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Abstract:

The possible associations of intragroup and intergroup conflict at work with psycho-logical distress
and work engagement were investigated in a cross-sectional study in a manufacturing factory . A self-
administered questionnaire was sent to all employees, and 255 responses were returned (a response rate of
84%). Data from 247 workers (187 males and 60 females) with no missing values were analyzed. Intragroup
and intergroup conflict at work, psy-chological distress, and work engagement were measured by the NIOSH-
GJSQ, K6, and Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9), respectively. An ANCOVA was conducted to
compare K6 and UWES-9 scores among the tertiles on intragroup conflict or intergroup conflict scores,
adjusting for demographic and occupational variables as well as worksite social support, separately for males
and females. Intragroup conflict was associated with greater psychological distress formales (pfor
trend=0.009). Intergroup conflict was marginally significantly associated with psychological distress for both
males and females (pfor trend=0.050 and 0.051, respectively).Contrary to expectation, intergroup conflict was
significantly associated with greater work engagement for females (pfor trend=0.024). For males, intragroup
and intergroup conflict at work may increase psychological distress; for females, intergroup conflict may
increase both psychological distress and work engagement.

Introduction

Intragroup Conflict : A study of a large number of groups engaged in business and
governmental decision making, tried to identify some the conditions that lead to (1) the successful
resolution of conflict (consensus or (2) the failure to resolve conflict (disagreement). This study
showed that conflict within groups is not a simple, single phenomenon. Instead, intragroup conflict
seems to fall into two distinct categories : (1) substantive conflict and (2) affective conflict.
Substantive conflict refers to conflict based on the nature of the task or to "content™ issues. It is
associated with intellectual disagreements among the group members. In contrast, affective conflict
derives primarily from the group's interpersonal relations. It is associated with emotional responses
aroused during interpersonal clashes. ‘Inter-Group Conflict An organization is a collection of
individuals and groups. As the situation and requirements demand, the individuals form various
groups. The success of the organization as a whole depends upon the harmonial relations among all
interdependent groups, even though some intergroup conflicts in organizations is inevitable. The idea
is to study intergroup behaviours within an organization so that any conflict can be recognized and
dealt with by the management.

The quality of human relationships at work plays an important role in the perception of
stress and work strain 1-6). Interpersonal conflicts are very prevalent in occupational settings 7)
and have often been identified as a leading source of workplace stress 8-10). Such interpersonal
conflicts could be caused by injustice, inequity, unfairness, or incompetence of the employees11).
Persistent conflict at work has been shown to be detrimental to the work climate and to negatively
affect the physical and psychological well-being of employees12). Interpersonal conflict does not
necessarily imply a lack of social support, but it is thought to be a stronger  predictor of
psychological distress than is social support13).Without denying that human relationships and work
climate play an important aspects of work and work organization, the effects of interpersonal conflict,
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which can be divided into intragroup conflict and intergroup conflict14), are sufficiently important
that they need to be more thoroughly investigated than is currently the casel0).

In this paper, intragroup conflict refers to disagreements or differences among the members of a
work group with regard to group goals, functions, or activities15.Although it was found in two
studies that intragroup conflict was not associated with depressive symptoms 26) or sickness absence
27) , these previous findings consistently suggest that intragroup conflict is a strong predictor of
psychological distress, which was defined in these studies as elevated cognitive, behavioral,
emotional, and psychophysiological symptoms in people suffering from a wide range of different
mental disorders 28) as well as of poor health status. However, the fact remains that only a handful
of studies have compared males and females on the effect of intragroup conflict on psychological
distress, while adjusting for the effects of social support at work16).There have been only several
studies on the effects of intergroup conflict, defined as disagreements or differences between the
members of two or more groups or their representatives over authority, territory, and resources 15).
Two of these studies found intergroup conflict to be associated with depressive symptoms among
male firefightersl8, 26), but another found it was not associated with job satisfaction among
nurses24). However ,because of the restricted nature of the samples, these results cannot be
generalized to a broader working population. Thus, they need to be replicated with males and
females working in a wider range of workplaces.

Some recent studies have focused on the effect of both positive and negative emotions (e.g.,
psychological distress) on health in the workplace. Work engagement, defined as a positive,
fulfilling, work-related state of mind characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption30), has been
associated with improved mental and physical health 29, 31). Previous studies have reported that
several types of work-related resources, such as job control (i.e. decision latitude, skill variety, and
participation in decision making)29, 32, 33)and reward at work (i.e., a good salary, career
development)34), were associated with greater work engagement. Worksite social support has also
been recognized as an important factor related to work engagement 33, 35-38), and it has been
proposed as a mediator linking these job resources with lower turnover intention 37).

The purpose of this cross-sectional study was to investigate whether there was a difference in
psychological distress or work engagement based on intragroup and intergroup conflict in male and
female employees . We proposed two hypotheses: first, workers experiencing greater intragroup or
intergroup conflict will have more  psychological distress than other workers; second, workers
experiencing greater intragroup or intergroup conflict will be less engaged in their work than other
workers, for both male and females. Increasing our knowledge about the effects of intragroup or
intergroup conflict on psychological distress -and work engagement may aid in developing
interventions that decrease turnover 37).

Methods

Participants

The study was conducted at a manufacturing factory. All employees of the factory (N=302)
were invited to participate by completing a self-administered questionnaire, and 255 of them (the
response rate, 84%) did so. Eight questionnaires had to be eliminated due to at least missing
values on relevant variables, leaving a final sample of 247 (187 males and 60 females). Regardless
of the level of conflict, there are differing approaches to deal with the incompatibilities that exist.
Conflict can result in destructive outcomes or creative ones depending on the approach that is taken. If
we can manage conflict creatively, we can often find new solutions that are mutually satisfactory to
both parties. Sometimes this will involve a distribution of resources or power that is more equitable
than before, or in creating a larger pool of resources or forms of influence than before. Creative
outcomes are more probable when the parties are interdependent, i.e., each having some degree of
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independence and autonomy from which to influence the other, rather than one party being primarily
dependent on the other. Given interdependence, three general strategies have been identified that the
parties may take toward dealing with their conflict; win-lose, lose-lose, and win-win (Blake, Shepard
& Mouton, 1964).
Measures
Intragroup and intergroup conflict at work

Intragroup and intergroup conflict were measured by the version of the Scales of
Interpersonal Conflict at Work 39) , which was adapted from the National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health Generic Job Stress Questionnaire (NIOSH-GJSQ) 39-41). The original NIOSH-
GJSQ interpersonal conflict at work scale 42) consists of eight items measuring opinions regarding
conflict within a group and eight items measuring assistance between groups. Response options
ranged from l1=disagree strongly to 5=strongly agree. Three of the intragroup items and three of the
intergroup items were selected on the basis of an explanatory factor analysis 39) to form a shortened
scales of intragroup and intergroup conflict respectively. Both had possible scores ranging from 3
to 15, with higher scores indicating greater conflict (see Appendix). The internal consistency
reliability and validity were reported to be acceptable 39). For the present sample, Cronbach alpha
coefficients are 0.79 or greater for both intragroup and intergroup conflict for both males and
females (Table 1).Participants were divided into tertiles in terms of their intragroup and
intergroup conflict scores to investigate the dose-response relationship of these two types of
conflict with psychological distress and work engagement. There was no cut-off point defining the
high conflict group.
Psychological distress

Psychological distress which consists of six items asking how frequently respondents
have experienced symptoms of psychological distress (e.g., “feeling so sad that nothing can cheer
you up”) during the past 30 d. The response options range from O=none of the time to 4=all of
the time (possible range 0-24). The internal reliability and validity found in previous
research are acceptable 47). In the present sample, the Cronbach alpha coefficients also met the
acceptability criteria 45) for both males and females .
Work engagement

Work engagement = which asks how often the respondents currently experiences positive
emotions at work (e.g., “At my job, I feel strong and vigorous”). It has response options ranging
from O=never to 6=always (everyday). A total score is obtained by averaging the individual item
scores (possible range 0-6).
Other covariates A covariate may be of direct interest or it may be a confounding or interacting
variable. The alternative terms explanatory variable, independent variable, or predictor, are used in a
regression analysis. In econometrics, the term"control variable” is usually used instead of
"covariate". Demographic and occupational variables were assessed by means of a questionnaire
develop by the authors. The demographic variables included age, sex, education (more or less than 12
yr), and marital status (currently married, never married, or divorced). Occupational variables
included occupational status (manager, white-collar work- er, or blue-collar worker) and overtime in
the past month (hours).

Statistical analysis

To determine the linear or nonlinear relationships between intragroup or intergroup conflict
(based on the tertile classifications) and the outcome variables while avoiding possible
multicollineartity, analysis of variance (ANOVA) and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) were
employed with post-hoc Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons. To examine the unique
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association between the independent and dependent variables in more detail, we incorporated the
covariates, adjusting first for the demographic variables (age, education, and maritalstatus), second for
the occupational variables (occupational status, and overtime), and third for worksite social support.
Trend analysis was used to evaluate the relationships between particular variables within the overall
ANCOVA. The analyses were conducted separately for males and females because of possible sex
differences in job attitudes50) . The alpha level for significance was set at < 0.05 (two-tailed). SPSS
15.0J for Windows was used for the statistical analyses.
Results
Characteristics of participants

The participants’ characteristics and mean scores on intragroup conflict, intergroup conflict,
worksite social support, psychological distress, and work engagement, distinguished by sex. The
means for intragroup conflict, intergroup conflict, occupational status, and overtime in the past month
were significantly higher for males than females (p<0.05). On the other hand, the mean for coworker
support was significantly higher for females than for males (p<0.05). The Pearson correlations
between intragroup and intergroup conflict were 0.52 (p<0.001) for males and 0.61 (p<0.001) for
females.
Intragroup conflict, intergroup conflict, and psychological distress

In male participants, psychological distress (hereafter referred to as K6 scores) was
significantly greater for the high scores on both intra-group conflict (p=0.020) and intergroup conflict
(p=0.012) than for the low scores . Furthermore, the dose-response relationships of intra-group and
intergroup conflict with psychological distress were significant and positive (p for trend=0.012 and
0.003, respectively). After adjusting for the demographic and occupational covariates, these
associations remained significant (p<0.05). For female participants, psychological distress differed
significantly only as a function of intergroup conflict (p=0.017). The dose- response relationship
between intergroup conflict and psychological distress was also significant and positive (p for
trend=0.007). After adjusting for the demographic and occupational covariates, the association
remained significant (p<0.05).

After additionally adjusting for worksite social support, the analyses revealed that the
dose-response relationship for males between intra-group conflict and psychological distress was still
significant (p for trend=0.009), and the relationship between psychological distress and intergroup
conflict was marginally significant (p for trend=0.050). For females, a marginally significant dose
response relationship was observed between intergroup conflict and psychological distress (p for
trend=0.051). When adjustment was made for supervisor support rather than total support (along with
the demographic and occupation covariates), both-intragroup and intergroup conflict were found to be
significantly associated with psychological distress for males (pfor trend=0.021 and 0.029,
respectively). However, for females, only intergroup conflict was significantly associated with
psychological distress (p for trend=0.193 for intragroup conflict and 0.043 for intergroup conflict);
when we adjusted for coworker support, significant associations between psychological distress and
both intragroup and intergroup conflict were similar for males (pfor trend=0.043 and 0.051,
respectively) and females (pfor trend=0.331 and 0.037, respectively).

Intragroup conflict, intergroup conflict, and work engagement

After adjustment for the demographic and occupational covariates, intergroup conflict was
found to be significantly and negatively associated with work engagement in males (p for
trend=0.007). In females, however, the association was positive, although only marginally significant
(p for trend=0.050) After additionally adjusting for worksite social support, we found the dose-
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response relationship between intergroup conflict and work engagement to be positive and significant
for females (p for trend=0.024). When we adjusted for supervisor support instead of total support (in
addition to the demographic and occupational covariates), we found intragroup conflict not to be
significantly associated with work engagement, either among males (p for trend=0.407) or females (p
for trend=0.182); on the other hand, intergroup conflict was significantly associated with work
engagement for females (pfor trend=0.022) but not for males (p for trend=0.188). When we adjusted
for coworker support, we found the relationship between work engagement and both intragroup and
intergroup conflict to be similar for both males (p for trend=0.627 and 0.197, respectively) and
females (p for trend=0.069 and 0.015, respectively).
Discussion

In males, both intragroup and intergroup conflict were associated with greater psychological
distress, independent of worksite social support. Intergroup conflict was associated with lower work
engagement, but only before adjusting for worksite social support. In females, intergroup conflict was
associated with both greater psychological distress and greater work engagement. There was no
significant relationship between intragroup conflict and work engagement for either males or
females. Although this association was not significant for females in the present study, the patterns
were similar. This non-significance may be attributable to the small number of female participants, as
well as the among workers. Intergroup conflict may burden a group with greater work demands and
interruptions, as well as a loss of control over the job; these factors could like-wise be associated with
psychological distress51). The mechanisms linking intergroup conflict to other job stressors and
psychological distress should be investigated further.Intragroup conflict was not significantly related
to work engagement in either males or females. Although no previous study has investigated the
possible association between interpersonal conflict and work engagement,intragroup conflict has been
found to be negatively associated with job satisfaction among female nurses24) and male
firefighters18). However, intragroup conflict does not seem to be strongly associated with work
engagement in company employees. Although work engagement, like job satisfaction, is a positive
attitude, the two also differ:work engagement is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption,
whereas job satisfaction is a broader construct that taps into job components that positively impact
one’s feelings at work34). Thus, intragroup conflict may be less associated with work engagement
than with job satisfaction. The non-significant association with work engagement may also be
attributable to the fact that intragroup conflict mainly focuses on the negative and demanding
interpersonal situations within a group rather than on positive resources, which have been shown to be
associated with work engagement in previous studies35).Unlike the original interpersonal conflict
scale4?2), our current modification does not include items on (lack of) interpersonal resources, such as
harmony within a group39).Intragroup conflict may have been more strongly associated with work
engagement in the present study had our scale included such items. Intergroup conflict was
significantly and negatively associated with work engagement among males.However, after worksite
social support was additionally adjusted for, the significance disappeared. Previous studies have
consistently shown that job resources, such as social support from supervisors and colleagues, are
positively associated with work engagement 35, 38). Our data suggested that, whereas intergroup
conflict is associated with lowered work engagement, a large part of the effect is mediated by, and
thus explained by, a lack of worksite social support, such as leadership from the supervisor; thus, lack
of worksite social support affects both intergroup conflict and work engagement. In contrast to
intergroup conflict, intragroup conflict was not associated with lower work engagement in males.
Intergroup conflict may have a greater effect on males than intragroup conflict, because males are
generally group-oriented: even if there were intragroup conflict around them, it would not matter to
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them so long as the skewed distribution of intragroup conflict scores among females. Further research
is needed to confirm this tendency for females.

On the other hand, intergroup conflict was found to be significantly related to psychological
distress for both males and females. This finding is consistent with previous studies showing that
intergroup conflict was correlated with depressive symptoms in male firefighters18, 26), which can be
generalized to male employees of any company. The present study also provides evidence that inter-
group conflict is associated with psychological distress in females. Intergroup conflict can include
disagreement between groups, and sometimes criticisms and hostility toward one’s own group from
the other group. Both of these could be expected to increase psychological distress group performed
well. On the other hand, females with high intergroup conflict scores had higher scores on work
engagement. It has been suggested that intergroup discrimination can enhance self-esteem, as people
are likely to seek a positive differentiation of their own group from other groups52). When there is
intergroup conflict, group identity and commitment to the group by its members may be enhanced,
thereby increasing work engagement but at the same time increasing psychological distress. Although
males generally have obtained higher work engagement scores than females in previous studies53), it
is not clear that there really are gender differences in the association between work engagement and
the psychosocial work environment. Further research on this point is needed. Finally, some possible
limitations of this study should be reviewed. A prospective study is needed to investigate a causal link
between interpersonal conflict and psychological distress or work engagement, as well as to determine
the social and psychological mechanisms involved.
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