norms .59 25 18 .16 49 37 39
Vision .66 75 77 .64 .87 .86 .80

Note. N=119. HTMT — Heterotrait-Monotrait; AVE — Average Variance Extracted; Task
con. — Task conflict; Rel. con. — Relationship conflict; Proc. con. — Process conflict.

Differential Item Functioning and Measurement Invariance Across Sex Groups

A Differential Item Functioning (DIF) analysis was conducted to examine whether the
items in the COCO scale functioned differently across sex groups (male vs. female) using
the lordif package in R and the Chi-square detection method, with an initial significance threshold
of a = .01. Results indicated that none of the items were flagged for DIF after the first iteration,
suggesting that item responses did not significantly differ across gender groups, ¥*(9) =0, p > .01.
Additionally, cross-tabulations of item responses across sex groups showed comparable response
distributions, further supporting that the COCO scale does not exhibit sex bias.

To examine the measurement invariance of the COCO scale across sex groups, we
conducted a multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA) using three nested models:
configural invariance (baseline model), metric invariance (equal factor loadings), and scalar
invariance (equal factor loadings and intercepts). Model comparisons were assessed using Chi-
square difference tests and changes in fit indices (ACFI <.010 supplemented by ARMSEA <.015
or ASRMR < .030 for testing loading invariance, and ACFI < .010 supplemented by ARMSEA
<.015 or ASRMR <.010 for testing intercept invariance; Chen 2007, Cheung & Rensvold, 2002).
First, the configural invariance model showed an acceptable fit, ¥*(48) = 73.32, p = .011, CFI
=.961, TLI = .941, RMSEA = .094, and SRMR = .050, suggesting that the same factor structure
holds for both sex groups. Second, when metric invariance was imposed, model fit slightly
decreased but remained acceptable, ¥*(54) = 82.77, p = .007, CFI = .956, TLI = .941, RMSEA
=.095, and SRMR = .067. The Chi-square difference test was statistically significant (Ay*(6) =
14.41, p = .025), suggesting some variation in factor loadings between groups. However, the
changes in CFI (ACFI = -0.008), RMSEA (ARMSEA = 0.006) and SRMR (ASRMR = 0.017)
remained within the recommended cutoff values, supporting metric invariance. Finally, in order to
test scalar invariance, we additionally constrained intercepts to be equal across groups. The model
fit remained satisfactory, y*(60) = 84.13, p = .022, CFI = .963, TLI = .955, RMSEA = .082, and
SRMR = .067. The Chi-square difference test between the scalar and metric models was not
significant (Ay?*(6) = 1.32, p =.971), and the changes in CFI (ACFI =-0.007), RMSEA (ARMSEA
=0.012), and SRMR (ASRMR = 0.000) met the invariance criteria. Overall, these results indicate
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full measurement invariance of the COCO scale across sex groups. This suggests that the scale is
interpreted similarly across gender groups, allowing for meaningful comparisons of latent means.

Longitudinal Measurement Invariance

To assess the stability of the COCO scale over a 3-month period, we conducted a
longitudinal measurement invariance analysis, using a subsample of 71 participants who
responded at both baseline (T1) (a subsample of 116 participants in Study 2) and at the 3-month
follow-up (T2)2. Using a multi-group confirmatory factor analysis, we tested configural, metric,
and scalar invariance models. Model fit indices suggested that measurement invariance was fully
supported across time, as changes in comparative fit index (ACFI = 0.000) and root mean square
error of approximation (ARMSEA = 0.000) were well within the recommended thresholds (ACFI
<0.01, ARMSEA <0.015). Additionally, latent factor correlations between Time 1 (baseline) and
Time 2 (3 months later) were examined to assess test-retest reliability. Results indicated moderate
to high stability for COCO Norms (r =.73), COCO Vision (r = .60), and COCO Money (r = .48).
These findings suggest measurement stability of the COCO scale.

General Discussion

The purpose of this study was to expand the existing typology of conflicts by uncovering
a classification of conflict issues, especially present among start-up co-founders. Also, we aimed
to develop and validate a tool that allows measuring conflict issues among start-up co-founders
that is specifically tailored to the context of start-up top teams.

In Study 1, we initially identified four types of conflict issues among start-up co-founders:
(a) money, (b) norms, (c) vision, and (d) teamwork. In Studies 2 and 3, through further
development and validation, we refined the structure and developed a more compact tool, the
COCO scale, that measures three dimensions of conflict issues among start-up co-founders: money,
norms, and vision. The three factors of the COCO scale explained 47.6% of the total variance for
these conflict issues. The items in the COCO scale are generic enough to be used across a variety
of specializations of start-ups. The results of these studies show that, based on its strong
psychometric properties, the COCO scale is an important and valuable tool for practice and theory.
The three studies in the present article are the first to uncover the typology and to develop and

2 To assess whether our sample size (N=71) was adequate for confirmatory factor analysis, we conducted a Monte
Carlo simulation based on our hypothesized 3-factor model. Across 1,000 replications, average power to detect
standardized loadings above 0.60 exceeded 80% for all indicators. Model fit indices were consistently strong (CFI
=.97, RMSEA =.034, SRMR = .069), supporting the adequacy of our sample for the specified model structure.
Additionally, longitudinal measurement invariance testing can be meaningfully conducted when the model is well-
specified and factor loadings are high (Kang et al., 2016), even with smaller samples. As this study involved
repeated measures within the same individuals, statistical power was enhanced due to the within-subjects design,
which reduces variability and increases precision of estimation. Furthermore, our model included a limited number
of factors and items per factor, which reduces model complexity. In this context, our sample size could be
considered acceptable for testing configural, metric, and scalar invariance over time.
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examine the psychometric properties of the COCO scale aimed at assessing conflict sources among
start-up co-founders.

The results show that conflict issues have both positive and negative associations with
organizational outcomes, in this way embodying the paradoxical nature of conflicts (de Wit et al.,
2012) that are essential for high-performing teams (Amason, 1996). Specifically, on the one hand,
the results indicate several adverse outcomes associated with (1) vision-related conflicts in terms
of decreased team effectiveness (related to output, organizing and planning, interpersonal, value,
and overall team effectiveness), affective commitment, mutual satisfaction, and cohesion, as well
as greater power struggles; (2) money-related conflicts in terms of decreased affective commitment
and greater power struggles; and (3) norms-related conflicts in terms of decreased affective
commitment and increased power struggles. In general, these results align with research that shows
that conflicts can have deleterious effects on proximal group outcomes, by impairing cohesion
(Bettinelli et al., 2022), team efficacy (Schoss et al., 2022), performance, team member satisfaction
(De Dreu & Weingart, 2003), and relationship commitment (Knee et al., 2004). Also, the positive
relationship between the COCO scale dimensions and power struggles is consistent with the idea
that the COCO scale dimensions capture resource-based tensions that lie at the core of power
struggles within teams (Greer & Chu, 2020; Greer & Van Kleef, 2010).

It is noteworthy that only vision-related conflict issues turned out to be associated with
impaired team effectiveness. We may interpret this result by considering that vision-related
conflicts often involve deeply held values and long-term strategic goals, which are less amenable
to compromise than more tangible issues like money, making agreements particularly difficult
(Steinel & Harinck, 2020), and potentially undermining team effectiveness. Also, frustration and
dissatisfaction of some co-founders regarding the vision implied by the presence of these conflict
issues can be indicative of co-founders’ perception of compromised trust, team climate, or shared
mental models related to the start-up, which are important predictors of team effectiveness and
team performance (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005; DeChurch & Mesmer-Magnus, 2010; Gonzalez-
Roma et al., 2009).

On the other hand, the results indicate that norms-related conflict is positively related to
quality, change, and team organizing and planning effectiveness, which goes in line with research
showing that conflicts are not bad per se (Belén Garcia et al., 2015; de Wit et al., 2012) and can,
in fact, lead to positive outcomes (de Wit et al., 2012). This positive association between norms-
related conflicts and effectiveness may be explained by the fact that disagreements over qualitative
issues, such as norms or rules, promote more exploratory and integrative behavior (Odell, 2013)
that may lead to beneficial outcomes. Also, norming (i.e., the stage when roles and norms are
established in a team) is one of the key stages of small group development (Tuckman & Jensen,
1977) that are widely referred to in popular and practitioner literature available to start-up founders
(e.g., Dworkin, 2018; Gehrich, 2012; Kersten, 2018). Therefore, it may be that start-up founders
recognize dealing with a conflict issue related to norms as a necessary step to establishing new
ways of functioning in their start-up and, therefore, may be prepared to accept dialogue on this
topic and deal with it more constructively, with is key to a successful management of change and
developing team innovation (West et al., 2004).

Additionally, although the results of the HTMT analysis show acceptable discriminant
validity of the three COCO scale dimensions, suggesting that the COCO scale captures unique
variance not accounted for by existing measures, we acknowledge that the Vision dimension is
conceptually related to traditional conflict types (especially task and relationship conflict).
Disagreements about vision often reflect diverging views about strategic decision making and
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judgmental differences about how best to achieve the organization’s objectives—core aspects of
task-related conflict (Amason, 1996; Ensley et al., 2002). However, because vision is often
strongly tied to founders’ personal identity and values (Crosina et al., 2024; Powell & Baker, 2014),
such disagreements can also become personal and threaten the self-concept, reflecting
characteristics of relationship conflict (de Wit et al., 2012). Despite this overlap, vision conflict
appears conceptually broader and more future-oriented than traditional conflict types. It goes
beyond immediate tasks or specific actions to address long-term strategic purpose, priorities,
direction, and start-up identity—aspects that are not typically captured by existing measures of
task or relationship conflict.

Our results, showing both positive and negative associations between conflict issues and
outcomes, are consistent with the contingency theory of conflict management (Rahim, 2002),
which posits that conflict outcomes depend on the specific characteristics of the conflict situation,
particularly the issue at stake. They also resonate with research showing that the nature of the
conflict issue significantly influences negotiation processes and outcomes (Harinck, De Dreu, &
Van Vianen, 2000; Harinck & Van Kleef, 2012).

Our findings align with Deutsch’s (1973) theoretical framework of conflict, which
highlights that the nature of the conflict issue is a core determinant of whether conflict is resolved
constructively. The COCO scale captures three key conflict domains—money, norms, and
vision—that largely correspond to the core types of conflictive issues identified by Deutsch (1973),
such as control over resources, beliefs, and values. This issue-centered approach to conflict offers
nuances that traditional conflict typologies (e.g., task vs. relationship conflict) may overlook in
entrepreneurial contexts. Moreover, the COCO scale dimensions conceptually align with earlier
work by Wakefield and Sebora (2004), who discussed key conflict issues in entrepreneurial
settings; however, the COCO scale advances this work by offering a clear conceptual foundation
and a theoretically grounded, empirically validated measure of conflict issues among start-up co-
founders.

Finally, the strong correlations among certain COCO dimensions (particularly between
money and norms, and money and vision) suggest that some cofounder teams may face multiple
conflictive issues simultaneously. This supports prior research showing that teams often exhibit
distinct conflict profiles, which can affect team outcomes (O’Neill et al., 2018).

All these results resonate with the upper echelon perspective (Finkelstein & Hambrick,
1996) that suggests that top team dynamics are connected to the performance of the whole venture
(Amason, 1996; Ensley et al., 2002). Also, they corroborate that nonroutine, ambiguous, and
complex types of tasks (Ensley et al., 2002) with which start-up co-founders are confronted and
that require intense decision making (Jin et al., 2017) all make the start-up team of co-founders a
fertile ground for conflicts.

Theoretical Contributions

Developing a deeper understanding of conflict issues among start-up co-founders can
inform both scholarly entrepreneurship and organizational behavior literature. By revealing
conflictive issues that arise among start-up co-founders, the COCO scale also allows us to advance
our understanding of the origins and consequences of organizational conflict (Kolb & Bartunek,
1992). Identifying these specific issues contributes to a more nuanced knowledge on the
‘antecedent conditions’ (Pondy, 1967), which gets us closer to understanding the catalysts behind
the paradoxical outcomes of conflicts, and the everyday interactions of start-up co-founders that
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may sustain destructive dynamics leading to start-up failure or that nurture constructive ones that
enhance start-up entrepreneurial success. This study addresses the need to focus on the intricate
nature of conflict and conflict-inciting topics (Olson & Golish, 2002), especially in start-up teams
where tensions often emerge around fundamental decisions (Ensley et al., 2002). By uncovering
these issues, the COCO scale equips start-up co-founders with a tool to better manage tensions,
contributing to more effective daily functioning and long-term performance.

Second, the COCO scale addresses a critical gap in entrepreneurship research, where the
co-founder conflict has remained largely unexplored despite its recognized relevance for start-up
team functioning (De Jong et al., 2013; DeMers, 2018; Lance, 2016; Yu et al., 2022). Third, it
integrates theoretical insights from negotiation research (e.g., Harinck & Van Kleef, 2012; Odell,
2013; Steinel & Harinck, 2020), contingency theory of conflict management (Rahim, 2002), and
the upper echelons perspective (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996), offering a framework to
understand how specific conflict issues can shape team dynamics and start-up performance. By
identifying the content of co-founder disagreements, the COCO scale provides a context-specific
tool that enables a more precise understanding of how different types of conflict issues may
differentially affect team functioning, decision quality, and ultimately venture success.

Fourth, the scale is specifically designed for the highly uncertain (Chandler et al., 2005;
Lazar et al., 2022), volatile, and ambiguous (Chen et al., 2017) environment of start-ups, where
lack of formalized norms, equity-sharing dynamics, and strategic divergence are common, making
the COCO scale suited to capture the high-stakes nature of interpersonal conflict in entrepreneurial
settings. Fifth, since conflict issues can be seen as potential stressors (Kozusznik & Euwema, 2020),
the COCO scale also bridges conflict research with growing interest in founder well-being
(Stephan et al., 2023), offering a pathway to understand how specific disagreements may
contribute to burnout or team flourishing. Finally, by offering a validated, theoretically grounded
measure, the COCO scale lays a foundation for future empirical research that can more precisely
examine how different conflict issues influence co-founder interactions and venture outcomes.

Practical Implications

Focusing on concrete conflict-inciting issues also provides a foundation for developing
practical recommendations and designing interventions tailored to the unique challenges of start-
up top teams. The new knowledge generated could be useful for coaches, mentors, and other
professionals (e.g., in start-up incubators or accelerators) in their interventions in start-up ventures.

On the one hand, identifying the most relevant areas start-up co-founders should handle
with care and work on from the early moments of the creation of their start-up allows to support
them in turning these into opportunities for team growth and in making space for constructive
controversy that can improve team efficiency (see Tjosvold, 2008 for a review) and boost start-up
strategic advantage (Chen et al., 2005). The knowledge of concrete heated topics among start-up
co-founders can allow to build professional practical recommendations for managing conflict in
start-ups they encounter, as well as best practices that can foster acceptance of the paradoxical or
contradictory elements of conflict (Cameron & Quinn, 1988; Clegg et al., 2002; Hargrave & Van
de Ven, 2017) and encourage open and constructive dialogue on these topics.

On the other hand, identifying conflictive issues allows for improving situational
awareness among start-up co-founders that helps to read situations and social context influencing
behavior, and to choose effective and constructive strategies (Albrecht, 2007; Rahim et al., 2018).
All this can help to address conflict-inducing topics in a safer environment when the tension levels
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are still low. Especially, this new knowledge would help to make mild conflict issues evident and
foster frequent minor conflicts of interest to gradually adjust the system and prevent a potentially
disruptive accumulation of antagonisms among co-founders (Coser, 1956). It will allow for
identifying key topics to ensure productive, positive, and challenging conflicts under conditions of
positive interdependence (e.g., constructive controversy) and to prevent interpersonal tensions and
power battles. Especially useful in this case would be the new tool developed in the present study
that would allow to assess the general “conflict potential” (for both constructive and destructive
conflicts) among start-up co-founders in order to offer them practical advice on how to stimulate
constructive controversy and prevent destructive conflicts in each of the conflict-inciting areas.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The results of this study require cautious interpretation due to some limitations. First, in
this research, we have employed self-report cross-sectional data that impedes making inferences
about the causality of the relationships. Second, although we initially intended to assess three
dimensions of commitment, the continuance commitment subscale showed low internal
consistency and was therefore excluded from further analyses. As a result, our findings related to
commitment focus only on affective and normative components, and future research would benefit
from employing all three measures if commitment, including continuance commitment, to capture
its potential role in long-term co-founder dynamics. Third, to measure cohesion, we employed a
4-item scale used by Besieux (2014). The initial internal consistency was relatively low (o =.59)
but improved significantly (o = .88) after excluding one of the items. While these adjustments
improved the psychometric properties of the scales, they also suggest that further validation is
needed when using these measures in entrepreneurial team settings. Finally, while the sample size
used for the exploratory factor analysis (N = 116) was modest, a simulation-based evaluation
following the SENECA method (Lorenzo-Seva & Ferrando, 2024) demonstrated that this sample
was sufficient to detect the underlying factor structure with acceptable accuracy. Although the
median required sample size for high-precision recovery was 180, our simulation showed that
successful recovery was possible with as few as 110 participants. These results suggest that,
despite some limitations in estimation precision, our sample size was adequate for the exploratory
aims of the study and yielded a replicable factor solution.

The present study also points to several promising avenues for future research. First, while
the focus was on developing and validating the COCO scale for research purposes, future work
could enhance its applicability in real-world settings by developing normative interpretation
guidelines. Specifically, the creation of cut-off scores normative ranges (e.g., low, moderate, and
high levels of conflict) would be particularly useful for start-up founder teams or such applied
contexts as start-up incubators, where early identification of “high-risk” teams may inform timely
interventions. To that end, we recommend that future studies aim to establish reference norms
based on larger and more representative samples and provide clear, evidence-based guidelines for
interpreting COCO scale scores.

Second, given the correlations identified among certain COCO dimensions (particularly
between money and norms, and money and vision), future research could apply latent profile
analysis to identify distinct profiles (cf. O’Neill et al., 2018) within start-up teams, distinguishing
founding teams based on different configurations of conflict issues. Using the COCO scale in this
way would allow researchers to explore how these conflict patterns influence start-up team
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functioning and long-term venture success. Insights from such profiles could also inform tailored
support strategies in accelerator and incubation programs.

Conclusions

To conclude, the new typology of conflict issues among start-up co-founders, along with
the development of a corresponding measurement tool, advances knowledge in entrepreneurship
and organizational behavior by improving our understanding of conflict and its correlates within
the specific context of start-ups. This new knowledge, together with the newly developed COCO
scale, can help to make start-up co-founders more aware of the conflict issues they can encounter
with other co-founders of their start-up. This can help them to be prepared to manage them
constructively to achieve high performance and high-quality team decision making (De Dreu &
Beersma, 2005), which is key for effectiveness and innovation (Leaptrott, 2009), and survival of
the start-up (de Wit et al., 2012; Dijkstra et al., 2009).
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behavior, multi-level analysis Within buyer-seller negotiation research, it is crucial to identify key

antecedents of negotiator satisfaction. This study applies information
processing theory to the individual, group, and cross-levels. This study aims to
reveal how negotiator satisfaction is influenced by the psychological
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During the first negotiation stage, negotiator satisfaction centered on the roles
of relationship subjective value and instrumental subjective value; further, the
seller’s self-subjective value is also seen as an important source of satisfaction.
In cases where the focal negotiator demonstrates integrating or forcing
behavior and the opponent demonstrates compromising behavior, greater focal
negotiator satisfaction is witnessed during the second stage. Conversely,
yielding behavior by an opponent caused lower focal negotiator satisfaction,
which should be used with caution, as concessions could cause a self-defeating
outcome. Additionally, while a negotiator’s profit strengthens the focal
negotiator’s satisfaction, the opponent’s profit has the opposite effect.
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In society, it is compelling that while economic outcomes may be positive, negotiators remain
dissatisfied. Even though a buyer and seller both sign a contract, negotiator satisfaction is vital to
ensure that both parties execute the contract and maintain a long-term relationship (Chang et al.,
2015). Some researchers focus on the individual differences between negotiators that can predict
satisfaction, like the decision frames of the negotiators (Olekalns & Smith, 2023). Contextual
factors within negotiations have also been proved, such as power or the number of negotiable
issues (Naquin, 2003). Moreover, a negotiator’s behavioral strategy has a significant impact on
satisfaction (Fells et al., 2015).

Nevertheless, existing insights into the antecedents of negotiator satisfaction remain inadequate,
particularly in the context of multi-stage and group negotiations. While past research has explored
satisfaction as a static outcome in single-stage, dyadic negotiations (Curhan et al., 2006), real-
world negotiations are dynamic processes that evolve across multiple stages and involve team
decision-making (Jang et al., 2018). Satisfaction is not merely shaped by individual subjective
value but also by shifting team dynamics, shared decision-making, and evolving counterpart
behaviors (Adair & Brett, 2005). However, research remains limited in examining how satisfaction
develops over time in multi-stage settings (Olekalns et al., 2003) and how group interactions shape
individual perceptions (Thompson, 2015). Moreover, intergroup conflict theory provides a
theoretical basis for why group-level negotiations often deviate from individual-level processes.
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Specifically, groups are more likely to engage in competitive strategies because of in-group bias,
depersonalization of the out-group, and heightened identity salience (Wildschut et al., 2003).
These all correspond to a heightened tendency towards hostile or assertive negotiation styles like
forcing, particularly when representing group interests. Consequently, group satisfaction in
negotiations may not solely arise from integrative outcomes but may also stem from perceived
dominance, assertiveness, or successful defense of group resources (Halevy et al., 2011; Tiedens
& Fragale, 2003b). This emphasizes that group-specific motivation and behavior must be taken
into account while theorizing satisfaction in multi-stage negotiations.

Prior studies primarily focus on static individual assessments, overlooking how negotiators
adapt across negotiation stages and within group contexts. Addressing these gaps, this study
examines how satisfaction evolves across two negotiation stages while considering how both
counterpart behavior and team dynamics interact to shape these shifts. We adopt a hierarchical
linear modeling (HLM) approach to capture both within-individual and between-group influences
on satisfaction, reflecting the nested structure of multi-stage, group-based negotiations.

The prior research is critically limited by a singular focus on a single-tiered analytical
orientation, specifically its focus on individual-level dynamics. Most negotiation scenarios used in
previous studies are interpersonal processes between two negotiators (Atkin & Rinehart, 2006).
For decisions involving substantial transaction amounts, intergroup negotiations are common in
the buyer-seller negotiations (Woelfl et al., 2024). Research suggests that in such contexts,
satisfaction is not only influenced by economic and psychological factors but also by intra-team
coordination, behavioral synchrony, and perceived alignment with teammates (Thompson, 2015).
Team decision-making processes play a critical role in shaping overall satisfaction, as how
decisions are taken and how teammates coordinate can significantly affect the perception of
fairness and the outcomes (Sanchez-Anguix et al., 2013). During such negotiations, the behavior
strategy of each negotiating side is determined using collective intelligence. As such, group-level
behavior and individual negotiator satisfaction constitute a cross-level issue. Moreover, achieving
a positive economic outcome is a key factor in successful transactions. The assessment of
negotiation success encompasses the psychological perceptions of negotiators and is not confined
to short-term economic profits (Ramirez-Marin et al., 2021). However, there has been a significant
lack of (Thompson, 2015) group-level negotiation behavior and economic profits on individual
satisfaction.

Consequently, what is lacking at present is a more causal, comprehensive framework for
negotiator satisfaction. To integrate the negotiation process, the buyer-seller relationship, and the
negotiator’s self-perception (Lin & Cheung, 2022), this research will contribute to the literature
by illustrating how negotiator satisfaction is influenced by the psychological perceptions of
negotiators, behaviors of focal negotiators and opponents, and economic profits of both parties.
The psychological perceptions of negotiators can be measured using subjective value (SV). SV
encapsulates the social, perceptual, and emotional consequences of one negotiation (Curhan et al.,
2010). Guided by a multilevel theoretical perspective, this study examines how subjective value
and negotiation behavior at both the individual and group levels interact to influence negotiator
satisfaction. By leveraging HLM, we capture the nested structure of multi-stage negotiations,
where individuals are embedded within groups, to explore how satisfaction evolves across stages.
This approach allows us to analyze the interplay between individual perceptions, group behaviors,
and economic outcomes in a more integrated and context-sensitive manner.

Guided by Adair & Brett's (2005) sequencing framework, the authors employed a two-stage
negotiation design to isolate relationship-building (Stage 1) and outcome-oriented (Stage 2)
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dynamics. This separation allows for clear attribution of first-stage SV effects (e.g., relational
capital) on second-stage outcomes while mitigating confounding from overlapping behavioral
strategies. Building on this design, the study aims to provide a multi-level analysis of the
antecedents of negotiator satisfaction, incorporating both individual-level and group-level
perspectives. More specifically, our study explores the following research questions:
RQ1. How does individual subjective value in the first negotiation stage influence negotiator
satisfaction across both negotiation stages?
RQ2. How do the focal negotiator’s and the counterpart’s negotiation behaviors respectively
affect individual satisfaction?
RQ3. How do cross-level dynamics between first-stage subjective value and negotiation
behavior affect second-stage satisfaction in group negotiations?

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Subjective Value and Satisfaction

A fundamental distinction in this study lies in the group-based nature of the negotiations.
Compared to individuals, groups tend to exhibit stronger competitive orientations due to factors
such as group polarization, social identity salience, and collective responsibility. According to the
interindividual—-intergroup discontinuity effect, groups acting on behalf of their members are more
likely to engage in competitive, assertive strategies to protect group interests and signal strength
(Wildschut et al., 2003). These behaviors, while potentially detrimental in interpersonal contexts,
may enhance satisfaction within groups by reinforcing perceptions of competence, control, and
collective efficacy (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003b; Van Kleef et al., 2004). With this distinction in
mind, we now turn to how subjective value evolves across negotiation stages.

Existing research predominantly examines single-stage negotiation. In reality, however,
substantive negotiation practices often require multiple stages before a final agreement is reached,
which are often time-consuming and extended beyond one-shot deals (Cheng et al., 2018).
Traditional negotiation studies often treat satisfaction as a static construct, focusing on immediate
post-negotiation assessments. Nevertheless, real-world negotiations involve iterative adjustments
in expectations, bargaining power, and relational perceptions, which need a multi-stage analytical
approach. The sequencing of negotiation behaviors plays a fundamental role in shaping outcomes
(Adair & Brett, 2005). As such, a two-stage negotiation model may provide a more realistic format.
In multi-stage negotiations, the first phase serves as a relationship-building period where parties
assess counterpart intentions and establish trust—a process aligning with Jang et al.'s (2018)
identification of rapport development as a precursor to economic outcomes. The second phase
shifts toward outcome-oriented bargaining, where accumulated relational capital enables more
substantive value claiming. The importance of multi-phase negotiation is supported by Curhan et
al. (2006), who highlight how satisfaction is not a fixed construct but evolves as negotiators
process information throughout the stages. This notion of satisfaction as a dynamic construct is
further emphasized by Brett & Thompson (2016), who assert that information encoding in early
stages (e.g., cooperative behaviors) shapes later-stage economic evaluations, which is consistent
with the focus of this study on multi-stage satisfaction. Additionally, Thompson (2012) suggests
that negotiators continuously update their satisfaction judgments based on new economic and
relational cues, making it crucial to study satisfaction across multiple stages rather than as a one-
time assessment. Recent works further support the importance of phase transitions and the
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cumulative nature of negotiation satisfaction. For instance, Trotschel et al. (2015) emphasize how
the progression through different negotiation stages alters satisfaction levels due to evolving
relational and distributive factors. Similarly, Majer et al. (2022) highlight the dynamic interplay
between negotiation phases and outcome perceptions. Elfenbein (2021) also highlights the role of
relational dynamics and psychosocial factors, which evolve across multiple negotiation phases,
reinforcing the need to account for both relational and economic components in multi-stage
negotiations.

While traditional models have predominantly focused on individual-level satisfaction, a
multilevel perspective offers a more comprehensive understanding of how negotiator satisfaction
is shaped by individual behaviors as well as by group-level dynamics. In multi-stage group
negotiations, individual satisfaction varies as a function of both personal strategy and observed
team or counterpart group behaviors. This nested interdependence refers to how individual
experience is nested in group contexts and emphasizes the requirement to measure within- and
between-group variation in satisfaction development.

Negotiator satisfaction measures the overall affective response of one party to the outcome
immediately after the negotiation concludes (Geiger, 2014). In two-stage negotiations, satisfaction
recorded after the first stage relates to the temporary outcome seen at the end of that stage.
Satisfaction is measured after the second stage and relates to the ultimate negotiation outcome.
The information processing theory provides a cognitive-based rationale for why different stages
of negotiation correspond with dynamically different levels of satisfaction (Bazerman & Neale,
1993). While static models entertain the notion that satisfaction is formed at the end of
negotiations, the IPT views negotiators as continuously encoding, storing, and reprocessing
information throughout negotiations as behaviors and economic conditions of the other party
fluctuate (Brett & Thompson, 2016). This application of IPT in multi-stage negotiations better
explains why first-stage satisfaction may not fully predict second-stage satisfaction, as ongoing
interactions add in new social and economic information that changes perception over time.

Although subjective value and economic gains may generally be an indicator of high
satisfaction (Curhan et al., 2006), their precise relationship is, as yet, an open question. If
satisfaction were purely economic, the negotiator realizing the highest gain would indeed be the
best satisfied. Yet, when it comes to absolute profits, satisfaction may decrease due to the perceived
relative gain of counterparts, as Galinsky et al. (2002a) state. Regret or distrust arising from
excessive counterpart concessions also decreases satisfaction. Furthermore, satisfaction builds
through stages—initial impressions are never due to time and new information, reshaping
evaluations. Thus, on multi-stage dynamics, whereas economic outcome and SV constitute a basis
for the development of satisfaction, they do so within the parameters set by behaviors during the
negotiation process, the interaction with the negotiation counterpart, and shifts through time.

The psychosocial outcome perceived by negotiators is crucial as negotiators often lack
sufficient information to assess their negotiation position and strategic leverage accurately.
Looking beyond economic outcomes, psychosocial outcomes have a greater impact on future
relationships between negotiators and reflect negotiators’ traits (Curhan et al., 2010). Negotiators'
feelings about themselves and their overall subjective value are influenced by multiple factors in
the negotiation process, such as fake anger (Hunsaker et al., 2023). When prior experience and
objective reference points are unavailable, negotiators can make decisions based on subjective
judgments (Schuster et al., 2020). This happens because situations can affect the perceptions and
judgment of negotiators. The psychological perceptions of negotiators can be measured using SV,
which falls into four categories. Instrumental SV is the negotiator's internal assessment that the
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economic settlement is profitable and equitable and respects the principles of legality and tradition.
Self SV is the feeling that one is competent and has behaved appropriately without losing face.
Process SV is about the negotiator's experience of feeling heard, receiving fair treatment, and
perceiving the process as efficient. Relationship SV fosters positive impressions and trust, laying
the groundwork for potential future collaboration.

In multi-stage negotiations, SV reflects a negotiator’s multifaceted psychological evaluation of
the negotiation process, encompassing perceptions of outcome fairness, relational quality, and self-
worth (Curhan et al., 2006). Although SV and satisfaction are correlated, they represent distinct
constructs: SV focuses on domain-specific evaluations during negotiation, whereas satisfaction
captures an overall affective response to the negotiation experience (LePine et al., 2005; Oliver,
1993). Notably, previous-stage SV has been shown to predict future behavioral intentions such as
willingness to re-engage with the same counterpart (Curhan et al., 2010) and correlates with
relational capital across negotiation rounds (Cheng, 2020). When negotiators perceive that they
have achieved relational or procedural quality in earlier stages, this contributes positively to their
summary satisfaction at the end of the negotiation (Halpert et al., 2010). Furthermore, evaluations
of fairness and process effectiveness serve as key psychological mechanisms linking stage-specific
SV to overall satisfaction (Kwon & Weingart, 2004). Thus, rather than treating SV and satisfaction
as interchangeable, this study positions changes in SV as an antecedent to final satisfaction
outcomes.

Hla. The four dimensions of subjective value (instrumental SV, self SV, process SV, and

relationship SV) are positively correlated with satisfaction after the first negotiation stage.

H1b. Satisfaction after the first stage is positively correlated with satisfaction after the second

stage.

The Role of Negotiator and Opponent Behaviors

Negotiation behavior encompasses the strategies and tactics that negotiators employ to manage
conflicts and seek resolutions during the negotiation process. Although the primary focus of this
study is on satisfaction changes across negotiation stages, group negotiations introduce additional
layers of complexity that may influence this process. Prior research suggests that in team-based
negotiations, individual perceptions of satisfaction are shaped not only by direct counterpart
interactions but also by intra-team coordination, shared strategy development, and behavioral
alignment with teammates (Backhaus et al., 2008; Polzer, 1996). While our study does not directly
test these intra-team dynamics, acknowledging the group context is essential, as negotiators
evaluate their outcomes within a broader team structure rather than in isolation. While some studies
have divided negotiation behavior into competitive and cooperative categories (Boyer et al., 2009),
the authors adopted a widely accepted classification scheme presented by the Dual Concern Model.
It includes integrating, compromising, forcing, yielding, and avoiding behaviors to explain
negotiator and opponent behaviors (Butt et al., 2005; De Dreu et al., 2001). According to the Dual
Concerns model, negotiators' behaviors reflect the underlying motivations for self-interest and
other-concern. For instance, those high in self-concern but low in concern for others are more
likely to use forcing behaviors, employing purely distributive tactics such as threats or extreme
claims to maximize personal gain. On the contrary, those who prioritize the interests of others over
their own usually manifest yielding behaviors, granting value to save face. Moderately balancing
the concerns leads to compromising behaviors, accepting suboptimal splits for a quicker
resolution. The intersection of high self and other-concern drives integrating behaviors, where
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parties collaboratively explore trade-offs through open information exchange. Finally, minimizing
both concerns leads to avoiding behaviors and withdrawing from active engagement through
silence or topic deflection (Butt et al., 2005).

The differential impact of negotiation behaviors on satisfaction emerges as a critical function
of temporal progression within multi-stage interactions. During initial negotiation phases, the
absence of prior behavioral interaction data compels negotiators to anchor their satisfaction
evaluations predominantly on objective economic outcomes and perceived equity metrics rather
than behavioral pattern analyses (Curhan et al., 2006). As negotiations advance longitudinally, the
accumulation of behavioral observables enables sophisticated cognitive processing through
information encoding mechanisms and episodic memory retrieval (Bazerman & Neale, 1993),
facilitating dynamic recalibration of satisfaction metrics. This phased cognitive adaptation
elucidates the non-significant behavioral influence on first-stage satisfaction versus its critical
predictive power in subsequent stages (Brett & Thompson, 2016). Specifically, first-stage
satisfaction manifests as transaction-oriented outcome appraisal, whereas second-stage
evaluations incorporate multidimensional assessments of relational capital and strategic alignment
- dimensions inherently contingent on behavioral cue integration over time.

For negotiators to adopt an integrating or compromising approach, they should first consider
taking a problem-solving stance, as such an approach is conducive to smooth negotiations.
Specifically, better information exchanges and solution-finding lead to greater satisfaction (Fells
et al., 2015). Forcing negotiators are more likely to share information in multiple ways than their
yielding opponents (Wiltermuth et al., 2015). As such, negotiators who take a forcing approach
are relatively active in their problem-solving and never retreat from negotiations. Although forcing
negotiators to ignore the interests of their opponents, negotiators with tough strategies typically
achieve greater profits. As such, these negotiators tend to be more satisfied with the outcome of
their negotiations than their yielding opponents (Kong et al., 2014). This tendency may be
particularly salient in group negotiations. Drawing on intergroup conflict theory, and consistent
with analytic findings, group members are more likely to adopt assertive or competitive strategies
to protect group interests and demonstrate loyalty or competence (Wildschut et al., 2003). In such
contexts, forcing behaviors may be interpreted as a strategic defense of group outcomes rather than
selfishness, potentially increasing perceived satisfaction among group members. An avoidance
strategy is often used to circumvent problems that are difficult for both parties to negotiate. This
is a passive strategy that negotiators are forced to adopt, and it reduces satisfaction with the
outcome. Consequently, this study proposes the following two hypotheses.

H2a. 1f a negotiator adopts a strategy of high concern for self, such as forcing or integrating

behaviors, the negotiator’s satisfaction increases.

H2b. If a negotiator adopts a strategy of low concern for self, such as yielding or avoiding

behaviors, the negotiator’s satisfaction decreases.

Ultimately, both parties seek agreement. Based on social information processing theory, focal
negotiator satisfaction is predicted not only by their negotiation behavior but also by the behavior
of their opponent. Consequently, dyadic interaction within negotiation cannot be ignored (Mazei
et al., 2021). In the buyer-seller negotiation, focal negotiator satisfaction is influenced by the
content of the agreement and the relationship established with the opponent. If an opponent uses
an integrating or compromising approach, focal negotiators may believe that their opponents are,
indeed, solving any negotiation problems to safeguard the interests of both parties. As such, focal
negotiators experience greater satisfaction (Alexander et al., 1994). However, if an opponent
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avoids a problem and does not pay attention to the interests of the focal negotiator or themselves,
this negativity can give focal negotiators the impression that the negotiation has been relatively
unsuccessful and cause their satisfaction to drop. Dominance complementarity findings indicate
that a display of submission in response to dominant behavior facilitates interpersonal appreciation
(Tiedens & Fragale, 2003a). Largely, when opponents are forced to pay more attention to the
interests of focal negotiators than they are to their own, focal negotiators consider their opponents
to be sincere and credible and become more satisfied with negotiation outcomes. Conversely, if an
opponent is uncooperative or shows a forcing stance (Atkin & Rinehart, 2006), these competitive
behaviors can trigger a competitive response from the focal negotiator, causing a spiral of
negotiation conflict, lowering profit, and increasing deadlock. If an opponent is competitive, the
focal negotiator will experience lower satisfaction levels (Saorin-Iborra & Cubillo, 2019).
Consequently, this study presents the following two hypotheses.

H3a. If the negotiation opponent adopts a strategy of high concern for the other, such as

integrating or yielding behaviors, the focal negotiator’s satisfaction increases.

H3b. If the negotiation opponent adopts a strategy of low concern for the other, such as forcing

or avoiding behaviors, the focal negotiator’s satisfaction decreases.

Although compromising has been excluded from the core predictions based on the dual concern
model, it remains one of the most commonly used strategies in negotiation and may exert distinct
psychological effects depending on which party enacts it. Prior research suggests that when
individuals themselves adopt compromising strategies, they may interpret this as a concession of
personal value or control, potentially lowering satisfaction due to perceptions of loss, inefficacy,
or reduced agency (Curhan et al., 2010). In contrast, compromising by the counterpart may be
interpreted as a prosocial gesture that signals goodwill and a willingness to reach common ground
(De Dreu, 2004; Tomlinson et al., 2004). These role-based distinctions suggest that the same
behavior—compromising—may lead to divergent psychological outcomes: it may undermine
satisfaction when self-enacted, but enhance it when initiated by the counterpart.

H4a. Compromising behavior by the focal negotiator is negatively correlated with satisfaction.

H4b. Compromising behavior by the counterpart is positively correlated with satisfaction.

Comparing Negotiator’s Profit and Opponent’s Profit

Negotiation profit is a fundamental indicator of the economic outcome of a negotiation. It refers
to the difference between the negotiated prices for each party and their respective reservation
points. It is acceptable for sellers when the agreed-upon price is above their reservation point;
similarly, buyers are content when the price is below their reservation point (Thompson et al.,
2012). Existing research has presented several factors that determine negotiator’s profit. For
instance, negotiators who engage in assertive or problem-orientated tend to secure better economic
outcomes (Chen & Ayoko, 2012), while opponents with forcing behavior and anger have been
seen to reduce negotiator’s profit (Butt et al., 2005).

A principal antecedent of negotiator satisfaction resides in the economic attainment secured
through bargaining processes. According to expectation disconfirmation theory, negotiators
engage in comparative evaluations between realized outcomes and pre-negotiation reference
points (Galinsky et al., 2002a). Positive disconfirmation—wherein outcomes surpass initial
expectations—elicits elevated satisfaction through cognitive reappraisal mechanisms. Empirical
evidence further demonstrates that satisfaction appraisals predominantly derive from absolute
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economic attainment rather than relativistic assessments (Curhan et al., 2006). Enhanced
profitability reinforces self-perceived negotiation competence, bolsters task-specific self-efficacy,
and activates positive affective states, collectively elevating satisfaction levels (Thompson, 2012).
Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H5a. Focal negotiator’s profit is positively correlated with their second-stage satisfaction.

Notably, while absolute gains dominate satisfaction calculus, negotiators systematically engage
in referential outcome evaluations against counterpart performance metrics. Social Comparison
Theory (Festinger, 1957) elucidates how self-evaluative judgments emerge through dual referents:
personal outcome benchmarks and comparative performance assessments. This phenomenon
intensifies in zero-sum negotiation contexts characterized by fixed-pie perceptions, where
counterpart gains are construed as personal opportunity costs (Geiger, 2014). Substantial evidence
documents the inverse relationship between counterpart profitability and focal negotiator
satisfaction. Larrick & Blount's (1997) seminal work revealed diminished satisfaction when
counterparts secured disproportionately favorable economic attainment, notwithstanding
objectively favorable personal outcomes. Complementary studies demonstrate that negotiators
perceiving relative parity or disadvantage—even amidst substantial absolute gains—
systematically devalue outcome favorability (Babcock et al., 1996; Blount & Larrick, 2000). This
comparative discounting effect originates from status preservation motives, equity violation
perceptions, and the inherent adversarial framing of distributive bargaining contexts. Thus, we
hypothesize:

H5b. Opponent’s profit negatively correlates with the focal negotiator’s second-stage

satisfaction.

Figure 1. Illustration of the research framework
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Method

Scenario analysis is widely used to examine negotiation dynamics by integrating multiple
influencing factors (Haggenmiiller et al., 2022). This study employs a simulated two-stage
negotiation model, which better reflects real-world negotiation processes. The procedures and
participant instructions for the simulation are detailed in Appendix A. Intergroup negotiations were
chosen to allow negotiators to analyze information collectively, leveraging group decision-making
to enhance strategic reasoning (Penttild, 2020). Given the variability in psychological perceptions
within groups, we incorporated both individual- and group-level data to enable a comprehensive
cross-level analysis of negotiator satisfaction (Wolter et al., 2021).

Participants

Over 8 months, we conducted five two-stage negotiation simulations involving a total of 228
Chinese professionals with substantial business experience. The simulated negotiations were
conducted by 181 males and 47 females with a mean age of 34.11 years and a standard deviation
of 7.37. The negotiations utilized 69, 41, 34, 45, and 39 participants, respectively.

The Simulated Negotiation Process

The negotiation framework drew from the scenario involving Estate One and Pearl Investments
(Malhotra, 2005a, 2005b) and was adapted to fit a two-stage negotiation format. The participants
in both negotiation stages were identical, and the goal was the same. The end of the first stage only
represented a suspension, and no final agreement was reached at this stage. In the scenario, Pearl
Investments is cast as the seller, a company in the real estate investment sector with a plan to sell
off a property situated in Hamilton. Estate One, positioned as the buyer, is a builder with an interest
in land acquisition to open up the market. As such, the two parties begin to discuss potential
cooperation and are involved in a simulated distributive negotiation over a singular issue—price.
The information they have access to varies, with a significant difference being the seller's potential
alternative transaction with Queens Development Company, unbeknownst to the buyer, as
alternatives influence negotiation behavior and outcomes (Kang et al., 2024).

Before simulated negotiations were formally commenced, participants were grouped to remove
any gender bias. Participants of the same gender were grouped, and these groups were paired
against opponent groups of the same gender. There was a total of 56 groups, namely, 28 pairs.
Each group is composed of 4 to 5 people, and the number of people in each pair of groups is
consistent. This structure acts as a real-world negotiation environment, where negotiators rarely
act alone and conduct group decisions before implementing an agreement.

It ensures that negotiators consider multiple perspectives and engage in strategic discussions
before entering into formal binary bargaining, making negotiations more realistic and complex.
Upon numbering, the groups with odd numbers were set as the sellers and the even-numbered ones
as the buyers, which then led to a pairing for the negotiation process. Each of the pairings was
provided with its negotiation room. Each simulated negotiation lasted 110 minutes. This included
the distribution of background materials, preparation for negotiations, the first negotiation stage, a
brief interlude, the second negotiation stage, and the feedback phase. Before the launch of the
simulated negotiations, all participants were gathered together and introduced to the negotiation
process and the corresponding precautions. The authors then instructed the buyer groups to enter
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their negotiation rooms. Next, background information was distributed to all parties. During the
negotiation preparation phase, participants were given 45 minutes to discuss the negotiation within
their groups, create a plan, and elect their chief negotiators. During this phase, no inter-group
communication was permitted. The preparation period was designed to allow group members to
align their strategies, assign roles, and fully process the negotiation scenario before entering
discussions. Research on multi-party negotiations suggests that effective pre-negotiation
coordination significantly improves team decision-making and negotiation performance (Ertel,
2004). Groups that are not given sufficient time for pre-negotiation discussion often perform
poorly due to misalignment or lack of internal consensus. After the negotiation preparation phase,
the seller groups entered their respective negotiation rooms and began their first-stage discussions
with the buyers. Each of the two negotiation stages lasted 25 minutes. While real-world
negotiations often extend beyond laboratory constraints, 25 minutes provided a balance between
maintaining engagement and preventing cognitive fatigue, a key consideration in negotiation
experiments (Thompson, 2015). After the first negotiation stage, all participants completed a
questionnaire about subject values and satisfaction. The completed questionnaires were swiftly
gathered, after which the groups were prompted to devise their strategies for the forthcoming
second negotiation stage. This break lasted 15 minutes. Once the 15 minutes had passed, the sellers
re-entered their negotiation rooms and commenced their second-stage negotiations. After an
agreement had been reached, negotiations were terminated. Deadlock was declared in instances
where the negotiating parties had failed to reach an agreement within the allocated 25-minute
period. Once the second stage was complete, all participants returned to their classrooms and
completed a questionnaire about their negotiation behaviors and satisfaction during the second
stage. Meanwhile, the authors noted the outcome of the negotiations, any deadlock situations, the
focal negotiators’ reservation points, and the reservation points of their opponents, as forecasted
by focal negotiators. Carrying out the surveys in an orderly sequence facilitated the assembly of
data corresponding to each successive stage in the original model.

Measures

The retrospective questionnaires were based on those used in previous studies and were slightly
revised in terms of their expression. The complete set of items used in the study is provided in
Appendix B. Unless specified otherwise, the survey employed a 7-point Likert scale for
participant responses, spanning from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

Subjective value (SV). This study uses the scale of Guo et al. (2022) to measure SV, dividing
SV into four dimensions: instrumental SV, self SV, process SV, and relationship SV. The
negotiators responded to these particular items after the first negotiation stage, preventing any
negotiator behavior from influencing the answers during the second stage.

Negotiation behavior. On the basis of the scale of De Dreu (2001), the items have been adjusted
to suit the negotiation scenario of this study. These particular items were delivered to the
negotiators after the second negotiation stage. At the same time, participants were repeatedly
reminded to answer questions based on their perception of the second negotiation stage.

Satisfaction. Following Naquin (2003), negotiator satisfaction within each negotiation stage
was measured using a single item: “I am very satisfied with the outcome of this negotiation stage”.
This item measured satisfaction after the first and second stages.

Negotiation profit. The negotiator’s profit is calculated by measuring “the difference between
the negotiated price reached by both sides and the negotiator’s reservation point”. Opponent’s
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profit is “the difference between the negotiated price reached by both sides and the opponent’s
reservation point, as forecasted by the focal negotiator”. For sellers, profit represents the negotiated
price minus the seller’s reservation point (true or forecasted). For buyers, profit represents their
reservation point (true or forecasted) minus the negotiated price. Of note, negotiation profit is a
group-level variable. This is because, once the negotiation agreement is reached, the buyer group
and seller group will reach an agreement price. After all, each group has only one reservation point.

Control variables. Age and gender were selected as control variables as many studies have
indicated that these two factors influence negotiation behaviors and outcomes. For instance, it has
been proven that the older a negotiator is, the more likely they are to cooperate (Alexander et al.,
1994). Existing research has formed specific gender stereotypes, suggesting that women are more
likely to compromise and that men are more dominant. However, female negotiators are also
sensitive to contextual factors, meaning that the influence of gender could reduce or even reverse
these existing stereotypes (Bowles & Flynn, 2010). Nevertheless, these two factors cannot be
ignored, and it was important for us to ensure that they did not influence the study.

Results

Reliability and Validity

To reduce the possible effect of common method bias, the authors informed participants at the
beginning of the study that they should consider the simulated negotiations to be real business
negotiations and that they should treat the simulated negotiations as real business dealings and
respond honestly to the questions. Furthermore, they were assured that their responses would
remain anonymous and be used solely for academic research. This study used Harman’s single-
factor test to verify common method bias using exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Data suitability
was first evaluated using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity. The
KMO value of all items was 0.841, exceeding the threshold requirement of 0.5. Low significance
was seen during Bartlett’s test (0.000), which suggested that the data was adequate for the
performance of EFA. The results also showed that the top factors accounted for 63.01% of the total
variance, with the largest factor accounting for 17.48% of the total variance. These results
suggested that common method variance was not a significant issue for the study. Cronbach’s alpha
(o) was used to assess the internal consistency and reliability of the scale. As Table 1 shows, while
the lowest Cronbach’s a was 0.649, the values of other multiple-item constructs were above 0.70.
This indicated that the multiple-item scale demonstrates ample and satisfactory internal
consistency and reliability.
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Table 1 Reliability and Validity Analysis
Constructs Cronbach’s a CR SFL
0.740
0.667
0.682
0.560
0.678
Self SV 0.761 0.761 0.682
0.789
Subjective value (SV) 0.712
Process SV 0.807 0.808 0.723
0.715
0.714
0.788
0.826
0.764
0.881
0.606
0.701
Integrating 0.798 0.800 0.735
0.597
0.687
0.768
Compromising 0.649 0.679 0.673
0.474
0.652
0.686
Avoiding 0.835 0.839 0.830
Negotiation behavior 0.730
0.668
0.649
0.664
0.713
Yielding 0.825 0.826 0.669
0.610
0.517
0.616
0.654
Forcing 0.719 0.727 0.509
0.737

Instrumental SV 0.752 0.759

Relationship SV 0.887 0.888

Further, the authors conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the validity of the
multiple-item scale. Table 1 shows that while the minimum value of standard factor loading (SFL)
was 0.474, the value for all other constructs exceeded the 0.5 cut-off, indicating acceptable
convergent validity. The construct reliability (CR) values of all multiple-item constructs were
above 0.7, except for one CR value of 0.679. Based on these results, the convergent validity of the
scale was found to be acceptable. Table 2 shows the summary statistics and intercorrelations
between the variables. Given the high correlation between process SV and relationship SV, the
authors took steps to ensure that no single SV dimension was driving the results of any other. To
do so, the authors statistically controlled one form of SV when testing the effects of another. For
instance, when examining process SV, they controlled relationship SV, and vice versa.
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Table 2 Means, Standard Deviation, and Pearson Correlation Coefficient Matrix

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Instrumental SV 4.08 1.39
2. Self SV 5.24 1.22 0.377%*
3. Process SV 4.58 1.47 0.643%% (.473%*
4. Relationship SV 4.17 1.46 0.729%* (0.308%* (.739%**
5. Integrating 5.36 0.97 0.105  0.176** 0.055  0.087
6. Compromising  5.17 1.16 0.175%*% 0.175%% 0.117  0.178*%* (0.497**
7. Avoiding 4.68 1.37 0.123  -0.044 0.159% 0.158** 0.251** 0.296%*
8. Yielding 4.18 1.06 0.059  -0.046 0.059 0.094  0.239%* 0326%* 0.463*%*
9. Forcing 5.26 0.97 0.231%% 0.214%% 0217** 0245%* 0.266** 0209** 0.097 -0.010

Note: * Significance level: p < 0.05 (two-tailed); ** Significance level: p < 0.01 (two-tailed).
Analysis of the Hypotheses

Before hypothesis testing, the authors examined the descriptive statistics of key outcome
variables, as Table 3 shows. The average negotiator’s profit was 435.80 (SD = 503.53), ranging
from —1100 to 1850. The average opponent’s profit was 434.30 (SD = 505.15), ranging from —
1100 to 1850Satisfaction after the first stage had a mean of 4.92 (SD = 1.31), while satisfaction
after the second stage averaged 5.59 (SD = 1.18). These values suggest generally positive
evaluations and sufficient variability to warrant further analysis.

Table 3 Descriptive Statistics of Key Outcome Variables

Variables N Mean S.D. Min Max
Negotiator’s profit 200 435.80 503.53 -1100 1850
Opponent’s profit 200 434.30 505.15 -1100 1850
Satisfaction after T1 200 492 1.31 1.00 7.00
Satisfaction after T2 200 5.59 1.18 2.00 7.00

Table 4 ANOVA between the Seller and Buyer

Test variables F-statistic Significance
Instrumental SV 0.679 0.411
Self SV 0.700 0.404
Process SV 4.656 0.032%*
Relationship SV 0.040 0.841
Integrating 1.615 0.205
Compromising 0.052 0.820
Avoiding 0.896 0.345
Yielding 1.564 0212
Forcing 1.583 0210
Satisfaction after the first stage 1.149 0.285
Satisfaction after the second stage 0.001 0.981

Note: * Significance level: p < 0.05.

As the simulated negotiations were divided into buyer and seller roles, before performing any
data analysis, the authors first checked whether there were any pronounced differences between
the buyers and sellers in terms of their perceptions of SV, five kinds of negotiation behavior, or
satisfaction after the two negotiation stages. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to
test whether variables were affected to any statistically significant extent by the role of the
negotiator. The results only indicated a significant difference between buyers and sellers in terms
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of process SV (F=4.656, P=0.032<0.05), as Table 4 shows. This indicated that the buyer and seller
data needed to be separated whenever process SV was involved.

Satisfaction after the First Stage

SV measures the perception of each negotiator, and negotiators cannot possibly know the
psychological perceptions of others. As such, measurement of SV at an individual level provides
more accurate data. Hla was verified using hierarchical regression analysis. The variance inflation
factor (VIF) values of the independent and control variables were all under 10, ranging between
1.002 and 3.654. The indicators showed no multicollinearity to problematize the analysis results.

Since the buyer and seller had pronounced differences in terms of process SV, the authors first
divided the individual data into two parts. The first part represented the buyer and the second the
seller. Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted through SPSS 22.0, examining the impact
of buyer or seller SV on satisfaction after the first negotiation stage. Two models (Model 1 and
Model 2) were constructed, designed to respectively examine the impacts of four SV dimensions
on seller and buyer satisfaction. The two models were split into two steps. In Step 1, two control
variables were introduced to the models, creating Model 1a and Model 2a. In Step 2, the four
dimensions of SV were then added to these two models, creating Model 1b and Model 2b. Table
5 and Table 6 illustrate the results of these empirical models.

Changes of R? (AR?) and F were used to assess the model fit when adding new variables. Models
1b and 2b reflected that SV positively affects satisfaction after the first negotiation stage. SV
increased the predictive power of Models 1b (AR? = 0.682, F = 44.350, p = 0.000) and 2b (AR? =
0.557, F = 35.632, p = 0.000). Moreover, irrespective of whether the individual was a seller or
buyer, instrumental SV (seller: B = 0.274, p < 0.001; buyer: B = 0.204, p < 0.05) and relationship
SV (seller: B = 0.575, p < 0.001; buyer: B = 0.603, p < 0.001) both showed a positive effect on
satisfaction after the first stage. Process SV, however, had no significant effect. Furthermore, when
sellers self SV (B = 0.151, p < 0.01) was higher, sellers were seen to be more satisfied with the
outcome of first-stage negotiations.

Table 5 Hierarchical Linear Models Predicting Satisfaction After the First Stage

1. Satisfaction after the first stage
Model 1a (Seller) Model 1b (Seller)  Model 2a (Buyer)  Model 2b (Buyer)

Control variables

Age 0.155 -0.091 -0.294 %% -0.003
Gender -0.040 -0.038 -0.177* -0.042
Independent variables

Instrumental SV 0.274% %% 0.204**
Self SV 0.157%%* -0.026
Process SV 0.021 0.066
Relationship SV 0.575%%%=* 0.603%**%*
R? 0.027 0.709 0.113 0.671
Adjusted R? 0.010 0.693 0.097 0.652
ARE (). 68D e ().55 7% %%
F 1.573 44 350%*** 6.956%*** 35 632%***

Note: * Significance level: p < 0.1; ** Significance level: p < 0.05; *** Significance level: p < 0.01; *¥***
Significance level: p < 0.001
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Table 6 Hierarchical Linear Models Predicting Satisfaction After the Second Stage

Dependent variable model 2. Satisfaction after the second stage
Null Individual Group

Satisfaction after the first stage 0.266%*%x* 0.162%**
Group-Integrating (self) 0.323**
Group-Compromising (self) -0.020
Group-Avoiding (self) 0.023
Group-Yielding (self) -0.151
Group-Forcing (self) 0.316%**
Group-Integrating (opponent) -0.034
Group-Compromising (opponent) 0.252%
Group-Avoiding (opponent) -0.000062
Group-Yielding (opponent) -0.257*
Group-Forcing (opponent) -0.116
Negotiator’s profit 0.00049 1%
Opponent’s profit -0.000444***
Negotiator-level variance (o?) 1.054 0.943 0.965
Change in variance (Ag?) 0.111 -0.022
Group-level variance (t) 0.350 0.330 0.00299
Change in variance (A1) 0.32701

Note: * Significance level: p < 0.1; ** Significance level: p < 0.05; *** Significance level: p < 0.01; ****
Significance level: p < 0.001

Satisfaction after the Second Stage

Whether researchers analyze multi-level data at the individual level or aggregate data to the
collective analysis level, both methods ignore group commonalities or individual variations (Little
et al., 2000). Hence, it is preferable to view group-on-group negotiation as a multi-level
phenomenon which simultaneously integrates individual and collective processes (Butt et al.,
2005). A focal negotiator’s behavior, the opponent’s negotiation behavior, the focal negotiator’s
profit, and the perceived opponent’s profit are all group-level variables. Satisfaction after the first
and second negotiation stages are both individual-level variables. Multi-level modeling techniques
provide a suitable analytic strategy for investigating the influence of both low-level and high-level
factors on low-level outcome variables (Wang et al., 2011). As such, to test H1b-HSb, the authors
chose HLM 6.06 for its flexibility in modeling two-level nested data in multi-level models.

During the empirical data acquisition phase, three negotiation dyads (comprising six groups and
28 participants) exhibited failure to attain mutual agreement, consequently generating incomplete
data points for critical team-level profit metrics and perceived opponent profit variables. To
maintain analytical rigor in hierarchical linear modeling, these non-convergent cases were
systematically excluded from subsequent analysis. The final analytical cohort consequently
consisted of 25 completed negotiation dyads (representing 50 discrete groups and 200
participants), thereby ensuring robust measurement of cross-level interactions between individual
satisfaction constructs and collective performance indicators.

To test individual-level and group-level processes, the authors implemented a trio of models
for each dependent variable, including the null model devoid of predictors, the individual-level
model, and the group-level models. The null model apportions the variance into the negotiator and
the group. Since group-level equations require the presence of systematic inter-group variation in
the outcome, group-level models are tested only when there is a statistically significant group-
level variance (1) (Butt et al., 2005). Table 6 shows the results of the HLM analyses that predicted
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negotiator satisfaction after the second stage.

As Table 6 shows, the variance partitioning results of the first set of HLM models suggested
that 24.929% (0.350/ [0.350+1.054]) of the total satisfaction variance after the second stage could
be attributed to inter-group differences. This variance was seen to be statistically significant
(t=0.350, ¥2(49) = 113.913, p = 0.000< 0.001). Such group-level variation indicates that
satisfaction after the second stage should be regarded as a collective phenomenon.

Next, the individual-level predictor (satisfaction after the first stage) was entered. Negotiator
satisfaction after the first stage was seen to increase significantly after the second stage (B = 0.266,
p <0.001). This result supports H1b.

In the final stage, group-level predictors were entered. To create the group-level predictors, the
authors aggregated behavior variables (five kinds of negotiation behavior and five kinds of
opponent negotiation behavior) using the mean of each group. The negotiator’s profit and the
opponent’s profit were both group-level variables. The group-level equation revealed that
integrating behavior (f = 0.323, p<0.05) and forcing behavior (B = 0.316, p<0.01) within the
negotiating group had a positive influence on negotiator satisfaction after the second stage. This
result supports H2a. However, neither opponent integrating (f =—0.034, n.s.) nor yielding behavior
(B=-0.257, p <0.1) showed a positive effect, indicating that H3a was not supported. The results
also did not support H2b and H3b. Regarding H4a and H4b, the results indicate that compromising
behavior enacted by the negotiator had no significant effect on satisfaction (B =—0.020, n.s.), while
compromising behavior by the opponent had a marginally significant positive effect (B = 0.252, p
< 0.1). These findings partially support H4b but not H4a, suggesting that compromising is more
positively received when initiated by the counterpart. Finally, after a two-stage negotiation, the
greater the focal negotiator’s profit (B = 0.000491, p <0.01) or the lower the opponent’s profit (3
=-0.000444, p < 0.01), the greater the focal negotiator’s satisfaction was seen to be. This result
supports H5a and H5b.

Discussion

Although buyer-seller negotiations typically take a group-on-group form, once an agreement is
reached, the contract is normally executed by an individual. As such, it is more appropriate to
focus on satisfaction at the individual level. To date, research on negotiator satisfaction has focused
primarily on individual differences between negotiators. Besides, existing research often focuses
on the antecedents of different negotiation behaviors, such as bargaining power (Lu et al., 2020),
but the effectiveness of negotiation behaviors has not received adequate attention. There is a gap
in the research when considering the roles of negotiation behaviors, the negotiator’s perceptions,
and negotiation profit from a cross-level perspective. Building on recent advances in negotiation
research, this study examines two-stage negotiations, using a simulated group negotiation method
to study the antecedents that influence satisfaction after two negotiation stages.

Objective economic outcomes in negotiations and subjective psychological outcomes for the
negotiators are closely related, and the latter is often affected by the former (Hart & Schweitzer,
2022). Specifically, negotiation profit reflects economic outcomes, and satisfaction reflects
psychological outcomes. The greater the negotiator’s profit, the more satisfied they will be (Ma et
al., 2002). This is consistent with the research indicating that economic and relational benefits
(having a satistied opponent) do not have to be mutually exclusive in distributive negotiations
(Schaerer et al., 2020). While negotiators often estimate the reference points of their opponents,
they also often evaluate their opponent’s profit once an agreement has been reached. Negotiators
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compare their profit with that of their opponents. If the opponent’s profit is high, the negotiator's
satisfaction will be reduced. The findings lend support to information processing theory, which
holds that negotiators dynamically update satisfaction judgments in the integration of new
information—such as changes in counterparts' behaviors or shifting economic conditions—over
multiple stages. Initial satisfaction may serve as an anchor; however, to the extent that negotiators
continue interacting with one another, they can reinterpret the outcomes of negotiations based on
real-time cues (Brett & Thompson, 2016), which is problematic for static evaluation models.
Therefore, there is a need for a multi-stage framework representing how satisfaction evolves as
negotiators adapt to contextual changes in support of IPT, which focuses on cognitive updates
during dynamic negotiations.

The factors that showed the closest link with satisfaction were final profit, subjective
perceptions, and negotiation behaviors. A two-stage negotiation model can better simulate real-
world buyer-seller negotiations than a single-stage model. Negotiators indicated that they were
satisfied with the outcome of each stage for distinct reasons. The results show that negotiator
satisfaction in the first stage predicts satisfaction within the second unless the negotiating parties
make significant changes in the second-stage negotiations. Consequently, the antecedents of
satisfaction for the first stage should be examined. However, our findings suggest that absolute
outcomes do not solely drive satisfaction. Instead, relative comparisons and perceived fairness
play a critical role, aligning with prior research showing that negotiators who perceive their
counterpart as gaining disproportionately may report lower satisfaction, even when their profit is
high (Galinsky et al., 2002b). The results of this study show that instrumental subjective value in
the first stage (buyer and seller) and the seller’s self-subjective value all increase satisfaction after
the first stage. The observed difference in process SV between buyers and sellers can be explained
primarily by information asymmetry and expectation disconfirmation theory. Sellers tend to
possess better informational control (e.g., knowledge about asset facts, rival bids) that allows them
to focus on end economic outcomes rather than procedural fairness (Bazerman & Neale, 1993). In
contrast, buyers face higher uncertainty and rely more on process fairness and transparency to
decide their satisfaction (Thompson et al., 2012). This corroborates the expectation
disconfirmation theory, which suggests that buyers' satisfaction is a result of whether the
negotiation process confirms or disconfirms their expectations, whereas sellers, who enjoy higher
control in the negotiation, derive satisfaction from the conditions of the final agreement (Galinsky
et al.,, 2002b). These role differences highlight the asymmetrical way that negotiators view
subjective value, emphasizing the importance of considering role-specific perceptions in
predicting negotiation outcomes. While these findings stress individual perceptions and behaviors,
they also recognize the need to explore how these factors operate within the broader context of
team-based negotiations. With a multilevel analytical approach, we are able to account for within-
individual variation and between-group dynamics that affect satisfaction across stages. This
perspective captures the evolving interplay between a negotiator’s own strategy and the collective
behaviors surrounding them, offering a richer understanding of satisfaction development in multi-
stage negotiations.

The most critical factor affecting satisfaction after the first stage is relationship subjective value.
This may be because the outcome of the first stage does not represent the final situation. A good
first-stage relationship with an opponent could indicate that the second-stage negotiation will
generate more personal benefits. This reinforces the idea that satisfaction is dynamic rather than
static—if it were fully determined by first-stage outcomes, the authors would expect stability
across stages, yet shifts in counterpart behavior and new information often reshape negotiators'
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perceptions. These findings highlight the need to study satisfaction as an evolving process rather
than a fixed outcome, particularly in multi-stage negotiations where expectations and relational
dynamics fluctuate over time.

Negotiation is a buyer-seller game. Most studies focus on one side's behavior and satisfaction.
For instance, negotiators' competitive tactics are inversely correlated, and cooperative tactics are
positively correlated with the subjective perception of the negotiation (Parlamis et al., 2020).
Meanwhile, it is vital to consider the opponent's behavior as well as that of the focal negotiator.
Wong and Howard (2018) conclude that the opponents' door-in-the-face tactic (making an initial,
extreme, and often unacceptable demand) reduces the degree to which negotiators find their
counterparts trustworthy. The findings show that the more integrating and forcing the behavior of
a negotiating group, or the more compromising the opponent, the greater focal negotiator
satisfaction will be. At odds with the hypothesis, if an opponent concedes, this act will jeopardize
focal negotiator satisfaction. A possible explanation for this contradictory result is that the
opponent’s concession is thus attributed to their incompetence or indifference rather than any
strength or strategy on the part of the focal negotiator. Focal negotiators may consider that their
opponent’s blind concession has prevented them from realizing their full potential, thus causing
them dissatisfaction. The potential mechanisms for this theory would need additional research.

Given the combined impact of both sides’ behaviors, a forcing focal negotiator can encourage
the opponent’s concession and prevent arbitrary behaviors from occurring. Such a behavioral
pattern, however, may paradoxically reduce the dominant negotiator’s own satisfaction. Moreover,
integrating negotiators do not necessarily elicit yielding responses from opponents, yet they
promote positive relational climates that facilitate mutually beneficial outcomes. These findings
underscore that the effectiveness of a given negotiation strategy cannot be evaluated in isolation
but must be understood in light of the behavioral responses it elicits. By modeling both focal and
opponent behaviors at the group level, the study captures the interaction patterns that shape
satisfaction in dynamic, multi-stage negotiations.

Conclusion and Implications

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study contributes to negotiation theory by integrating and expounding several seminal
models. Building on sequencing theory (Adair & Brett, 2005) and information processing theory
(Bazerman & Neale, 1993), it empirically tests a dynamic, cross-level model of negotiator
satisfaction. By differentiating between relational and distributive phases and tracing their
independent impacts, the study demonstrates how satisfaction evolves through ongoing encoding
and reinterpretation of behavioral and economic cues. Also, it extends social information
processing theory beyond intraorganizational settings to the interorganizational setting of buyer-
seller negotiations, identifying individual- and group-level information sources that impact
satisfaction. The cross-level model links team-level variables (e.g., economic outcomes, group
action) to individual-level perceptions, offering an advanced understanding of how intergroup
processes affect personal attitudes (Panke et al., 2021). This study shows that satisfaction in multi-
stage negotiations is not only driven by individual behavior but is also significantly influenced by
the counterpart's actions. By incorporating both focal and opponent behaviors in a multilevel
model, the findings demonstrate how certain strategies, such as opponent yielding, can have
counterintuitive effects on satisfaction. Interestingly, the study also challenges common sense by
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showing that negotiator satisfaction is influenced not only by one's behavior but also by the
counterpart's. In particular, the negative effect of opponent yielding behavior shows that excessive
concession-granting can have the opposite effect, which highlights the need to rethink excessively
accommodating negotiation strategies in negotiation theory.

This study provides guidance for business practitioners engaged in the buyer-seller negotiation,
which is a real-life process that almost all commercial activity passes through in society. While
the economic outcomes for negotiators are important, negotiators’ perceptions should not be
ignored. The practical significance of this study is threefold. Firstly, it shows that while numerous
factors influence negotiator satisfaction, to satisfy opponents and cultivate long-term cooperation,
negotiators should carefully consider their behavior during negotiations. For instance, negotiators
cannot simply retreat if their opponent has a forcing strategy. Blind concessions will not always
pave the way for opponent satisfaction; in some cases, they could even prevent it. If a focal
negotiator adopts an integrating strategy or the opponent displays compromising behavior, the
satisfaction of the focal negotiator can increase. Secondly, despite these numerous influential
factors, satisfaction has a notably strong correlation with negotiation profit. Not only does a
negotiator’s profit impact satisfaction, but negotiators also subconsciously compare their profit
with that of their opponent. Essentially, if the opponent’s profit is comparatively higher, the focal
negotiator will be less satisfied. Finally, in two-stage negotiations, each stage has an enduring
impact on negotiator satisfaction. As such, negotiators cannot relax their vigilance during any stage
of the negotiation. It is wise for negotiators to adapt their strategies according to the situation, to
overcome the stereotypes of first-stage perception, and to balance any conflict of interest. Notably,
this study highlights that the relationship between the two parties plays a vital role in determining
negotiator satisfaction. Further, satisfaction is influenced by the perceived economic gains of the
current stage. For sellers, self-realization is also an important source of satisfaction.

Limitations and Future Research

Firstly, although the data was collected in China, the relationships examined in this research are
founded on arguments that transcend cultural constraints, bolstering the belief in the model's cross-
cultural viability. It is essential for subsequent research to explore the broader applicability of these
findings. To further confirm the insights of this study, similar studies should be conducted in other
cultures, thus confirming that the conclusions are internationally applicable. Secondly, simulated
negotiations cannot completely replicate true negotiations. Alternative explanations of negotiator
satisfaction cannot be ignored, such as information asymmetries and power dynamics. For
instance, the negotiators used in the study had no pre-existing cooperative relationships or mutual
understanding. In real business transactions, negotiating parties may already have a certain level
of understanding or even a long-term relationship. Negotiator satisfaction may be influenced by
any previous cooperation between the two parties or future cooperation opportunities. As such, the
authors hope that the conclusions of this study can be verified in future research.

Conclusion

This study verifies the key factors affecting negotiator satisfaction using two-stage simulated
negotiations between buyer and seller groups. First, irrespective of the buyer or seller, satisfaction
is mainly shaped by relationship subjective value and instrumental subjective value. For sellers,
self-subjective value also generates better negotiator satisfaction. Second, the negotiation behavior
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of both parties has a notable impact on satisfaction. If the behavior of a focal negotiator is
integrating or forcing and that of their opponent is compromising, the focal negotiator's satisfaction
will increase. However, yielding opponent behavior will weaken focal negotiator satisfaction.
Finally, negotiator satisfaction also depends on the relationship between the negotiator’s profit and
the opponent’s profit. The greater the negotiator’s profit or the lower the opponent’s profit, the
more satisfied the negotiator will be.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Negotiation Scenario and Participant Instructions
Business Negotiation Simulation — Instruction Manual

This simulation was conducted in a classroom setting and followed the procedures and structure
outlined below.

1. Grouping and Role Assignment
All participants were divided into 14 teams (i.e., 7 negotiation dyads), with each team consisting
of 4 to 5 participants. Each team appointed one chief negotiator to represent them during the
negotiation. The negotiation took place in buyer—seller pairs, and teams were labeled
accordingly. Buyers and sellers were assigned to separate rooms and provided with role-specific
briefing materials. Participants were instructed to maintain strict confidentiality throughout the
simulation:

No information exchange was permitted between buyers and sellers.

No communication was allowed between teams of the same role.

Mobile phones were to be silenced; calls and messages were strictly prohibited during the

simulation.

Participants were advised not to seek or share information, even during breaks or accidental

encounters.

2. Negotiation Format and Timeline
Teams were given 45 minutes for internal preparation, including strategy development and role
clarification. Each dyad engaged in a two-stage negotiation, with a short break in between:
First Stage: 25 minutes
Break: 15 minutes (for internal team adjustments; seller remains in the room, buyer steps out)
Second Stage: 25 minutes
After each negotiation stage, all participants completed a post-stage questionnaire measuring
subjective value and satisfaction.

3. Rules During Negotiation
Negotiations could result in either an agreement or a deadlock. The following rules were strictly
enforced during the process:
No communication was allowed between teams or between participants in the same role group.
All background materials were to be interpreted independently; instructors were not permitted
to offer clarification.
Participants were not allowed to enter or leave the negotiation room at will.
Seller teams entered the room only after buyer teams had received instructions and completed
their internal preparation.

4. Post-Negotiation Reflection

After the negotiation, each participant completed a reflective form with the following items:
What types of preparation were undertaken by your team?
What behavioral or strategic adjustments did you make after the break?
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How did you perceive your counterpart's negotiation behavior and strategy?
What aspects of your performance were effective, and what could be improved?
How satisfied are you with the outcome? (Rate from 1= Very Dissatisfied to 7= Very Satisfied)

Appendix B. Measurement Scales Used in the Study

Part 1. First-Stage Satisfaction and Subjective Value (17 items + 1 overall rating)
Participants rated their agreement with the following statements based on their experience in the
first round of negotiation, using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly
Agree).
1. We believe the agreed-upon issues were fair and consistent with established norms and
objective standards.
2. We believe there is a high likelihood of reaching an agreement on the unresolved issues in
the next round.
At the end of this round, the other party’s requests were acceptable.
At the end of this round, our requests were reasonable.
We felt deprived or disadvantaged in this round of negotiation.
We felt embarrassed during the negotiation (e.g., our pride was hurt).
This negotiation made us feel like competent negotiators.
We acted following our principles and values.
9. This negotiation had a positive impact on our self-concept and self-image.
10. We believe the other party listened to our concerns.
11. We believe the negotiation process was fair.
12. We are satisfied with the simplicity or complexity of the agreement process.
13. The other party considered our wishes, opinions, or needs.
14. The other party left a generally positive impression.
15. As aresult of this negotiation, we are satisfied with the relationship between both parties.
16. This negotiation increased our trust in the other party.
17. This negotiation laid a solid foundation for future relations between the two parties.
Overall, we are satisfied with the outcome of the first-round negotiation. (1-7)

NN bW

Part 2. Second-Stage Negotiation Behaviors (28 items + 1 overall rating)

Participants rated how well each of the following statements described their behavior in the
second round of negotiation, using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all Descriptive, 7 = Very
Descriptive).

We collaborated with the other party to find mutually acceptable solutions.

We worked with the other party to find solutions that met both parties’ expectations.
We exchanged accurate information with the other party to solve problems together.
We revealed all of our concerns to resolve the dispute effectively.

We cooperated with the other party to reach mutually acceptable decisions.

We worked closely with the other party to better understand the issues.

We tried to integrate both sides’ opinions to reach a shared decision.

We sought compromises to overcome deadlocks.

We frequently proposed middle-ground solutions to resolve impasses.

Our negotiations often resulted in compromise.

We achieved a compromise through mutual concessions.

e A o e

e

Understanding the cross-level effects of subjective value

and negotiation behavior on negotiator satisfaction



12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

Yan, Guo, Lu, & Wang

We avoided arguing with the other party.

We refrained from directly discussing disagreements.

We avoided confrontations as much as possible.

We withheld disagreements to avoid upsetting the other party.

We avoided unpleasant exchanges during the negotiation.

We tried to meet the needs of the other party.

We avoided awkwardness and kept any conflicts to ourselves.

We modified our strategy to better align with the other party’s expectations.
We made concessions according to the other party’s expectations.

We were willing to concede to the other party.

We often agreed with the other party’s suggestions.

We tried to meet the other party’s expectations.

We used our influence to make our viewpoints acceptable.

We leveraged our power to push for decisions that favored us.

We used our expertise to make decisions in our favor.

We firmly insisted on our position regarding key issues.

We sometimes used our group’s power to prevail in competitive situations.

Overall, we are satisfied with the outcome of the second-round negotiation. (1-7).
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