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Abstract. In an increasingly competitive workplace, the ability to learn from each other is quite 

critical. Past research has shown that team learning is one of the most important variables to promote 

team performance. This study describes the relationship between task conflict and team learning, and 

explores the moderate effect of psychological safety in the relationship. We selected 238 members in 

72 self-management teams as participants, and invited them to finish questionnaires. The results 

indicated that task conflict exerted a negative effect on team learning. Additionally, relationship 

between task conflict and team learning was moderated by psychological safety. This study implies 

that task conflict may decline information processing effectiveness, and then showed negative effect 

on team learning. Besides, it would be useful to integrate psychological safety as one of the design 

factors which could foster successful team learning.  

Introduction 

In order to improve performance in the ever-changing marketplace, more and more organizations 

established work teams, and regarded teams as basic work units [1, 2]. Although teamwork is quite 

popular nowadays, the challenges of working effectively in teams are still considerable [3]. How to 

deal with conflict is one of these tough challenges.  

Past research has shown the importance of team structures and team design for enabling team 

effectiveness [4]; however, less is known about conditions enabling team learning. Thus, this 

research examines learning-oriented behaviors in self-management teams. The focus of the 

investigation is on task conflict and its effect on team learning.  

Former studies have divided conflict into two aspects: task conflict and relationship conflict [5]. 

Empirical studies have shown that relationship conflict would reduce team outcomes, whereas the 

effect of task conflict is uncertain. Task conflict can improve team outcomes under some certain 

conditions but decreases team performance in others. To understand these conditions, researchers 

have proposed a number of factors that might facilitate performance from task conflict: 

characteristics of the conflict (e.g., type and level), characteristics of the team (e.g., psychological 

safety and conflict management) and characteristics of the task (e.g., interdependence and 

routineness) [6]. Whereas most studies have empirically demonstrated the characteristics of the 

conflict, the task and the team, investigations about the circumstance under which task conflict 

associated with team performance is rare [5]. This study tries to describe the relationship between 

task conflict and team learning, and discuss psychological safety as a potential moderator in this 

relationship. 

Hypothesis Development 

Task Conflict and Team Learning. Task conflict is one of the most important interactional 

dynamics in the teams [1]. It refers to disagreement among team members in decision-making and 

differences in viewpoints, ideas, and opinions about team tasks [7, 8]. As high quality of interaction 

is extremely essential for team learning [9], the author assumes that task conflict is closely related to 

team learning. Research shows that task conflict can promote sharing of knowledge in teams [10], 

5th International Conference on Education, Management, Information and Medicine (EMIM 2015)

© 2015. The authors - Published by Atlantis Press 1207



trigger greater information exchange, revaluation of the status quo, and scrutiny of the task at hand 

[11,12]. Besides, it can also enhance the assessment process for the alternative proposals [13], and 

improve strategic decision-making [14].  

Hypothesis 1: Task conflict is positively related to team learning. 

The Moderating Role of Psychological Safety. Research shows that 

psychological safety may be one condition that alters the way conflict is received and managed in a 

team [3]. Psychological safety is a shared belief held by team members that the team is safe for 

interpersonal risk taking. In a team with high level of psychological safety, team members have the 

confidence that they would not be embarrassed, rejected, or punished when they speak up [15]. Also, 

they may feel comfortable to challenge others` ideas. Besides, they have a sense of openness and 

may put forward more ideas and discuss the team`s processes as team members have more time to 

solve problems and less time is spent on personal relations. Edmondson found that psychological 

safety positively related to learning behavior, suggestion that teams with a psychological safety learn 

more and performance better. 

When the level of psychological safety is low, team members may be reluctant to share ideas or 

thoughts with others in order to protect themselves. This kind of climate may restrict team members` 

participation and may lead to the lack of information exchange [15], fewer ideas and creative 

suggestions being shared. Then, sharing activities and learning behaviors were significantly declined.  

Hypothesis 2: Psychological safety moderates the relationship between task conflict and team 

learning.  

The research hypotheses are shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

Method 

Procedures and Samples. We selected 238 individual members in 72 self-management teams as 

participants. All teams have been established more than 6 months at that time, and they were project 

teams which were asked to finish a project through co-operation in team members. Individual 

participants were invited to finish questionnaires in mid-March 2014. Three trained students helped 

participants to finish questionnaires, and took questionnaires back after completion. We got 241 

valid individual data and the valid rate is 98.8%.  

Instruments 

Task conflict questionnaire. Questionnaire developed by Jehn was used to assess task conflict 

level[1]. The questionnaire consists of 3 items, and items are measured in Likert 7 point scale. 

Cronbach alpha was 0.84 

Psychological safety questionnaire. Questionnaire developed by West and Anderson was used to 

assess psychological safety [16]. The questionnaire consists of 5 items, and items are measured in 

Likert 5 point scale. Cronbach alpha was 0.92.  

Team learning questionnaire. Questionnaire developed by Edmondson was used to assess team 

learning [9]. The questionnaire consists of 7 items, and items are measured in Likert 7 points scale. 

Cronbach alpha was 0.88.  

Control variables. Team size refers to the number of teams members in a team. In this paper, it 

Task Conflict 

Psychological safety 

Team Learning  

Figure. 1 Research hypotheses 
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was controlled because researchers found that the size of the team influenced team processing [17]. 

Results 

Transition from individual-level data to team level data. Use Rwg, ICC(1) and ICC(2) to check 

whether research data was team level data. Results showed that all variables were in team level. So, 

individual level data were converted into team level data by calculating means of team members’ 

scores and using these means as team scores. 

Hypotheses testing. Data was imported into the computer and analyzed by SPSS 16.0. Table 1 

presents means, SD, and correlations matrix of the variables.  

We used moderated hierarchical regression and simple slopes analysis to test hypotheses. The 

predictor variables were mean-centered, and the criterion variable was standardized using a z score to 

improve graph interpretability.  

The main effect of task conflict (β= -.54, p<.01) was significant, explained 26 percent of variable 

in team learning, but the relationship between task conflict and team learning was negative. 

Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

Entered the product term for the interaction between task conflict and psychological safety, and 

examined the change in variance explained (△ R
2
) to assess the interaction. The interaction term was 

significant (△ R
2
=.07, p<.01). Hypothesis 2 was supported. 

 

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Scale Reliabilities among Variables 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1.team size 3.32 1.44 __    

2.task conflict 3.08 .76 -.19 (.84)   

3.psychological safety 4.35 .40 .03 -.29
*
 (.92)  

4.team learning 5.31 .75 .11 -.50
**

 .56
**

 (.88) 

Note. Cronbach’s alpha appears along the diagonal in parentheses (N =72 teams). 
*
p <.05, 

**
p <.01. 

Discussion 

Results showed a negative relationship between task conflict and team learning. Hypothesis 1 was 

not supported by data. Here, several speculations were developed.  

First, task conflict may decline information processing effectiveness, and then showed negative 

effect on team learning. According to the information-processing theory [1, 3], task conflict induces 

high level stress or tension, which does harm to information processing effectiveness. Actually, 

information processing is the core element of team learning. Second, people may not differentiate 

task and relationship conflict clearly; they regarded them as a whole. Some scholar noted that team 

members may not differentiate between task-related opinions and interpersonal bickering [18]. A 

recent meta- analytic evidence showed that correlation between task conflict and relationship conflict 

was up to 0.58, which means that they are highly correlated [19]. So, negative effect of relationship 

on team outcome may spread to task conflict. 

This research also implies that psychological safety can alter the way task conflict is received and 

managed in teams. When teams develop a climate where teammates feel secure sharing ideas with 

each other, it may reduce the negative relationship of task conflict on team learning.  
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