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Abstract

To date, there is a lack of research that explains the linkages between relationship
conflict, task conflict, team mindfulness, perceived stress, and social undermining. In
particular, little attention has been paid to these constructions in the context of the
virtual workplace. The present study attempts to fill this research gap. The aim of this
research is to examine the mediating role of team mindfulness between task conflict
and perceived stress. Additionally, it also investigates the moderating role of
relationship conflict on task conflict and outcomes including perceived stress and
social undermining. Using a structured questionnaire, data were collected from 230
respondents working in virtual work teams of different information and
communication technology organizations in Pakistan. The results have shown a
significant indirect effect of task conflict on perceived stress through team awareness.
Although relationship conflict moderates the relationship between task conflict and
perceived stress, it has no impact on the relationship between task conflict and social
undermining. The findings of this study have a number of implications for research
and human resource managers.
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Introduction

Team research often study into task conflicts and understand how it affects team
performance. By definition, task conflict has been described as task-related
disagreements which, as well as having detrimental effects, may encourage the
exchange of ideas and improve decision quality (Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Task conflict
increases the cognitive load of individual employees involved in such a task related
conflict. It detaches the thinking process from positive intentions towards negative
ones and reduces the ability of the employees to separate task-related stimuli from
personal stimuli (Simons & Peterson, 2000). Therefore, people may interpret task
conflict as personal dislike and personal criticism that they receive (Greer et al., 2008)
and at times, they may take it as a challenge for their competency which changes the
focus of task conflict towards relationships (Tidd et al., 2004). Task conflict at the
workplace may possibly lead to the relationship conflict at the workplace. This may
be either individual relationship conflict or relationship conflict between the teams
that are represented by those individuals. When such conflicts happen, it can be the
source of individual deviant behaviours that results in negative individual and work
outcomes (Wu et al., 2015). In response, researchers have begun to investigate how
to reduce the risk of task conflicts turning into relationship ones.

Despite the burgeoning research, gaps remain. Firstly, there is a lack of study
explaining how relationship conflict play a role in adding to perceived stress and
social undermining at the workplace for employees working in virtual teams.
Literature has identified that social context acts on relationship conflict and individual
employees working in teams may get effected by social undermining due to different
reasons (Hershcovis, 2011). Efforts of employees to maintain meaningful relationship
in team may stimulate them to systematically process moral issues as per their
individual interpretation and at times, it gets difficult for them to respond in morally
desirable ways (Van Kleef, 2010). This kind of a situation may lead to perceived
stress and social undermining in the employees working in a team. Perceived stress
may be a stimulant to a variety of health challenges for individuals and teams. Stress
of employees at the workplace is linked with changes in cognition, behaviours and
emotions. However, many of existing studies have focus on how task conflict turns
into relationship conflict, and not how relationship conflict may intensify the
perceived stress and the feeling of social undermining within the employees. Without
which, we argue that the understanding of role and task conflict are incomplete which
this study addresses this gap by incorporating relationship conflict as a moderating
variable in this model.

At the same time, this study addresses the second gap by addressing the role of team
mindfulness in the relationship between task conflict and perceived stress. As Yu and
Zellmer-Bruhn (2018) elucidated, mindfulness is “a shared belief among team
members that their interactions are characterized by awareness and attention to
present events, and experiential, non-judgmental processing of within-team
experiences”. They perceived mindfulness as a protection against multilevel conflict
handling processes while the scientific literature generally scrutinized mindfulness as
the intra-psychic aspect at individual level (Good et al., 2016), or as an interrelated set
of practices at organizational level (Sutcliffe et al., 2016). Mindfulness also relates
with teamwork (Karlin, 2018), leader flexibility (Baron et al., 2018), social learning
and organizational learning (Cacioppe, 2017), creating positive value (Dietz et al.,
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2017), ambidexterity (Turner et al., 2016), turnover (Dane & Brummel, 2014),
relating employees with the performance of organization (Dane, 2011), mindful
organizing (Wolff, 2014) and work related decisions (Hafenbrack et al., 2014).
However, team mindfulness is often studied at individual level but not at team level.
As mindfulness at the team level differs structurally from individual mindfulness (Yu
& Zellmer-Bruhn, 2018) this study will advance the body of knowledge by examining
how the team mindfulness can act in addressing such a situation of task conflict
present at the workplace (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015).

Lastly, increasing globalization and availability of information technology enables
today’s organizations to collaborate remotely among team members (Algesheimer et
al., 2011). People around the globe organize virtual teams to solve difficult problems
through electronic communication. With a global virtual team, cultural norms and
linguistic idiosyncrasies make it more difficult for employees to participate, make
quality decisions, and be satisfied with those decisions. If not managed well, a global
virtual team can struggle with performance because of inherent categorization of
subgroups within the team, giving rise to role and task conflicts (Stahl et al., 2010).
While managing virtual teams is not a new phenomenon, but extant studies have
revolved around team processes, multiculturalism, coordination effectiveness, trust
and team cohesion. Little pay attention on the role of team mindfulness (Winkler &
Bouncken, 2011). Against the backdrop of growing popularity of virtual teams, this
study seeks to fill a gap by extending the impact of team mindfulness and role
conflicts on virtual teams’ perceived stress and social undermining.

Collectively speaking, the outcomes of this study has the potential to contribute to the
body of knowledge on three endemic interpersonal processes including conflict for
individuals working in virtual setup of ICT based organizations in Pakistan and its
subsequent effect on perceived stress and individual social undermining (Boyle et al.,
2017; Brisbon & Lachman, 2017; Rayan et al., 201; Xu et al., 2017). This study
would add significantly to existing literature as no prior study addressed the impact of
team mindfulness on perceived stress and for the effects of relationship conflict as a
moderating variable and hence its indirect impact on the perceived stress and social
undermining for virtually and digitally connected workforce.

The underpinning theory is explained in the next section, which is followed by the
development of several research hypotheses. A research model is proposed based on
these hypotheses. Following this, we describe the methods used throughout the
present study, including measurement scales, and sampling design. We then describe
both the analysis and results, followed by a detailed explanation of the findings,
including their implications. The last section, highlights some of the limitations of this
research and provides a number of recommendations for future studies.

Theoretical Underpinning

Studies into the role of team mindfulness has pointed towards the relevance of
individuals leveraging on resources to mitigate against the negative effects arising
from work (Tan et al., 2019). In this regard, we argue that the job demands-resources
(JD-R) theory is particularly relevant for this study. The JD-R theory is a widely used
theory that explains how the interplay of resources and demands forms either job
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motivational outcomes or job strain outcomes among the employees (Grover et al.
2017). The key tenant within the JD-R theory spotlights the imbalance in either one of
them, with excessive demands or insufficient resources will trigger a health
impairment process, causing an individual to experience feeling emotionally
exhausted, cynical and discrediting all former accomplishments (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007). Similarly, the presence of resources or the absence of strains
provide individuals with the motivation to fulfil their work requirements (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017).Following the arguments in JD-R theory, the conceptual framework
(see Figure 1) postulates that in the absence of resources, role conflicts and task
conflicts will inevitably lead to social undermining and perceived stress. However,
mindfulness, as a personal resource, have the motivation potential that mitigates the
effect.

Literature Review
Team Mindfulness

In teams, “mindfulness” is an interpersonal, collective and cognitive phenomenon
happening in interactions among the team members (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2012). From
the literature, several definitions arose on what constitute team mindfulness. Marks et
al. (2001) define “mindfulness is a rising, shared intellectual state which colleagues
create through involvement with the group”. Emerging states and procedures are
connected due to mindfulness, as developing states are the result of group
communication and influence ensuing associations (van Knippenberg et al., 2013).
For Carter et al. (2018), team mindfulness was a common property of team experience
which separates it from the individual mindfulness. For Morgeson and Hofmann
(1999), mindfulness paradigms include both the individual and team level but their
composition varies. They suggested two elemental content dimensions of mindfulness
as; “(1) present focused attention and consciousness about what is happening at
present and (2) experiential processing- non-judgmental, receptive and practical
dispensation”. Current moment refers to the fact that what is going at present rather
than thinking about the past issues or about the future (Smallwood & Schooler, 2015),
while there is also the belief that mindfulness includes paying consideration to
purpose of an activity (Dreyfus, 2011).

Putting these definitions together, we can synthesize that team mindfulness is a
common perception of the members working in the team about the thinking pattern
that emerges from interpersonal interaction as team members interact with each other
(Bettenhausen & Murnighan, 1991). Team mindfulness defends against the negative
interpersonal interactions in team processes. Yu and Zellmer-Bruhn (2018) defined
“team mindfulness as a shared belief among team members that team interactions are
characterized by awareness and attention to present event, and by experiential, non-
judgmental processing of within-team experience” (Sutcliffe et al., 2016). Sometimes
at the workplace, few team members remain connected for task related
communication and ignore some of the other colleagues. Such communication barrier
is detrimental for the performance of team members and such process requires to be
reversed. Team members often get judgmental to defend their own stance without
giving a broader view to the stance of another team member. But, if the members of
the team remain united, then the judgmental cognitive processes positively add to the
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performance and effectiveness of a team. For Weick and Roberts (1993), collective
action with mutual understanding and shared brainstorming to act positively for the
team contributes positively through team mindfulness (van Knippenberg et al., 2013).
As a result of positive reinforcement in the thinking process of team members, team
mindfulness becomes a source of inspiration for the members working in that team
(van Knippenberg, van Ginkel & Homan, 2013).

That is to say, mindfulness enables individuals to have a better and smarter view of
the environment around them especially with reference to team. It helps in decision
making in a collective environment. People remain more engaged and aware about the
dynamics of current view and about the requirements of the team (Sell, 2018). For
Baron et al. (2018), individuals’ ability to respond to the needs of the outer
environment is another aspect of team mindfulness. In team mindfulness, individuals
remain engaged with the collective effort. Consequently, it improves cognitive
functions which are perilous for routine organizational activities, mindfulness works
as a form of positive intervention for the employees’ interpersonal interactions and
individual cognition. Management researchers are still studying that how mindfulness
operates at the team level (Hulsheger, 2015; Good et al., 2016; Yu & Zellmer-Bruhn,
2018). Therefore, it is important to have a broader understanding of how the team
mindfulness acts at different levels in the organizations.

Mediation Effect of Team Mindfulness on Task Conflict and Perceived Stress

In general, task conflict enhances employees’ cognitive load and it becomes difficult
for the employees to separate task related conflict stimuli from personal relationship
related conflict stimuli (Simons & Peterson, 2000). Hence, teams may take task
conflict as a personal like or dislike (Greer et al., 2008) or assessment for the
capability which diverts the attention from task conflict to relationship conflict (Tidd
et al., 2004). High level of disagreements also adds to the bottleneck change in the
team (Choi & Cho, 2011) and decreases the perception that the members are open to
unorthodox opinions (Tsai & Bendersky, 2016). Weingart et al. (2015) explained that
groups may translate task strife as a sign that contention is dug in, hoisting
oppositional power and related negative feelings. Resultantly, groups with elevated
levels of task differences have expanding reactivity and raising clash, in this manner
expanding relationship strife.

Taking a leaf from this, it is also not difficult to realize that the presence of task
conflict will give rise to perceived stress. Perceived stress is recognized as a precursor
to a variety of health challenges for individuals and teams. Stress is linked with
changes in cognition, behaviours and emotions. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined
stress as “the perception that a situation or event exceeds coping resources”. In
specific terms, perceived stress incorporates feelings about the uncontrollability and
unpredictability of one’s life, how often one has to deal with irritating hassles, how
much change is occurring in one’s life, and confidence in one’s ability to deal with
problems or difficulties. It is not measuring the types or frequencies of stressful events
which have happened to a person, but rather how an individual feel about the general
stressfulness of their life and their ability to handle such stress. Individuals may suffer
similar negative life events but appraise the impact or severity of these to different
extents as a result of factors such as personality, coping resources, and support. In this
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way, perceived stress reflects the interaction between an individual and their
environment which they appraise it as hostile and overwhelming.

Given this, we argue that team mindfulness gives progressively positive enthusiastic
tone, centred around the present scenario, bringing down interruption from off-task
considerations and exercises, attentional foundation to keep task objectives at the
centre of thinking process and enables groups to see more noteworthy subtlety in
practices (Good et al., 2016; Smallwood & Schooler, 2015; Morrison et al., 2013).
This prevents thinking on irrelevant stimuli (Slagter et al., 2011), simple errors and
involuntary, narrowed experiential processing are less likely (Glomb et al., 2011),
converting teams to less susceptible attribution errors and communication bias in a
manner that personal and task stimuli remain separated (Hopthrow et al., 2017),
accordingly, intense team capabilities are less probable to be understood as person-
oriented. Team mindfulness enhances understanding in an open, agreeable method for
bringing down the personalization and response in the groups (Good et al., 2016) and
this reduces the chances of relationship conflict (Amason & Sapienza, 1997).
Openness allows differences without hostility (Jehn, 1995), therefore mindful teams
may see less restriction related with task strife. In entirety, mindfulness makes an
inward into the group condition that is less inclined to relationship conflict by and
large as it disturbs the association between task strife and relationship struggle. This
restricts the exchange of consideration from individual towards task struggle and it
remains the focal point of employee’s responses and oppositional power and negative
feelings happening with task conflict, in this way, constrain escalation towards the
relationship conflicts.

Using the JD-R theory, we posit that team mindfulness acts as a personal resource that
helps people to separate environment characteristics from their reactions to them,
thereby reducing stress (Grover et al., 2017) Personal resources in the JD-R theory are
unique individual employee attributes that affect how people use job resources to cope
with job demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). These personal resources, such as
resiliency, optimism, mindfulness, perceived control, and autonomy affect JD-R
processes through perceptions of, and the ability to deploy, job resources. As
explained earlier, being mindful means the ability attending to the present moment
and achieving clear focus on the emotional demands and the greater understanding of
them provided by non-judgmental awareness. Hence, team mindfulness could
mitigate the negative impact of emotional demands on the experience of stress,
leading us to the first set of hypothesis:

H1  Team mindfulness mediates the relationship between task conflict and
perceived stress.

Moderation Effect of Relationship Conflict

Deviant behaviour in the individuals is one of outcome of negative interpersonal
relationships (Wu et al.,, 2015). Hence, team relationship conflict may add to the
outcome of social undermining at the workplace. Duffy et al. (2002) defined this
phenomenon of social undermining as “a behaviour intended to hinder a worker’s
ability to establish and maintain positive interpersonal relationships, work-related
success and favourable reputation”. As highlighted earlier, social context also makes
an impact on the social undermining and the relationship conflict (Hershcovis, 2011).
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Revoking temptations for keeping up great relations requires exertion, causing
colleagues to encountering relationship struggle, making them less ready to perceive
negatively and efficiently process moral issues to be ready to react in ethically
attractive manners (Van Kleef, 2010).

Additionally, Jehn (1995) suggested that intra-group conflict is generated by team
member incompatibilities and differences and its intensity may be different for task
conflict and relationship conflict. Task conflict involves disagreement over policies,
procedures and distribution of work while the relationship conflict primarily gets
generated due to the differences of individual’s personal values and perceptions at the
workplace. De Dreu and Weingart (2003) stated that task conflict may often happen
due to disagreement over tasks and at times, it may enhance the performance level of
an employees at the workplace as employees often accept the challenging outcomes.
However, relationship conflict is always detrimental and produces poor results (de
Wit et al., 2012). Both the task conflict and relationship conflict are associated in
many situations (Greer et al., 2008), but it is a difficult challenge to separate the
benefits of task conflict and to evade relationship conflict for effective teamwork
(Todorova et al., 2014). Hence, the relationship conflict often has detrimental effects
and depends more on the intentions, will and behaviour of individuals’ interpersonal
relationships and cognitive traits (de Wit et al., 2012). In view of this, we therefore
postulate that the presence of relationship conflict will further aggravate one’s
perceived stress and social undermining, leading us to the final set of hypotheses:

H2  Relationship conflict moderates the relationship between task conflict and
perceived stress.

H3  Relationship conflict moderates the relationship between task conflict and
social undermining.

Figure 1: Research Model

Team Mindfulness

Perceived Stress

Task Conflict

Social Undermining

Relationship Conflict
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Research Method

Using purposive sampling, data was collected from organizations where team
members primarily remain engaged with each other through virtual and digital
sources of communication for most of the times. For this paper, data has been
collected from 230 respondents. Data collection was done through personally
administered questionnaires. Also, an email link was sent to the potential respondents
and prior to that, they were briefed about the study. A total of 326 respondents were
sent the questionnaire, out of which, 230 respondents filled the questionnaire with a
response rate of 71 percent. IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 21 was used for data analysis. Additionally, SPSS Marco (Hayes, 2017) was
used for mediation (Model 4) and moderation analysis (Model 1).

Initial Screening

Before main data analysis, the normality of data was checked using Skewness and
Kurtosis scores. The results indicate that scores of all variables were within the
satisfactory range, +1 and -1 (Hair et al., 2006). Also, outliers were examined using
Mahalanobis distance. Obtained values did not show any significant outliers and all
the values were in range (Hair et al., 2006).

Measurement

Measurement scales for all the variables were adopted from previous studies. For
perceived stress, measurement scale of Sheldon Cohen and Gail Williamson (1988)
was adopted that had 12 Items. For task conflict, measurement scale developed by
Pearson, Ensley and Amason (2002) with 4 items was adopted. For relationship
conflict, Pearson, Ensley and Amason (2002) developed a measurement scale of 5
items which was adopted for the present study. For team mindfulness, measurement
scale developed by Lingtao Yu and Mary Zellmer-Bruhn (2018) with 10 items was
adopted for this study. For social undermining, 13 items measurement scaled was
adopted which was developed by Duffy et al. (2002). The composite reliability of all
measurement scales was above 0.7, thus confirming its internal consistency reliability.

Data Analysis

Following Hayes (2017), the mediation and moderation analyses were conducted
using SPSS macro. To clarify, the present study is not conceptualizing any
“moderated-mediation” relationships. Thus, it does not require performing conditional
analysis, analyzing moderation and mediation in a single step. The indirect effect can
duly be tested through bootstrap confidence intervals (subsamples = 5000). For that
case, value of zero represent the null effect of hypothesis. If value of 0 falls between
the upper and lower bound confidence interval, therefore we retain the null
hypothesis. Otherwise, alternate hypothesis is accepted that the indirect effect of
mediator in the model is significant (Hayes, 2017, Memon et al., 2018). In this case of
first hypothesis, 0 fall outside of that critical region, hence, the first hypothesis is true
that team mindfulness mediates the relationship between task conflict and perceived
stress.
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Table 1: Indirect Effect of Task Conflict on Stress via Team Mindfulness

Indirect Effect SE LLCI ULCI

Task Conflict > Team Mindfulness = Stress 1172 0268 0684 .1736

The moderating effect of relationship conflict was then tested. For this relationship,
interaction term is statistically significant (p < 0.05) at 95 % confidence interval (f = -
1579, SE. = .0795, p = .0483, LLCI = -.3147, ULCI = -.0012). This shows that the
moderating effect exists in this case and the second hypothesis is also supported.
Value for R square change was .0148. R square change is the additional value of
change in DV due to the moderator (Hayes, 2017).

Here in this case, the interaction term has the p value of 0.3809 which is not
significant at 95 % confidence interval (f =-0.0491, SE =.0559, p = .3809, LLCI = -
1592, ULCI = .0611) Hence, this shows that the third hypothesis is not supported.
This means that relationship conflict does not moderate between task conflict and
social undermining. The summary of the hypotheses testing is provided in Table 3.

Table 2: Results of Moderation Analysis

Constructs Effect SE LLCI ULCI
Int_1 (Relationship Task X Task Conflict)* -.1579 .0795 -.3147 -.0012
Int_2 (Relationship Task X Task Conflict) -0.491 0559 | -.1592 .0611

* Dependent variable = perceived stress
** Dependent variable = social undermining

Table 3: Summary of Hypothesis Testing

Hypotheses Hypothesis Statement Results
H1 Team mindfulness mediates the relationship between task Supported
conflict and perceived stress.
H2 Relationship conflict moderates the relationship between task Supported
conflict and perceived stress.
H3 Relationship conflict moderates the relationship between task Not Supported

conflict and social undermining.

Discussion and Implications

To recapitulate, this study leverages the JD-R theory to examine (1) if in the absence
of resources, role conflicts and task conflicts would lead to social undermining and
perceived stress, and (2) if team mindfulness, as a personal resource, have the
motivation potential that mitigates the effect. From the results, it is evident team
mindfulness displayed mediating effect on the relationship between task conflicts and
perceived stress. On the other hand, relationship conflict shows inconsistent results
where it displays moderating effect between task conflict and perceived stress, but not
with social undermining. Hence, as per the objectives of this study for testing these
variables’ relationship, first two hypotheses are supported while surprisingly, our third
hypothesis is not supported. One possible explanation may be that on one side, task
conflict benefits teams when it encourages the team to learn from the information
exchanged during task disagreement (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003; Shaw et al., 2011; de
Wit et al. 2012) but on the other side, it also relates with the complex nature of
relationship conflict which considerably results in more stress between employees and
can be more difficult to manage than task conflict (Gerpott & Kearney, 2017;
Maltarich et al., 2017). Additionally, task conflict is not always necessarily be seen as
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negative. Task conflict can be benefits organizations because it encourages open-
mindedness and helps avoid the tendency toward group think that many organizations
fall prey to. The key is learning how to manage task conflict effectively so that it can

serve as a catalyst, rather than a hindrance, to organizational improvement (de Wit et
al., 2012).

Theoretically, this study advances our understanding on the role of team mindfulness.
It demonstrates that the two dimensions of cognitive and affective functions reside
within team mindfulness help in in explaining the task conflicts (Good et al., 2016).
This further reduces negativity and relationship rift at the workplace. With very few
studies have been conducted on virtual workplace employees in emerging markets
including those of South Asia, this study enhances our understanding on the
behaviour of this group of employees that may prove to be a cornerstone for future
work.

Implications for Asian Business

This study also has significance for practitioners in Asia organisations. With the
advent of information technology, the concept of virtual workplace and virtually
connected employees is a reality. In today’s complex, global environment, having
interdisciplinary and highly diverse virtual teams is a norm. In the light of the
research findings, managers should have a better understanding that task conflict that
may lead the employees towards perceived stress which may further decrease the
performance of employees. Similarly, task conflict leads to relationship conflict and
even that may lead to perceived stress at the workplace. Such factors may decrease the
performance of employees at the workplace. Shahzad (2018) explained that
organizational contextual factors are important, and they ensure the perception of
procedural justice in performance management system for a workplace that would
have lesser distortion of performance appraisal results. Therefore, effective leadership
style is needed to address such issues for employees in the virtual workplace.

With the prevalence of Confucianism orientations in Asian organisations which shape
employees’ affective and normative motives, it fosters a level of competitiveness of
always seeking improvement relative to oneself and to others (Kang et al., 2015). This
1s no difference in virtual teams. Therefore, there is a need to build and maintain
virtual employees’ identity and to deal effectively with unique issues such as visibility
in the organisation and career paths. Virtual employees need to feel they are on par
with their peers, and that their different personal and work circumstances are
understood. Additionally, mindfulness interventions and training are highly useful in
reducing workplace stress. (Grover et al., 2017). In this regard, providing virtual
employees with the personal resources to cope with these demands and
concomitantly, altering their perceptions of these demands through mindfulness
training enhances the outlook of their jobs that bring about positive personal and
organisation outcomes.
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Conclusion

This study is not without its limitations. Being a cross-sectional study, future studies
may want to consider adopting a longitudinal design or to have multisource data
collection. Additionally, this study is conducted within a particular developing
country. While it provides a glimpse on the results, it is also important to note that
one’s attitudes as well as workplace settings would influence the perception of
conflicts (Tafvelin et al., 2019). Hence, future researchers could test this model in
different contexts and in different sectors. Similarly, few aspects of this model have
not been addressed in this model may be explored by the future researchers. For
instance, it remains to be seen that how team mindfulness affects the social
undermining (Carter et al., 2018).

We will conclude this study by arguing that conflicts are inevitable in organisations,
which in-turn increased the level of perceive stress and social undermining. In turn,
this may reduce staff satisfaction about the job and the productivity or service
rendered. Thus, early recognition of the conflict, paying attention to the conflicting
parties and ensure that the causes of conflicts are addressed as soon as they are
noticed are very important.
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