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Abstract:  
 
While previous research has identified cultural values and emotional intelligence as central 
determinants of conflict handling styles, little is known about the mechanism through which 
cultural values impact individuals’ preferences for specific conflict handling styles. Based on a 
multinational dataset including 1527 individuals from ten different cultural clusters, the current 
study aims to integrate these two literature streams by examining the influence of cultural values 
on conflict handling styles through emotional intelligence. The results of structural equation 
modeling and mediation analysis show that in particular uncertainty avoidance and long-term 
orientation influence preferences for the conflict handling styles of compromising, obliging, and 
integrating through emotional intelligence. Furthermore, we find that collectivism has a direct 
negative effect on the preference for a dominating style and that power distance has a direct 
positive effect on the preference for an avoiding and a dominating style. Our study contributes to 
a more comprehensive and more integrative understanding of earlier research on the role of 
culture and emotional intelligence in conflict handling. 
 
Keywords: Conflict handling styles | Culture | Cultural value dimensions | Emotional 
intelligence 
 
Article:  
 
1. Introduction 
 
Whenever individuals interact, such as employees within a project team or managers during a 
negotiation, interpersonal conflicts are possible. If not resolved, these conflicts may negatively 
impact the respective outcome of interactions (Thomas, 1992). Conflict handling styles,1 which 
constitute the elements of a classification of different modes for handling interpersonal conflicts 
(Rahim, 1983), have been identified as a source of reaching more favorable outcomes in a broad 
spectrum of different conflict situations (e.g., Blake & Mouton, 1964; Rahim, 1983). Previous 
research shows that conflict handling styles influence the outcomes at the level of the individual, 
such as job performance (e.g., Chen, Tjosvold, & Fang, 2005) and leader effectiveness (e.g., 
Barbuto, Phipps, & Xu, 2010). Moreover, previous studies have shown that conflict handling 
styles also influence outcomes at the firm level, such as joint venture success (Lin & Germain, 
1998), the effectiveness of retail networks (Bradford, Stringfellow, & Weitz, 2004), as well as 
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innovation and new product performance (Song, Dyer, & Thieme, 2006; Xie, Song, & 
Stringfellow, 1998). As interpersonal conflicts and the way individuals handle conflicts may 
positively or negatively impact various economic outcomes, it is of growing importance for 
theory and practice to understand which factors influence individual preferences for different 
conflict handling styles. 
 Individuals, to some extent, seem to select conflict handling styles which fit the 
respective conflict situation (e.g., Rahim, 1986). However, a large number of studies argue and 
empirically show that the preferences for conflict handling styles are relatively stable across 
different situations and that an individual’s preferred conflict handling style is largely 
predetermined by individual characteristics, such as personality traits (Antonioni, 1998; Park & 
Antonioni, 2007; Wood & Bell, 2008) and demographic characteristics (Gbadamosi, Baghestan, 
& Al-Mabrouk, 2014). As conflicts are often highly emotional events, one stream of research has 
focused on the influence of emotional intelligence on individuals’ preferences for conflict 
handling styles (e.g., Jordan & Troth, 2004; Shih & Susanto, 2010; Yu, Sardessai, Lu, & Zhao, 
2006). Emotional intelligence refers to individuals’ ability to recognize, use, and regulate 
emotions (Wong & Law, 2002). While previous studies show that individuals’ emotional 
intelligence impacts their preferences for specific conflict handling styles, the results are 
ambiguous (Schlaerth, Ensari, & Christian, 2013). One potential explanation for the mixed 
findings might be that previous studies have often failed to consider the culture-specific pattern 
of emotional intelligence (Gunkel, Schlägel, & Engle, 2014; Miller, 1997; Shao, Doucet, & 
Caruso, 2014). 
 While previous studies have shown that preferences for conflict handling styles vary 
substantially across countries (e.g., Doucet, Jehn, Weldon, Chen, & Wang, 2009; Gabrielidis, 
Stephan, Ybarra, Pearson, & Villareal, 1997; Kim, Wang, Kondo, & Kim, 2007; Posthuma, 
White, Dworkin, Ya´nez, & Swift, 2006; Ting-Toomey et al., 1991), only a small number of 
studies (e.g., Kaushal & Kwantes, 2006; Komarraju, Dollinger, & Lovell, 2008; Morris et al., 
1998) has analyzed the underlying reasons for these differences. Prior research suggests that 
differences in individuals’ orientation toward different cultural value dimensions (i.e., the set of 
aspects that characterize a society according to its apparent place within the continuum of 
patterns described by the respective aspect) may be one promising explanation for cross-country 
differences in individual preferences for conflict handling styles (e.g., Holt & DeVore, 2005; 
Komarraju et al., 2008). 
 This study aims to address two shortcomings of the literature that uses cultural value 
dimensions and emotional intelligence to explain individuals’ preferences for conflict handling 
styles (for a more detailed explanation and an overview of prior studies see Appendix A). First, 
prior studies, which have examined the relationship between cultural value dimensions and 
conflict handling styles tested the influence of a single cultural dimension in isolation, especially 
the individualism/collectivism dimension, neglecting the joint importance of different cultural 
value dimensions (Littrell, 2012). Thus, little is known about the relative importance of different 
cultural value dimensions in affecting preferences for different conflict handling styles. In 
addition, the majority of previous studies have not directly measured cultural value dimensions. 
Instead they have often used cultural dimension scores by Hofstede (2001) or the GLOBE study 
(House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004) to assign cultural values to individuals. For 
studies performed at the individual level, this approach is problematic as it sets the national 
culture of a country and the individual cultural orientation of a citizen equal to each other, 
without directly measuring individual cultural orientations (Brewer & Venaik, 2014). 



 Second, we know little about how cultural value dimensions actually influence 
individuals’ preferences and in this way affect the general tendency for individual behavior in 
different conflict situations. This is problematic as cultural value dimensions are only weak 
direct predictors of individuals’ attitudes and preferences (Taras, Kirkman, and Steel, 2010). 
Such main effect models provide only descriptive information and do not facilitate theoretical or 
empirical insights into the more complex relationships, explaining how cultural value dimensions 
influence individuals’ preferences for specific conflict handling styles. Therefore, a better 
understanding of the underlying mechanism is important for both theory and practice (e.g., 
Leung, Bhagat, Buchan, Erez, & Gibson, 2005). Based on a cultural-psychology approach 
(Miller, 1997), the present study aims to integrate the perspectives of emotional intelligence and 
cultural value dimensions as separate determinants of conflict handling styles, and proposes a 
conceptual model that illustrates how cultural value dimensions influence conflict handling 
styles through emotional intelligence. We validate our conceptual model using survey data from 
1527 students from ten different cultural clusters and measure all five of Hofstede’s (2001) 
cultural dimensions at the individual level. 
 By addressing the identified gaps in the literature our study offers two contributions: 
First, based on theoretical and empirical knowledge we conceptualize a full set of cultural value 
dimensions relevant to the formation of preferences for conflict handling styles. Through the 
concrete theoretical development and empirical testing of these cultural value dimensions, we 
respond to calls for examining the specific cultural values that influence individuals’ preferences 
for conflict handling styles (Merkin, Taras, & Steel, 2014; Morris et al., 1998). Second, through 
the examination of the specific mechanism that underlies the formation of individuals’ 
preferences for specific conflict handling styles and the combination of the two so far 
independent research streams we provide a more complete and more comprehensive view on 
how specific cultural dimensions affect the conflict handling preferences of individuals through 
emotional intelligence—a research area which has been identified as being understudied in this 
particular field (Nair, 2008; Schlaerth et al., 2013). 
 
2. Theoretical background 
 

There is a large body of literature on conflict, as conflict has been identified to be a major 
aspect of organizational behavior and management (Rahim 1983, Wall & Callister, 1995). Wall 
and Callister (1995, 517) define conflict as ‘‘a process in which one party perceives that its 
interests are being opposed or negatively affected by another party’’. Conflicts may take place at 
various levels (Deutsch, 1990). They can have various causes, such as personal factors, 
interpersonal factors, and various issues leading to conflict situations. In most cases conflicts 
upset the involved parties. The disturbance may result in negative emotions (Wall & Callister, 
1995) which then in turn can lead to low job satisfaction (e.g., Derr, 1977) and reduced 
motivation and performance (Bergmann & Volkema, 1989). Therefore, the handling of conflict 
is an important issue for the management of an organization. Blake and Mouton (1964), Thomas 
(1976), and Rahim (1983) suggest two dimensions for handling interpersonal conflicts: Concern 
for self and concern for others. A combination of these dimensions results in five styles of 
handling an interpersonal conflict, namely, integrating style, avoiding style, dominating style, 
obliging style, and compromising style as presented in Fig. 1 (Rahim, 1983). 

Integrating style involves problem solving and requires exchange and examination of the 
differences to find a solution, which both parties can accept. The obliging style is based on 



focusing on the commonalities of the parties and reducing the differences. The integration and 
the obliging styles are referred to as positive-sum styles (win–win) of conflict management. The 
dominating style of conflict handling is related to a forcing behavior to win one’s position. In 
order to win an objective, often the needs and expectations of the other party are ignored. The 
avoiding style is related to withdrawal. Such strategy leads to failing to satisfy the concerns of 
both parties. Dominating and avoiding styles of conflict handling are considered as zero-sum 
styles (win–lose or lose–lose). Compromising style of conflict handling can be considered as a 
mixed (no-win/no-lose) style of conflict handling, resulting from the fact that both parties give 
up something to find a mutually acceptable solution. 

Previous studies have identified emotional intelligence and cultural value dimensions as 
determinants of individuals’ preference for conflict handling styles. Interpersonal conflicts are 
often perceived as personal attacks and, as a result, are often emotionally charged (Jehn, 1997). 
Therefore, an individual’s perception of the own ability to recognize one’s own and others’ 
emotions as well as to regulate one’s own emotions becomes of central importance in an 
individual’s preference for specific conflict handling styles. The cultural-psychology approach 
(Miller, 1997) argues that psychological processes, in part, are culturally constituted and that 
cultural values are important in the development of individual capacities, such as emotional 
intelligence. Previous empirical studies document a culturally based variation in individuals’ 
emotional intelligence (Gunkel et al., 2014; Shao et al., 2014). Consistent with and in an effort to 
expand this existing knowledge, we develop a conceptual model for the impact of a 
comprehensive set of cultural value dimensions on the above described set of conflict handling 
styles mediated by emotional intelligence. Even though our study involves examining culture, we 
have chosen to examine emotional intelligence instead of another related construct, namely 
cultural intelligence (e.g., Earley & Ang, 2003) as we do not aim to explain individual 
preferences for conflict handling styles in the cross-cultural context in which cultural intelligence 
would have been a necessary complement next to emotional intelligence. The present study 
rather focuses on the general (inter-person) preference for a specific handling style. Emotional 
intelligence may be influenced by the cultural background of individuals making the examination 
of emotional intelligence instead of cultural intelligence interesting. 
 

 
 
2.1. National culture and conflict handling styles 
 



 Building upon the assumption that individual preferences in general (e.g., Bowles, 1998) 
and individual preferences of handling conflicts in particular (e.g., Elsayed-EkJiouly & Buda, 
1996; Kirkbride, Tang, & Westwood, 1991; Ting-Toomey et al., 1991; Wang, Lin, Chan, & Shi, 
2005) are culture specific, we develop hypotheses that link cultural value dimensions to the 
general tendency that an individual prefers some conflict handling styles over others. In the 
literature several concepts of culture are present to understand and measure the effect of culture 
on various outcomes (e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010; House et al., 
2004; Inglehart, 1997; Schwartz, 1994, 2006; Triandis, 1995; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). While 
Hofstede (1980, 2001)Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) concept has been criticized for its sample bias, 
problems with measurement, and for neglecting individual differences within cultures (e.g., 
Fang, 2003; Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2006; McSweeney, 2013), it is the concept of culture 
that is most frequently used in the literature in general (Kirkman et al., 2006) and that is also 
used most widely in the specific context of conflict handling styles (for an overview see 
Appendix A). To embed our assessment into the body of existing studies and to make our 
analysis comparable to prior research in this research area, we use Hofstede’s (2001) concept of 
cultural dimensions as our basic framework for analysis. In this study, we also address some of 
the criticism of Hofstede’s concept by collecting original primary data at the individual level and 
in this way do not rely on Hofstede’s (2001) scores and allow for within country variation of 
cultural value dimensions (c.f., the more detailed explanation in Appendix A). 
 Culture, the ‘‘collective programming of the mind which distinguishes one group from 
another’’ (Hofstede, 1980, 25) sets the basic values and norms for a society. Hofstede’s (2001) 
concept of culture consists of five cultural dimensions (Individualism vs. collectivism, 
masculinity vs. femininity, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and short-term vs. long-term 
orientation) that can be used to distinguish different cultures (c.f., Taras et al., 2010). Our general 
argument is that individuals prefer those conflict styles that fit their cultural values. The concept 
of culture fit has been used in the literature to explain why management practices are more 
efficient with respect to employees’ work related outcomes if these practices fit the cultural 
values of the employees (e.g., Lachman, Nedd, & Hinings, 1994; Newman & Nollen, 1996). If 
management practices are not consistent with the cultural values of employees, employees feel 
dissatisfied and uncomfortable and are thus less motivated to perform well (Newman & Nollen, 
1996). Adopting this fit logic we expect individuals to prefer conflict handling styles that allow 
these individuals to act in a way that is consistent with their cultural values and therewith within 
the respective cultural norms. If individuals do not act on the shared expectation of their culture 
and related preferred practices and cultural standards, these individuals may feel uncomfortable. 
We suggest that individuals in general will prefer conflict handling styles that are consistent with 
their cultural values. Prior studies that have focused on a related research stream, namely 
communication styles in intercultural interaction, support this view as these studies show that in 
intercultural interactions individuals do not adapt the style of the other party and rather tend to 
represent their own culture and culturally dominant behaviors (e.g., Laurent, 1983; Pekerti & 
Thomas, 2003). Individuals in intercultural interaction are motivated to display preferences and 
behaviors that are consistent with their culture. Moreover, studies in another related research 
area, namely individuals’ preferences for specific learning styles, show that individuals’ prefer 
those learning styles that are consistent with their cultural values (e.g., Holtbrügge & Mohr, 
2010). In the following, we link Hofstede’s (2001) five cultural value dimensions to individuals’ 
preferences for specific conflict handling styles. 
 



2.1.1. Collectivism and preferences for conflict handling styles 
 
 The individualism/collectivism dimension is the cultural value dimension that has been 
examined most often in the context of conflict handling styles (see Appendix A for an overview). 
A meta-analysis by Holt and DeVore (2005) shows strong evidence for differences in conflict 
handling styles across cultures, especially when it comes to the cultural dimensions of 
individualism vs. collectivism. Individuals from collectivistic cultures select compromising, 
avoiding (withdrawing), and integrating (problem-solving) styles of conflict handling more often 
than individuals from individualistic cultures. Dominating (forcing) is more often used in 
individualistic cultures than collectivistic cultures. Yet, Ting-Toomey et al. (1991) show that 
obliging is more often used in collectivistic cultures than in individualistic cultures. 
 Collectivism is related to the focus on collectives and the responsibility related to 
belonging to a group, whereas individualism is related to the focus on the individual and the ties 
between individuals are rather loose (Hofstede, 2001). In collectivistic societies values related to 
the well-being of the group are seen as more important than individualistic values such as 
achievements of an individual. Our general argument is that people with collectivistic values 
prefer conflict styles that potentially increase the outcome for all conflict parties involved (i.e., 
an integrating, avoiding, obliging, and compromising style) as these styles allow these 
individuals to act in a way that is consistent with their cultural values (e.g., Newman & Nollen, 
1996). People with collectivistic values are less likely to prefer a more confronting conflict 
handling style (i.e., dominating style) that may increase the outcome of only one conflict party at 
the costs of the other party as such a behavior would not fit the cultural values of more 
collectivistic individuals. Therefore, based on the theoretical arguments outlined above, we 
propose: 
 

Hypothesis 1. Collectivism is positively related to (I) an integrating, (II) an avoiding, 
(III) an obliging as well as (IV) a compromising conflict handling style and is negatively 
related to (V) a dominating conflict handling style. 

 
2.1.2. Uncertainty avoidance and preferences for conflict handling styles 
 
 Only few studies have empirically tested the relationship between uncertainty avoidance 
and individuals’ preferences for different conflict styles. Purohit and Simmers (2006) showed 
that uncertainty avoidance is positively related to a dominating conflict handling style and that it 
is also positively related to an avoiding conflict handling style. In line with their theoretical 
prediction, He, Zhu, and Peng (2002) found that uncertainty avoidance is negatively related to an 
integrating style and positively related to an obliging style. Contrary to their hypothesized 
expectation, He and associates found a positive relationship between uncertainty avoidance and 
an avoiding conflict handling style. In contrast to what they expected, Oudenhoven, Mechelse, 
and Dreu (1998) found that people from more uncertainty avoiding societies less often prefer 
problem solving (integrating style) than people from less uncertainty avoiding societies. The 
mixed findings of these prior studies might result from the use of a small number of countries 
(two to five countries) and relying on secondary data to categorize whether a country has a 
higher or lower level of a cultural value dimension (see Appendix A). 
 High uncertainty avoidance societies prefer structured, organized, and regulated 
situations, whereas individuals in societies that are characterized by low uncertainty avoidance 



are more willing to accept the uncertainty and do not require regulations, strict rules, and 
guidelines (Hofstede, 2001). Applied to the context of preferences for different conflict handling 
styles, we would thus argue that individuals that tend to circumvent uncertain situations prefer 
conflict styles that reduce the degree of uncertainty or that at least do not run counter to this 
cultural value and increase the degree of uncertainty perceived by an individual. Individuals with 
a tendency to avoid uncertainty are more likely to prefer to solve a conflict using an integrating 
and a compromising style, as the search for a win–win solution that gives both conflict parties a 
part of what they want makes the outcome of a conflict more predictable and in this way reduces 
the uncertainty. This argument is in contrast to the one by He et al. (2002) who rather focus on 
the differences of conflict parties and the perceived risks related to these differences. 
 The potential outcomes of a conflict solution can vary which makes it rather difficult to 
predict the outcome in a given conflict situation. Thus, those scoring high on uncertainty 
avoidance are also likely to wish to avoid conflict situations all together. People with a higher 
degree of uncertainty avoidance are also more likely to prefer an obliging style as the high 
concerns for the needs of the other party and the disposition to accept the position and demands 
of the other party makes the potential conflict outcome more certain as the individual can better 
assess which concessions are necessary to reach a solution. People who prefer a dominating style 
use confrontational and aggressive actions and ignore the needs and expectations of the other 
conflict party (Rahim, 1983), which puts pressure on the other party and thus might be perceived 
as being inappropriate. A dominating style might be effective in finding a solution if the conflict 
reason is less important to the other party or the dominant side is more powerful, which is often 
not obvious and often remains invisible to conflict parties in the early stage of a conflict. We 
would thus expect that people with a high degree of uncertainty avoidance do not prefer a 
dominating style as the response of the other conflict party and therewith the outcome of the 
conflict is difficult to predict which creates a higher degree of uncertainty. Based on the 
theoretical arguments, we posit: 
 

Hypothesis 2. Uncertainty avoidance is positively related to (I) an integrating, (II) an 
avoiding, (III) an obliging as well as (IV) a compromising conflict handling style and is 
negatively related to (V) dominating conflict handling style. 

 
2.1.3. Long-term orientation and preferences for conflict handling styles 
 
 Long-term commitment and respect for traditions are important in long-term oriented 
societies and today’s hard work is expected to result in long-term rewards (Hofstede, 2001). 
With regard to specific preferences for conflict handling styles we argue that longterm 
orientation will be positively related to those conflict styles that may provide a positive outcome 
for the parties involved in the conflict (i.e., an integrating, an obliging, and a compromising 
style) as individuals in more long-term oriented countries value past experience and critically 
reflect on these experiences (Hofstede, 2001). An outcome that is perceived as being relatively 
positive would positively influence the experience of the conflict parties and therewith would 
also positively influence the relationship between the conflict parties, potentially resulting in 
positive long-term effects. In contrast, if conflicts are not resolved properly (e.g., by avoiding a 
conflict), they might lead to long-term negative effects (Friedman, Chi, & Liu, 2006). If the 
conflict is dominated by a conflict party this might create a rather negative experience for the 
other conflict party and induce potential negative long-term effects for the relationship. 



Therefore, individuals that are more long-term oriented will prefer not to dominate a conflict as 
such preference is more consistent with their cultural values. While several studies examined 
long-term orientation and conflict styles in the same study (e.g., Ndubisi, 2011; Song et al., 
2006; Xie et al., 1998), to the best of our knowledge no study directly assessed and reported 
results (e.g., correlation coefficients or statistical comparison of country mean values) for the 
association between long-term orientation and conflict handling style. Based on the theoretical 
arguments we posit: 
 

Hypothesis 3. Long-term orientation is positively related to (I) an integrating, (II) an 
obliging, as well as (III) a compromising conflict handling style and is negatively related 
to (IV) an avoiding and (V) a dominating conflict handling style. 

 
2.1.4. Power distance and preferences for conflict handling styles 
 
 Cultures that are characterized by high power distance accept and expect inequalities of 
power and wealth distribution within the society (Hofstede, 2001). Equality and opportunity for 
everyone is considered important in low power distance cultures, while hierarchical differences 
in social relationships are expected in high power distance cultures. Related to the conflict 
context, we expect that individuals with a higher degree of power distance are more likely to 
prefer those conflict handling styles that allow them to maintain power distance in social 
interactions and are less likely to prefer those conflict handling styles that reduce power distance 
as these styles might lead to undesirable outcomes. With regard to an integrating style, an 
obliging style, and a compromising style we suggest that these three conflict handling styles are 
less suitable to maintain power distance and to act consistent with this cultural value. This 
prediction is based on the fact that for all three styles the individual cooperates and gives in a 
little to get a little (or nothing). To reach a conflict solution and therewith to achieve an outcome 
that falls between the two conflict party positions these three styles rely on cooperative actions 
which is not consistent with a high power distance orientation. With regard to an avoiding 
conflict handling style we argue that individuals with a high power distance are more likely to 
prefer this conflict style compared to individuals with a low power distance orientation. In 
avoiding a conflict potential inequalities can persist while a conflict solution might change the 
current status of the conflict parties and might challenge the existing authority and power and 
thus result in a redistribution of power and control. The dominating style is characterized by 
exertion of control, low tolerance for alternative views, a competitive orientation, and a rather 
uncooperative behavior to meet own needs in a conflict (Rahim, 1983). We expect that 
individuals with a high power distance orientation will prefer a dominating style as they expect 
more inequality and feel uncomfortable to act within a collaborative context. In sum, we expect 
that power distance increase individuals’ preferences for an avoiding style as well as a 
dominating style and decreases the preferences for an integrating, an obliging, as well as a 
compromising conflict handling style. 
 Relatively few studies have tested the association between power distance and the 
different conflict handling styles. Purohit and Simmers (2006) showed that power distance is 
positively related to a dominating style of conflict handling and that power distance is also 
positively related to the conflict handling strategy of avoiding. He et al. (2002) found that power 
distance is positively associated with an avoiding and an obliging conflict handling style and 
negatively related to an integrating conflict handling style. Oudenhoven et al. (1998) found a 



positive relationship between power distance and an integrating style. The findings of these 
existing studies are mixed and sometimes contradictory which might be again explained by the 
small number of studies included in these studies and the use of secondary data to characterize 
countries with respect to different cultural dimensions. Based on the theoretical arguments 
outlined above we posit: 
 

Hypothesis 4. Power distance is positively related to (I) an avoiding as well as (II) a 
dominating conflict handling style and is negatively related to (III) an integrating, (IV) an 
obliging, as well as (V) a compromising conflict handling style. 

 
2.1.5. Masculinity and preferences for conflict handling styles 
 

Few studies have examined the influence of masculinity/ femininity on individual 
preferences for specific conflict handling styles. Gabrielidis et al. (1997) found a relationship 
between femininity and obliging, whereas integrating (collaborating) was related to both 
masculinity and femininity. He et al. (2002) found a negative relationship between masculinity 
and a dominating style but no significant effect for the other four conflict styles. Oudenhoven et 
al. (1998) found that individuals from more feminine countries tend to prefer an integrating style. 
The mixed findings of previous studies may again be a result of the rather small number of 
countries (two to five countries) that have been included in these studies and the indirect 
assessment of cultural values via secondary data. Masculine work roles of achievement, control, 
and power are reinforced in masculine cultures whereas more emphasis is placed on softer 
factors in feminine cultures, such as cooperation and modesty (Hofstede, 2001). In more 
masculine cultures people tend to be more assertive, competitive, and strong (Hofstede, 2001). 
Within the context of conflict handling styles we would expect a preference for those conflict 
handling styles that better reflect the characteristics of this cultural value dimension. More 
masculine cultures are less likely to prefer a rather unassertive conflict style (i.e., an obliging 
style). People with a more masculine cultural orientation are also less likely to prefer rather 
cooperative styles, such as the compromising and the integrating conflict handling style. 
Individuals from more masculine cultures are less likely to prefer an avoiding style and will 
rather try to find a solution for a conflict and will strive to have their own needs met even if this 
would mean to be uncooperative (i.e., a dominating style). Overall, masculinity is expected to be 
positively associated with a dominating style and to be negatively associated with an integrating, 
an avoiding, an obliging, as well as a compromising style. Based on the theoretical arguments we 
hypothesize: 

 
Hypothesis 5. Masculinity is negatively related to the conflict handling styles of (I) 
integrating, (II) avoiding, (III) obliging, and (IV) compromising and is positively related 
to a (V) dominating conflict handling style. 

 
2.2 Emotional intelligence and conflict handling styles 
 

Emotional intelligence plays an important role in conflict handling as constructive 
solutions for conflict may require compromises that are based on the ability to recognize and 
regulate emotions (Schlaerth et al., 2013). Emotional intelligence is ‘‘the ability to monitor one’s 
own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information 



to guide one’s thinking and actions’’ (Salovey & Mayer, 1990, 189). It is composed of four 
dimensions: (1) Appraisal and expression of emotion in the self – self emotional appraisal, (2) 
appraisal and recognition of emotion in others – others’ emotional appraisal, (3) regulation of 
emotion in the self – regulation of emotion, and (4) use of emotion to facilitate performance – 
use of emotion (Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Salovey & Mayer, 1990). 

Interpersonal conflict situations at work often arouse negative emotions, such as anger, 
mistrust, and deviant behavior (Bruk-Lee & Spector, 2006; Schieman & Reid, 2008). While 
emotional intelligence is related to the recognition and controlling of own and others’ emotions it 
may play a significant role in lowering interpersonal conflict, as emotional intelligent employees 
are able to regulate their emotions and use their ability to reduce conflict and maybe even solve 
conflict (Mulki, Jaramillo, Goad, & Pesquera, 2015). Schutte, Malouff, Simunek, McKenley, and 
Hollander (2002) show that emotional intelligent individuals are better able to handle threats to 
their positive attitude in negative situations, which can also be of significant importance in work 
related conflict situations. Recent meta-analytic evidence (Schlaerth et al., 2013) also suggests 
that individuals with high emotional intelligence are able to manage conflict more constructively. 
Along the same lines, Jordan and Troth (2004) show that individuals with high emotional 
intelligence are able to solve conflicts more productively than individuals scoring low on 
emotional intelligence. 

As discussed above, national culture influences the conflict handling styles of individuals 
and emotional intelligence affects conflict handling styles of individuals but emotional 
intelligence is also influenced by national culture. Previous studies have demonstrated cultural 
variation in emotional expression (Marsh, Elfenbein, Ambady, 2003) as well as in the accuracy 
on emotion recognition (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003). Emotions are also regulated to a different 
extend in different cultures (Hofstede, 2001) and some cultures tend to use emotions more than 
others (Bono & Barron, 2008). All of these aspects contribute to the examination of culture’s 
influence on emotional intelligence. Gunkel et al. (2014) show in their empirical study that the 
four dimensions of emotional intelligence (self-emotional appraisal, others’ emotional appraisal, 
regulation of emotion, and use of emotion) proposed by Salovey and Mayer (1990) are all 
influenced by national culture. Especially the cultural value dimensions of collectivism, 
uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation have an influence on the various dimensions of 
emotional intelligence and this impact is mainly positive across the countries, however, the 
existing studies have mainly concentrated on single facets of emotional intelligence and not on 
the concept of emotional intelligence as a whole. Gunkel et al. (2014) contribute to the rather 
sporadic literature of national culture’s influence on emotional intelligence by using the model of 
Oyserman, Kemmelmeier, and Coon (2002) discussing the influence of culture on psychological 
functioning. Their model suggests that psychological processes are culturally grounded as 
culturally diverse beliefs and standards influence which behaviors, and therewith preferences for 
a specific behavior, are considered to be appropriate in a society. Based on the broad empirical 
evidence, Taras et al. (2010) suggest in their model that cultural values influence the affect, 
attitudes, perceptions and cognitive schema of individuals, such as emotional intelligence, 
serving as mediators on the behavior of individuals and influencing their behavior. In line with 
these theoretical concepts, we believe that national culture influences the ways in which minds 
work, and thereby, influence the emotional intelligence of individuals in conflict situations. 
Relating to the results of Taras et al. (2010) we suggest that emotional intelligence acts as a 
mediator in the process of culture’s influence on conflict handling styles. 



Our analysis focuses on the influence of Hofstede’s (2001) five cultural dimensions of 
collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation, power distance, and masculinity. The 
dimension individualism vs. collectivism can be related to emotional expression: individuals 
from individualistic cultures display emotions more than those in collectivistic cultures as 
individualistic cultures encourage a freer expression of emotions (Matsumoto, Yoo, Nakagawa, 
& Multinational Study of Cultural Display Rules, 2008). Individualistic cultures encourage the 
uniqueness of their members, and therefore, open communication of emotions is considered as 
normal and may even be encouraged (Matsumoto, 1989). At the same time, people in 
individualistic cultures are not able to recognize negative emotions easily (Matsumoto, 1989). 
However, being able to recognize one’s own and other’s emotions could provide a coordination 
mechanism within collectivist societies (Gunkel et al., 2014). Also the regulation of emotions 
may play a key role in the success in a collective society. Therefore, collectivism is positively 
related to emotional intelligence. Uncertainty avoidance, on the other hand, influences the 
expressivity of emotions. High uncertainty avoidant cultures are more expressive cultures 
(Palmer, Gignac, Ekermans, & Stough, 2008; Sharma, Deller, Biswal, & Madal, 2009). As 
uncertainty is considered as a threat in high uncertainty avoidant cultures (Hofstede, 2001), 
individuals in these cultures may be observing emotions more thoroughly in order to avoid any 
future uncertainties (Gunkel et al., 2014), suggesting a positive relation between uncertainty 
avoidance and emotional intelligence. Long-term oriented cultures are focused on building 
relationships (Hofstede, 2001). Emotions may be suppressed in long-term oriented cultures 
(Matsumoto, Nezlek, & Koopmann, 2007) in order to benefit these long-term relationships. That 
is, emotions may not be shown in order to please or not to hurt the other party with the purpose 
of not harming or endangering the long term relationship. In this context, especially negative 
emotions may be suppressed in order not to hurt long-term relationships. Gunkel et al. (2014) 
suggest that individuals in long-term oriented cultures invest time and effort to understand 
others’ emotions, their own emotions, and also regulate and use them in order to benefit from the 
future long-term relationship with the counterpart. That is, long term orientation entails 
emotional intelligence.  

Emotional intelligence has also been demonstrated to influence the different conflict 
handling styles (Schlaerth et al., 2013). Jordan and Troth (2004) and Kaushal and Kwantes 
(2006) suggest that low levels of emotional intelligence are related to the conflict handling styles 
of avoiding and dominating, as individuals with lower levels of emotional intelligence have less 
the ability to be aware, control, and manage emotions. Therefore, negative conflict handling 
styles (avoiding and dominating) are selected. Goleman (1998) suggests that high emotional 
intelligence is related to superior conflict resolution skills and engagement, such as integrating 
(collaborative) conflict handling style. Jordan and Troth (2004) further suggest that the conflict 
handling styles of integrating, obliging, and compromising are related to higher levels of 
emotional intelligence as individuals with high levels of emotional intelligence are able to 
recognize, control, and use their and others’ emotions. They are likelier to select positive conflict 
handling strategies. Based on the existing literature discussed above, we propose the following 
hypotheses: 
 

Hypotheses 6, 7, 8. Emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between 
collectivism and the five conflict handling styles (Hypothesis 6), between uncertainty 
avoidance and the five conflict handling styles (Hypothesis 7), as well as between long-
term orientation and the five conflict handling styles (Hypothesis 8) in such a way that 



collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation are positively related to 
emotional intelligence and emotional intelligence in turn is (a) positively related to 
integrating, (b) negatively related to avoiding, (c) negatively related to dominating, (d) 
positively related to obliging, and (e) positively related to compromising styles of conflict 
handling. 
 
Fig. 2 depicts our conceptual model. 

 

 
 
3. Methodology 
 
3.1 Sample and data collection procedures 
 
 To test the hypothesized relationship, we conducted an online survey that was part of a 
virtual international collaboration project conducted at 71 universities. While the use of student 
samples is controversially discussed in the literature (Bello, Leung, Radebaugh, Tung, & Van 
Witteloostuijn, 2009), in examining the effect of cultural values on individual preferences, such 
as conflict handling styles, a student sample can be considered as appropriate as it allows to 
largely isolate the influence of cultural value dimensions on emotional intelligence and conflict 
handling styles. The effects of other potential socio-cultural influences, such as education, status, 
and income are reduced by using a more homogeneous group of participants with comparable 
demographic characteristics, such as business students (van De Vijver & Leung, 1997). 
Importantly, most of the concerns related to the use of student samples do not apply to the 
present study. Typically, convenience student samples are composed of young inexperienced 
people and the studies rely on short-term in-classroom experiments for a small course credit that 



bear little resemblance of the workplace settings. In contrast, of the present study about half of 
the sample were Master’s students, many with substantial work experience, while the rest were 
undergraduate students, most with at least some work experience. The students worked in teams 
of about seven students. The task was to develop a solution to a real-life business challenge 
presented by real-life companies. Each client company made their CEO or other senior manager 
available to the students, just as it would be in the real consulting project. The project lasted the 
entire semester and the active teamwork phase lasted eight to nine weeks during which the team 
members communicated on the daily basis. Just like in the organizations settings, the stakes were 
high: the project accounted for 20–50% of the course grade, the most successful teams were 
eligible for post-market commission and travel stipends to a project symposium, and many were 
offered internships and jobs by the client organizations. In every aspect, the project was a real 
consulting project with real compensation and career growth opportunities; it just happened to be 
that the participants were enrolled in it via their academic programs. 
 A total of 1527 graduate and undergraduate business students completed surveys before, 
during, and at the end of the project. The average age of respondents was 23 years. Half of the 
respondents (50.1%) were females. The participants were citizens of 83 countries. The majority 
of the respondents (n = 1278) were born, raised, and reside in the respective country at the time 
of the data collection. The sample also includes respondents that studied abroad at the time of the 
data collection (n = 249). The inclusion of countries in the sample focused on representation of 
the major cultural regions of the world so as to maximize variation in cultural norms and values 
(Franke & Richey, 2010). The total sample includes 16 countries with more than or close to 30 
participants from each country, covering ten of the eleven cultural clusters identified by Ronen 
and Shenkar (2013). Descriptive statistics for these country samples and cultural clusters are 
presented in Table 1. Countries that cover the Near East cultural cluster, including Greece and 
Turkey, are not included in the sample, which represents a shortcoming of the present study that 
is further discussed in the limitations section. The data were collected online as part of the team 
progress report surveys. All data were handled according to the research ethics guidelines. All 
participants completed the survey concurrently. 
 
3.2. Measures 
 
3.2.1. Cultural dimensions 
 
 We measured Hofstede’s (2001) cultural value dimensions, operationalized at the 
individual level, using the cultural values scale (23 items in total) by Yoo, Donthu, and 
Lenartowicz (2011). Following the recommendations in the literature (e.g., Kirkman et al., 2006; 
Littrell, 2012; Tsui, Nifadkar, & Ou, 2007), we examined the effects of all five dimensions. 
While national culture is very useful for the study of nations and societies, the operationalization 
of culture at the individual level is more important when the purpose is to explain individual 
attitudes and preferences. The degree to which an individual shows the same orientation toward 
cultural values compared to cultural values at the national level might vary due to different 
cultural backgrounds within a country or due to tradition of immigration in a country (Brewer & 
Venaik, 2014; Yoo et al., 2011). Moreover, meta-analytic evidence suggests that not all cultural 
value dimensions are stable and that cultural values seem to change over time (e.g., Taras, Steel, 
& Kirkman, 2012). Therefore, we followed the recommendation in the literature (Taras, 
Rowney, & Steel, 2013; Taras et al., 2010) and directly measured the cultural value dimensions 



at the individual level, accounting for intra-country variations in cultural values and potential 
changes in cultural values that might have taken place. 
 Collectivism was assessed with six items (e.g., ‘‘Group welfare is more important than 
individual rewards.’’, and ‘‘Group success is more important than individual success.’’). The 
Cronbach alpha was .69, the average variance extracted (AVE) was .51, and the composite 
reliability (CR) was .75 in the full sample. Uncertainty avoidance (a = .68; AVE = .49; CR = .74) 
was measured using five items (e.g., ‘‘Instructions for operations are important.’’ and ‘‘It is 
important to have instructions spelled out in detail so that I always know what I’m expected to 
do.’’). The response scales ranged from 1, ‘‘strongly disagree,’’ to 5, ‘‘strongly agree’’ for all 
items that measured these two cultural dimensions. Long-term orientation (a = .64; AVE = .49; 
CR = .73) was measured using six items (e.g., ‘‘Personal steadiness and stability’’ and 
‘‘Working hard for success in the future’’) and was measured with a scale that ranged from 1, 
‘‘very unimportant,’’ to 5, ‘‘very important.’’ Power distance (a = .74; AVE = .49; CR = .79) 
was assessed using five items (e.g., ‘‘People in higher positions should make most decisions 
without consulting people in lower positions.’’ and ‘‘People in lower positions should not 
disagree with decisions by people in higher positions.’’). Masculinity (a = .72; AVE = .51; CR = 
.76) was measured using four items (e.g., ‘‘Solving difficult problems usually requires an active, 
forcible approach, which is typical of men.’’ and ‘‘It is more important for men to have a 
professional career than it is for women.’’). The response scales ranged from 1, ‘‘strongly 
disagree,’’ to 5, ‘‘strongly agree’’ for all items that measured these two cultural dimensions. 
 
3.2.2. Emotional intelligence 
 
 We measured emotional intelligence using Wong and Law’s (2002) instrument to assess 
the four dimensions (18 items). Self emotional appraisal (a = .82; AVE = .55; CR = .83) was 
assessed using four items (e.g., ‘‘I have a good understanding of my own emotions.’’ and ‘‘I 
really understand what I feel.’’). Others’ emotional appraisal (a = .82; AVE = .56; CR = .84) was 
measured with four items (e.g., ‘‘I am a good observer of others’ emotions.’’ and ‘‘I have a good 
understanding of the emotions of people around me.’’). Use of emotion (a = .83; AVE = .56; CR 
= .83) was assessed with four items (e.g., ‘‘I am a self-motivated person.’’ and ‘‘I would always 
encourage myself to try my best.’’). Regulation of emotion (a = .84; AVE = .58; CR = .84) was 
measured with four items (e.g., ‘‘I am quite capable of controlling my emotions.’’ and ‘‘I have 
good control of my own emotions.’’). The items contributing to the emotional intelligence 
dimensions were measured on a scale anchored at 1, ‘‘strongly disagree,’’ and 5 ‘‘strongly 
agree.’’ 
 
3.2.3. Conflicting handling styles 
 

The five conflict handling styles were measured using the 28 item scale by Rahim (1983). 
The integrating style (a = .79; AVE = .56; CR = .79) was measured with seven items (e.g., “I try 
to investigate an issue with my teammates to find a solution acceptable to us.” and “I exchange 
accurate information with my teammates to solve a problem together.”). The avoiding style (a = 
.75; AVE = .50; CR = .80) was measured with six items (e.g., “I usually avoid open discussion 
of my differences with my teammates.” and “I try to keep my disagreement with my teammates 
to myself in order to avoid hard feelings.”). The dominating style (a = .77; AVE = .54; CR = .78) 
was measured with five items (e.g., “I use my authority to make a decision in my favor.’’ and ‘‘I 



sometimes use my power to win a competitive situation.”). The obliging style (a = .65; AVE = 
.49; CR = .74) was measured with six items (e.g., “I generally try to satisfy the needs of my 
teammates.” and “I give in to the wishes of my teammates.”). A compromising style (a = .67; 
AVE = .50; CR = .75) was assessed with four items (e.g., “I usually propose a middle ground for 
breaking deadlocks.” and “I try to find a middle course to resolve an impasse.”). All items were 
measured on a scale ranging from 1, “strongly disagree” to 5, ‘‘strongly agree.” 
 
3.2.4. Controls 
 

We controlled for two demographic variables that have been found to be significantly 
related to emotional intelligence (e.g., Gunkel et al., 2014) as well as conflict handling styles 
(e.g., Brewer, Mitchell, & Weber, 2002; Gbadamosi et al., 2014) in previous research. Age was 
measured in years. Gender was measured as a dichotomous variable (1 for female, 0 for male). 

While it is recommended to provide participants with surveys in their own national 
language (e.g., Harzing, 2005, 2006), we developed and used an English language questionnaire 
as we could not foresee the nationality and respective language of the participants. The language 
of instruction of the international collaboration project was English in all countries. To account 
for the use of a non-native questionnaire in the majority of the countries, we used five items to 
test English proficiency and controlled for a potential influence of different English skills on the 
results. In addition, we tested for measurement invariance across the different cultural clusters 
(the results are presented below) to ensure that the participants understood the surveys in a 
consistent manner across the cultural clusters. 
 
4. Analysis and results 
 
4.1. Measurement model, measurement invariance, and common method variance 
 
 We used the maximum likelihood method to examine the measurement model, test for 
measurement invariance across the cultural clusters, and to estimate the proposed conceptual 
model. The chi-square statistic is not an adequate test of model fit given large sample sizes (n > 
500), such as our pooled sample, and small sample sizes (n < 100), such as some of the cultural 
cluster samples in our study (Iacobucci, 2010). Consequently, we used the comparative fit index 
(CFI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) to evaluate the goodness of fit 
because these two indices are not directly related to sample size. Values greater than .90 are 
commonly interpreted to represent acceptable fit for the CFI and values less than .08 are an 
acceptable fit for the RMSEA (Browne & Cudeck, 1992). 
 Measurement invariance is a prerequisite for testing theory in cross-cultural research in 
general (Harzing, Reiche, & Pudelko, 2013; Nimon & Reio, 2011; Schmitt & Kuljanin, 2008) 
and in the context of conflict handling styles in particular (Weldon & Jehn, 1995). We followed 
the recommendations in the literature (Byrne, 2008; Byrne & van De Vijver, 2010; Hult et al., 
2008) and conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for each cultural cluster independently 
to assess the reliability and validity of all constructs and to obtain the best fitting measurement 
model for each cultural cluster, which is necessary to attain an acceptable baseline multigroup 
model for the multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA). Given the small sample sizes 
for the majority of the countries we used the cultural clusters instead of the individual countries 
for the CFA and the MGCFA, which is a limitation that is further discussed in the limitation 



section. In the analyses of the individual cultural cluster, fit improved by dropping items for the 
five cultural value dimensions and the five conflict handling styles. The revised measurement 
model provided at least three items for each latent variable. The remaining measured items 
loaded similarly on the latent variables, confirming the form of the construct. Each cultural 
cluster CFA met acceptable level of model fit (CFI > .90, RMSEA < .08), confirming that the 
form of the latent variables seems appropriate in different cultural clusters. We used the baseline 
model to test configural, metric, and scalar invariance for the five cultural value dimensions, the 
four emotional intelligence facets, and the five conflict handling styles. 
 The results of the MGCFA are presented in Table 2. The results for all three variable 
groups show that configural invariance is achieved, indicating that the same items load on the 
respective variable in each of the different cultural clusters. While constraining the item loadings 
to be invariant across the cultural clusters did reduce the model fit to a small degree, the model 
comparison shows that the change in CFI is less than the recommended threshold of .01 (Cheung 
& Rensvold, 2002), indicating measurement invariance at the metric level and that the items 
were interpreted similarly across the cultural clusters. The results for the three variable groups 
show that scalar invariance is not achieved, indicating that the means of the variables vary across 
the cultural clusters. Achieving metric invariance is a sufficient result to pool the different 
cultural cluster samples in a single dataset, as the aim of the current study is to test the influence 
of cultural value dimensions on emotional intelligence and conflict handling styles in a pooled 
sample and not the comparison of variable means across the various cultural clusters. 
 The literature suggests that emotional intelligence is a hierarchical model and, thus, in 
addition to the first-order model we also conducted a CFA for the individual cultural cluster and 
a MGCFA for this variable. The results confirm the findings for the first-order factor model, 
indicating measurement invariance at the configural and the metric level but not at the scalar 
level. We also conducted CFA to evaluate the relative fit to the pooled sample data of a four 
factor model and a second-order four factor model for emotional intelligence. Overall, the results 
suggest that emotional intelligence should be specified as a second-order variable. 
 All variables included in our conceptual model were measured with the same surveys 
which might cause common method variance (e.g., Chang, Van Witteloostuijn, & Eden, 2010; 
Reio, 2010). We applied two post hoc statistical control procedures to evaluate whether common 
method variance affects our results (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). First, we 
conducted Harman’s single-factor test and found no single factor that accounted for the majority 
of variance. Second, using the pooled sample we conducted two additional CFAs in which we 
added a common latent factor to the first-order measurement model and the second-order 
measurement model (Johnson, Rosen, & Djurdjevic, 2011). The common latent factor loadings 
were insignificant for both models. In summary, the results suggest that common method 
variance was not a significant problem in the data set. Descriptive statistics and bivariate 
correlations of key study variables are presented in Table 3. 
 



 
 

 
 
4.2. Hypothesis testing 
 
 To test our conceptual model and in particular mediating role of emotional intelligence in 
the relationship between cultural value dimensions and conflict handling styles, we followed the 
recommendations in the literature (e.g.,Iacobucci, Saldanha, & Deng, 2007; Zhao, Lynch, & 
Chen, 2010) and used structural equation modeling (SEM), more specifically the SEM procedure 
suggested by James, Mulaik, and Brett (2006) as well as the bootstrapping procedure suggested 
by Cheung and Lau (2008). We used covariance-based structural equation modeling as it is of 
confirmatory nature, allows for higher order variables and enables us to test the mediation paths 
for the different dependent variables simultaneously and compare the hypothesized model with 
alternative models (partial mediation vs. full mediation vs. non-mediation). 
 First, we compared the partial mediation model with a full mediation model (James et al., 
2006). In the full mediation model we excluded the direct paths from each of the five cultural 
value dimensions to each of the five conflict handling styles. The partial mediation model (x2 = 
2463.67; df = 1021; p < .000; CFI = .95; RMSEA = .03) had a significantly better fit (Dx2 = 
296.39;Ddf = 25; p = .000) compared to the full mediation model (x2 = 2760.06; df = 1046; p < 
.000; CFI = .93; RMSEA = .03), indicating that cultural value dimensions also directly impact 
the conflict handling styles and not solely function through emotional intelligence. Next, we 



compared the partial mediation model with a nonmediation model, which included direct paths 
from the cultural value dimensions to the conflict handling styles but no paths from emotional 
intelligence to the conflict handling styles. The partial mediation model had a significantly better 
fit (Dx2 = 60.72; Ddf = 5; p < .000) compared to the non-mediation model (x2 = 2524.39; df = 
1026; p < .000; CFI = .94; RMSEA = .03), indicating that the cultural value dimensions also 
indirectly impact the conflict handling styles through emotional intelligence. Comparison of the 
full mediation model and the non-mediation model shows that the full mediation model has a 
significantly better fit compared to the non-mediation model (Dx2 = 235.67; Ddf = 20; p < .000). 
The SEM results for the best fitting model (the partial mediation model) are presented in Fig. 3. 
 Hypothesis 1 predicts that collectivism is positively related to (I) an integrating, (II) 
avoiding, (III) obliging, and (IV) a compromising conflict handling style and negatively related 
to (V) a dominating conflict handling style. The SEM results show that collectivism was 
positively and significantly associated with an integrating style (.08; p < .05) as well as 
negatively and significantly related to a dominating style (.17; p < .01). Collectivism had no 
significant relationship with the three remaining conflict handling styles. These findings provide 
support for Hypotheses 1-I and 1-V. Hypotheses 1-II–1-IV are not supported. 
 Hypothesis 2 predicts that uncertainty avoidance is positively related to the conflict 
handing style of (I) integrating, (II) avoiding, (III) obliging, and (IV) compromising as well as 
that uncertainty avoidance is negatively related to (V) a dominating conflict handling style. The 
results show that uncertainty avoidance was positively and significantly associated with an 
integrating style (.14; p < .01), an avoiding style (.09; p < .05), an obliging style (.22; p < .001), 
as well as a compromising style (.14; p < .01), providing support for Hypotheses 2-I–2-IV. 
Uncertainty avoidance was not significantly associated with a dominating style (.04). Therefore, 
Hypothesis 2-V is not supported. 
 Hypothesis 3 states that long-term orientation is positively related to the conflict handling 
styles of (I) integrating, (II) avoiding, (III) obliging, and (IV) compromising as well as that long 
term orientation is negatively related to (V) a dominating conflict handling style. The results 
show that long-term orientation was positively related with an integrating (.15; p < .001), an 
obliging (.09; p < .05), as well as on a compromising style (.21; p < .001), providing support for 
Hypotheses 3-I, 3-III, and 3-IV. Long-term orientation had no significant relation with an 
avoiding style (.05). Therefore Hypothesis 3-III is not supported. Contrary to our Hypothesis 3-
V, long-term orientation was positively and significantly associated with a dominating style (.09; 
p < .05). 
 Hypothesis 4 predicts that power distance is positively related to the conflict handling 
styles of (I) avoiding and (II) dominating and negatively related to the conflict handling styles of 
(III) integrating, (IV) obliging, and (V) compromising. The results show that power distance was 
positively and significantly related with an avoiding style (.24; p < .001) as well as with a 
dominating style (.36; p < .001). Therefore, Hypotheses 4-I and 4-II are supported. Power 
distance was not significantly associated with an integrating (.07), an obliging (.04), and a 
compromising (.05) conflict handling style. Thus, Hypotheses 4-III, 4-IV, and 4-V are not 
supported. 
 Hypothesis 5 predicts that masculinity is negatively related to the conflict handling styles 
of (I) integrating, (II) avoiding, (III) obliging, and (IV) compromising and is positively related to 
(V) a dominating conflict handling style. All five hypotheses are not supported as all 
relationships are not statistically significant (.07, 09, .00, .04, and .05 respectively). 



 Several of the control variables had significant effects on different variables. English 
language skills had significant effects on emotional intelligence (.13; p < .001) as well as a 
dominating (.12; p < .001), obliging (.09; p < .01), and compromising (.10; p < .01) conflict 
handling style. Age had significant effects on emotional intelligence (.13; p < .001) as well as an 
avoiding (.07; p < .05), dominating (.07; p < .05), and obliging (.13; p < .001) conflict handling 
style. Gender had a significant effect on an integrating conflict handling style (.07; p < .05). The 
control variables together explained a maximum of one percent of the variance in emotional 
intelligence and the conflict handling styles. While the coefficients are statistically significant 
they should be interpreted in light of the large sample size, the small effect sizes, and their 
practical meaningfulness. Meta-analytic studies have shown that the effects of cultural value 
dimensions for various outcomes are stronger for studies that use professionals instead of 
students and that use older rather than younger respondents (Steel & Taras, 2010). As age had 
the strongest influence and in light of the student sample that we employ in the present study, we 
divided the sample into a ‘younger’ sample and an ‘older’ sample (above and below the 
mean/median age). The analyzes of the model shows that the main findings remained stable with 
the exception of the relationship between emotional intelligence and a compromising style which 
was not significant for the sample of older respondents. All other results remained stable. In sum, 
we believe that the control variables only make marginal contributions to the model while the 
theoretical constructs make the major contributions. While the student sample enables us to 
follow the recommendations in the literature (e.g., Harzing et al., 2013) to use equivalent 
samples across countries and therewith to increase internal validity, the use of such a sample 
reduces the external validity of the results. Carefully weighting the relative strengths and 
weaknesses of different samples we decided to use a student sample to reduce the influence of 
potential other influences in a more heterogeneous samples that are hard to control for and in this 
way to strengthen the internal validity. 
 To test the mediating mechanism we used bootstrapping (5000 bootstrap samples, 
maximum-likelihood procedure, and bias-corrected confidence intervals) to determine the 
significance of the indirect effects and total effects. A summary of the bootstrapping results are 
presented in Table 4. 
 Hypothesis 6 states that emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between 
collectivism and the five conflict handling styles. The results show that collectivism had a 
negative and statistically significant effect on emotional intelligence (.08; p < .05). Emotional 
intelligence had a positive and statistically significant effect on the integrating (.41; p < .001), 
obliging (.28; p < .001), and compromising (.33; p < .001) styles. Emotional intelligence had 
neither a statistically significant effect on the avoiding nor the dominating style. The results of 
the bootstrapping procedure show that the standardized indirect effects of collectivism via 
emotional intelligence on the integrating (.02; p < .05), obliging (.01; p < .05), and 
compromising (.02; p < .05) styles were significant and negative. Therefore, Hypotheses 6a, 6d, 
and 6e are supported, while Hypotheses 6b and 6c are not supported. Hypothesis 7 predicts that 
emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between uncertainty avoidance and the five 
conflict handling styles. The results show that uncertainty avoidance had a significant and 
positive impact on emotional intelligence (.20; p < .001). The bootstrapping results show that the 
indirect effect of uncertainty avoidance via emotional intelligence on the integrating (.05; p < 
.05), obliging (.03; p < .05), and compromising (.03; p < .05) styles were significant and positive. 
Therefore, Hypotheses 7a, 7d, and 7e are supported, while Hypotheses 7b and 7c are not 
supported. Hypothesis 8 predicts that emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between 



long-term orientation and the five conflict handling styles. The results show that long-term 
orientation had a significant and positive impact on emotional intelligence (.32; p < .001). The 
results of the bootstrapping procedure show that the indirect effects of long-term orientation via 
emotional intelligence on the integrating (.08; p < .05), obliging (.05; p < .05), and 
compromising (.06; p < .05) styles were significant and positive. Therefore, Hypotheses 8a, 8d, 
and 8e are supported, while Hypotheses 8b and 8c are not supported. We found no significant 
effect of masculinity and power distance on emotional intelligence. Moreover, we found no 
significant indirect effects for the relationships between power distance as well as masculinity 
and the different conflict handling styles. Overall, the cultural dimensions explain 20% of the 
variance in emotional intelligence. 
 

 
 
5. Discussion 
 

Conflict handling styles are an important part of individual behavior in interpersonal 
conflicts as the respective style used by an individual may positively or negatively influence the 
economic outcomes that are related to interpersonal conflicts in the business context. Based on a 
cultural-psychology perspective on intelligence (Miller, 1997) and integrating the literature on 
cultural value dimensions and emotional intelligence as determinants of individual preferences 
for conflict handling styles, we examine the impact of individuals’ orientation toward cultural 
value dimensions on their preferences for specific conflict handling styles, mediated by 
emotional intelligence. Using data from 1527 individuals from ten different cultural clusters our 
study demonstrates that emotional intelligence partially mediates the influence of cultural value 
dimensions on conflict handling style preferences. Next, we discuss the theoretical and 



managerial implications of the results, review the limitations, and provide suggestions for future 
research. 

Our study makes several contributions to the current literature. First, it contributes to 
earlier literature on the direct influence of cultural value dimensions on individuals’ preferences 
for conflict handling styles. Following the recommendation in the literature (Kirkman et al., 
2006; Tsui et al., 2007), we examined all five cultural dimensions proposed by Hofstede (2001) 
in our study. Moreover, we measured all five cultural dimensions at the individual level, whereas 
most of the pervious studies have considered culture as a societal level construct. In this way the 
present study addresses a methodological limitation that is consistently discussed when culture is 
inferred from individuals’ nationality (Brewer and Venaik, 2014; Hofstede, 2001). By doing so, 
we extend the literature on culture’s influence on conflict handling styles, which has so far 
primarily focused on the individualism vs. collectivism dimensions. We are able to confirm 
seven hypotheses on culture’s effect on preferred conflict handling styles. We find that 
collectivism is positively related to an integrating style and negatively related to a dominating 
style of conflict handling. Uncertainty avoidance is positively related to an integrating style. Our 
results show that long-term orientation is related to the conflict styles of integrating and 
compromising. We find a positive relationship between power distance and an avoiding style as 
well as between power distance and a dominating conflict handling style. Our results suggest that 
masculinity has no influence on the preferred conflict handling style. These findings provide a 
more comprehensive view and more complete understanding of the influence of culture on 
individuals’ preferences for conflict handling styles, offering guidance in evaluating the 
importance of culture compared to other determinants of conflict handling style preferences such 
as personality and individual characteristics. 

The results of our study show the largest effect size related to the relationship between 
collectivism and specific conflict styles, namely integrating (r = .13) and obliging (r = .13), are 
smaller than or comparable to average effect sizes (e.g., Antonioni, 1998; Park and Antonioni, 
2007; Wood and Bell, 2008) obtained for different personality traits and an integrating style 
(extraversion r = .20; openness r = .18; agreeableness r = .18) and an obliging style (openness r = 
.17; agreeableness r = .14). While the individualism/ collectivism dimension has been researched 
extensively, our findings suggest that compared to the widely neglected dimensions of 
uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation the predictive power is much smaller in terms of 
effect sizes. The effect sizes related to the relationship between uncertainty avoidance as well as 
long-term orientation and an integrating style (r = .25/r = .26), an obliging style (r = .22/r = .20), 
as well as a compromising style (r = .21/r = .22) are larger than those observed for the 
collectivism dimension and comparable to those for personality traits. In sum our findings 
suggest that cultural dimensions influence individuals’ preference for specific conflict handling 
styles. Collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and long term orientation predict in particular more 
favorable conflict styles (integrating, obliging, and compromising), while power distance 
determines less favorable styles (avoiding and dominating). The effects are in general 
comparable to the effect of personality, providing support for the model by Taras et al. (2010) 
that posits that cultural norms and values influence individuals’ preferences and behavior. Our 
findings, to a large extent, are consistent with the culture fit perspective we used to frame our 
theoretical basis. Individuals seem to prefer those conflict handling styles that are consistent with 
their cultural values. In related research fields the findings of previous studies support the culture 
fit perspective. More specifically, these studies found an influence of cultural dimensions on 
individuals’ preferences for learning styles and communication styles (e.g., Holtbru¨ gge and 



Mohr, 2010; Merkin et al., 2014). The present study therewith contributes a new theoretical lens 
to view and examine individuals’ preferences for specific conflict handling styles. 

As a second contribution, the present study casts a new light on the role of emotional 
intelligence in the relationship between cultural value dimensions and preferences for conflict 
handling styles. In support of a cultural-psychology approach to emotional intelligence (Miller, 
1997), our results confirm the findings of previous studies (Gunkel et al., 2014) by showing that 
collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation are valid predictors of emotional 
intelligence. However, they find mixed results for the relationship between collectivism and 
emotional intelligence when it comes to the different dimensions of emotional intelligence. In 
contrast to the hypothesized positive association between collectivism and emotional 
intelligence, we find a negative relationship between collectivism and emotional intelligence. We 
argued that emotional intelligence may be an important aspect within collectivistic cultures as 
they are characterized by high context style of communication (Hofstede, 2001), requiring 
reading between lines and interpretation of messages. We expected that this may require the 
ability to understand emotions and to regulate and to use them. A potential explanation for the 
negative influence of collectivism on emotional intelligence might be that strong group norms 
within more collectivistic societies are more important than the individual ability to recognize, 
regulate, and alter emotions. If strong norms and informal rules are available within a society, 
such as losing face, these norms might have a more important influence on individuals’ 
preferences than the individual ability to understand emotions. 

We also find positive relationships between emotional intelligence and the integrating, 
obliging, and compromising styles of conflict handling. These positive styles of conflict handling 
(Jordan and Troth, 2004) require understanding of own and others’ emotions as well as 
regulating them in order to reach solutions. These styles of conflict handling are seen in the 
literature as being more favorable and more desirable (e.g., Cerni, Curtis, & Colmar, 2012) as the 
objectives, needs and wishes of the other conflict party are considered, which potentially results 
in a better solution of the conflict. Emotionally intelligent individuals are able to understand and 
control their own emotions which is certainly important in situations where one needs to give up 
own goals in order to find a solution, such as in case of compromising and obliging styles of 
conflict handling. Especially when it comes to the strategy of integrating, where problem solving 
might be a key issue, understanding others’ emotions may become a crucial aspect contributing 
to the success of the strategy. Compared to the findings of the existing meta-analytic evidence 
(e.g., Holt & DeVore, 2005), which examined the impact of various factors, such as different 
personality traits, on conflict handling style, our results show that both cultural value dimensions 
as well as emotional intelligence are relatively strong predictors of conflict handling styles, 
providing a more comprehensive understanding of the antecedents of the preferred conflict 
handling styles. 

Our findings shed new light on the mechanism through which cultural values influence 
individuals’ conflict handling styles. We examine both the direct and indirect effects of cultural 
value dimensions on the preferred conflict handling strategies. As emotional intelligence has 
been shown to be an important factor contributing to the selection of conflict handling styles, we 
extend this literature by examining if the relationship also holds in a multicultural team, which 
has become a prevalent work setting in a large number of today’s organizations. As Gunkel et al. 
(2014) have shown, cultural value dimensions can be considered to be antecedents of emotional 
intelligence but at the same time they have a direct effect on the preferred conflict handling 
styles. Therefore, we extend the literature by examining both of these effects in a single model. 



Conceptualizing the mediating role of emotional intelligence represents an important 
contribution of our study. The influence of the three hypothesized cultural value dimensions is 
partially mediated by emotional intelligence, suggesting that cultural values indirectly and 
directly influence individuals’ preferences toward the handling of conflict situations. These 
findings extend the model proposed by Oyserman et al. (2002), who propose that psychological 
functions, such as emotional intelligence, are influenced by culture. We show how culture 
influences emotional intelligence in conflicts by using the model of Taras et al. (2010) proposing 
that psychological characteristics have a mediating effect on the behavior of individuals. In line 
with the model, our results support the mediating relationship but also show that culture may 
have direct effects on behavior as well. All in all, our results provide a better understanding of 
the mechanism of culture’s influence on individuals’ preferred conflict handlings styles. 
 
5.1. Managerial relevance 
 
 The results of the paper are of interest to the management of internationally active 
organizations as conflicts influence the effectiveness of an organization. Culture-sensitive 
handling of conflicts in organizations increases job satisfaction, positively affects work-related 
outcomes, and helps in training employees for international assignments. According to our 
results, emotional intelligence plays an important role in the selection of the preferred conflict 
handling style. That is, being able to assess the emotional intelligence of the employees helps the 
organizations to proceed toward more constructive conflict handling styles (Jordan & Troth, 
2004). For that purpose, organizations might consider assessing the emotional intelligence of 
their potential employees in the hiring process. As previous studies have demonstrated that 
workforce or classroom training can have a positive impact on emotional intelligence (e.g, 
Cherniss & Caplan, 2001; Clarke, 2010), employees scoring lower in emotional intelligence may 
be trained in the aspects of emotional intelligence which may lead to more constructive conflict 
handling styles in the organization. 
 In our sample cultural value dimensions explained about 20% of the variance in 
emotional intelligence. That is, culture seems to be an important determinant of emotional 
intelligence. These culture based differences suggest that examining cultural dimensions at the 
individual level during the hiring process might provide a valuable insight when assessing 
emotional intelligence. In addition, the culture related differences in our results help to identify 
individuals requiring more intensive and specific emotional intelligence training. Our results also 
suggest a significant and positive relationship between language skills and emotional intelligence 
as well as the conflict handling styles of dominating, obliging, and compromising. These results 
demonstrate the importance of language skills in international project work. Therefore, 
internationally active organizations, which require international project work, should consider 
the language skills as an important determinant of emotional intelligence in an international work 
team. Testing for language skills of the working language of the organization may provide 
valuable information on the emotional intelligence of an employee in an international work 
group as well as their preferred conflict handling styles. Furthermore, such tests provide 
internationally active organizations information on the language training needs of their existing 
employees, resulting in an increase in emotional intelligence within an international work team 
and more constructive conflict handling styles. 
 
5.2. Limitations and future research directions 



 Our findings and implications must be viewed in the light of the present study’s 
limitations. First, while our sample includes participants from 83 countries and covers ten of the 
eleven cultural clusters identified by Ronen and Shenkar (2013), the sample size for the majority 
of countries was too small to conduct MGCFA across the different countries. Moreover, our 
sample does not cover the Near East cultural cluster, including Turkey and Greece. The results 
for the included cultural clusters show measurement invariance of the different constructs. 
However, future research should focus on a smaller number of countries that cover all cultural 
cluster as well as larger samples for the respective country samples to be able to test 
measurement invariance across countries in addition to measurement invariance across cultural 
clusters. Second, while the student sample enabled us to point out the specific effects of the 
cultural value dimensions, a student sample at the same time limits the generalizability of the 
results. The robustness test of the proposed conceptual model for two sub-samples (below the 
mean age and above the mean age) showed that except for one relationship, namely the link 
between emotional intelligence and a compromising style, the results are relatively stable. Meta-
analytic findings show that age and education, among other factors, influence cultural values at 
the individual level (Merkin et al., 2014; Steel & Taras, 2010) which in turn might influence the 
results for non-student samples. Therefore, future research should examine the direct and indirect 
effects of cultural values on employees’ preferences for specific conflict handling styles. Third, 
given the large number of participants from different countries that are included in our sample 
we have not been able to adjust the questionnaire to the respective language of each participant. 
The question of instruction of the project was English and the results of the control variable that 
assessed the impact of English language skills on all variables were rather small for the 
statistically significant relationships. Furthermore, the results of the MGCFA suggest that the 
respondents understood the different constructs in a comparable way across the different cultural 
clusters. However, previous research shows that English language surveys may impact research 
findings (e.g., Harzing, 2005). Therefore, our findings should be interpreted in light of this 
methodological shortcoming and future research should focus on a smaller number of countries 
and use the respective national language for the questionnaire to avoid this limitation. Despite 
these limitations the results of the present study provide novel insights into the pathways through 
which cultural values influence conflict handling styles directly as well as indirectly through the 
mediating role of emotional intelligence. 
 Whereas our analysis is focused on the influence of emotional intelligence on conflict 
handling styles, many studies have focused on another intelligence, cultural intelligence, in order 
to examine culture specific differences in multicultural management practices. A number of 
studies (e.g., Crowne, 2009, 2013; Moon, 2010) have examined the relationship between 
emotional intelligence and cultural intelligence showing that the two concepts may be related but 
still distinct concepts. Therefore, emotional intelligence may be influenced by the cultural 
background of the individual and lead to different conflict handling styles. As these concepts are 
distinct, it becomes interesting to examine the influence of national culture on emotional 
intelligence, as one cannot assume that cultural intelligence would substitute emotional 
intelligence. As the concepts of emotional intelligence and cultural intelligence are somewhat 
related constructs, we believe that examining the influence of emotional intelligence in different 
cultures will also provide some insights to the possible influences of some facets of cultural 
intelligence. However, in order to understand the specific impacts of cultural intelligence on 
conflict handling styles, future studies should examine the construct of cultural intelligence in 
this particular context. 



Appendix A 
 
 Appendix A provides a table with an overview of the quantitative empirical studies that 
have directly or indirectly examined the influence of cultural value dimensions on conflict 
handling styles. To the best of our knowledge 28 studies have tested the effect of cultural 
dimensions on conflict handling styles. 17 of these 28 studies have investigated the 
individualism/ collectivism dimension. Nine of these 17 studies have not directly measured 
individualism/collectivism and instead used the values provided by Hofstede, GLOBE or others 
to assign whether a country in the respective sample is more individualistic or more 
collectivistic. Only seven of the 17 studies directly measured this dimension in the survey. Three 
of these seven studies have been conducted in a single country, two studies have been conducted 
in two countries, one study has been conducted in four countries, and one study has been 
conducted with individuals from 31 countries (small sample size for each country). Two of the 
seven studies that have examined power distance directly measured this cultural dimension (in 4 
and 5 countries respectively). Uncertainty avoidance has been examined in four studies 
(indirectly measured) and masculinity has been examined (indirectly measured) in two studies. 
Long-term orientation has not been examined directly and those studies that examined conflict 
styles and culture value dimensions have not reported effect sizes for these specific relationships. 
 The vast majority of previous research has not directly measured cultural value 
dimensions and has used secondary data instead of groups of different countries. The results 
based on such an analysis are problematic, e.g., the Hofstede scores that are often used in this 
literature stream have change for some of the dimensions (Taras et al., 2012). In light of this, one 
can argue that three of Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions (uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, long-
term orientation) have not been statistically tested in the existing literature. Moreover, those 
studies that directly measured and tested cultural value dimensions (individualism/collectivism 
and power distance) often utilized a single country study design or often have examined two to 
five countries, which is considered to be insufficient to support generalizations across a broader 
set of countries (Franke & Richey, 2010). While the existing research has provided important 
insights on the relationship between cultural value dimensions and conflict handling style 
preferences in different countries, the methodological shortcomings may compromise the fields’ 
ability to determine whether and to which extent different cultural dimensions influence 
individuals preferences for conflict handling styles. By directly measuring the full set of cultural 
value dimensions across a large number of countries and cultural regions the present study 
overcomes these limitations. 
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