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Abstract 

This study explores the association between task conflict and team creativity and the role of group cognitive complexity 
(GCC) as a potential explanatory mechanism in a sample of 159 students organized in 49 groups. Moreover, we analyzed 
the moderating effect of collective emotional intelligence (CEI) in the relationship between task conflict and GCC. As 
hypothesized, we found that task conflict has a nonlinear relationship with GCC, but contrary to our expectations, it 
follows a U-shaped association, not an inversed U-shape. In addition, the moderating role of CEI was significant only at 
low levels. Contrary to our expectation, the mediating role of GCC did not receive empirical support. Theoretical and 
practical contributions are discussed. 
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An increasing number of organizations are 

relying on teams in order to cope with the 

dynamic business environment they operate in 

and considerable evidence now suggests that 

team creativity is a key contributor to a 

company’s competitiveness, performance and 

survival (Tjosvold, et al., 2004; Zhou & 

Shalley, 2011). Team creativity refers to the 
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production of novel and useful ideas, products, 

processes and procedures by a team of people 

working together (Amabile, 1996; Shalley & 

Gilson, 2004; Shin & Zhou, 2007). While 

abundant research exists on the antecedents of 

individual creativity (Amabile & Pratt, 2016; 

Joo et al., 2013), the potential of team 

creativity to create a consistent competitive 
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advantage (Anderson et al., 2004) has spurred 

a more recent focus on understanding what are 

the factors that foster its emergence (Anderson 

et al., 2014; Shalley, Zhou, & Oldham, 2004).  

One of the most researched antecedents of 

team creativity is the level of within-group 

task conflict (also labeled as cognitive 

conflict). Task conflict refers to disagreements 

among team members about the task being 

performed, based on differences in 

viewpoints, ideas and opinions (Jehn & 

Bendersky, 2003). The popularity of this 

construct in relation with creativity stems from 

the idea that such disagreements among team 

members are a trigger for information 

exchange, thorough exploration of opposing 

opinions, reevaluation of the status quo, and 

scrutiny of the task at hand. As such, task 

conflict is argued to be beneficial for the 

emergence of complex knowledge structures 

and the generation of novel ideas and solutions 

(De Dreu & West, 2001; Hulsheger et al., 

2009). These arguments are in line with the 

minority dissent theory, which claims that the 

presence of different views within the group 

stimulates team members to take into 

consideration multiple perspectives by means 

of tension and surprise (Nemeth & Staw, 

1989).  

However, despite the logic that suggests 

that task conflict promotes creativity through 

processes of divergent thinking and 

information search, there are also authors (De 

Dreu & Weingart, 2003) who argue that 

increased levels of conflict might decrease the 

team members’ ability to process and evaluate 

information due to cognitive overload. In line 

with the cognitive load hypothesis (Kirschner 

et al, 2009) and too much of a good thing 

effect (Grant & Schwartz, 2011), when the 

number of task related disagreements is too 

high, the group might be unable to integrate 

the large pool of perspectives into a rich 

cognitive structure (the team might have 

produced differentiation, but this impedes 

integration). In turn, this could be detrimental 

for a team’s creative output (De Dreu, 2006; 

Farh et al., 2010). 

 At the same time, intensely debating on 

the diverse perspectives (i.e., experiencing 

high levels of task conflict) might result in 

tension and frustration stemmed from the lack 

of progress, and even transform into relational 

conflicts (Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

Handling such a rich underlying affective 

dynamics could make it difficult for a team to 

allocate enough resources in order to integrate 

conflicting opinions in a rich knowledge 

structure (i.e. indicative of a cognitively 

complex team).  As such, exploring the way 

the group manages its emotions gains 

significant importance for understanding the 

task conflict – creativity link.   

Imagine for example a team of scientists 

from an R&D department who are trying to 

develop a vaccine for the coronavirus. Some 

might bring up ideas based on previous 

research; some might express entirely new 

opinions, or will not have anything to say for 

the moment. If the flow of ideas is rather slow 

and not exactly diverse, the progress for 

creating the vaccine might stop right there. 

Conversely, if they express many different 

perspectives, the total pool of ideas will grow 

larger and they might feel some progress 

towards the objective. However, producing 

many different ideas does not mean they found 

the solution. A high level of differentiation 

might render it difficult to achieve integration 

because they are not able to process all of the 

opinions, or team members get defensive and 

start criticizing each other, which might 

escalate into intense arguments. Without the 

emergence of a complex knowledge structure 

related to the task, the combination of 

perspectives into new ideas and thorough 

elaboration might become just a pipe dream, 

with no breakthrough in the end.   

To sum up, the available empirical data on 

the effects of task conflict on creativity are 

inconsistent (Hulsheger et al., 2009), thus 

pointing out to the potential existence of 

multiple mechanisms and contingencies that 

might operate in this relationship.  

The contribution of our paper is threefold. 

First, in this paper, we build on group 

cognition as emergence (Curşeu, 2006; Curşeu 

et al., 2007, 2013) and explore the mediating 

role of group cognitive complexity (i.e. the 

richness of collective knowledge structures/ 

GCC) in the relation between task conflict and 

team creativity. Second, in line with the too-

much-of-a-good thing (TMGT) meta-

theoretical framework (Busse et al., 2016; 

Grant & Schwartz, 2011; Pierce & Aguinis, 

2013), we posit a non-linear relation (reversed 
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U-shape) between task conflict and GCC. We 

argue that an average level (compared to low 

levels) of task conflict is beneficial to GCC 

due to cognitive differentiation, whereas 

increased levels of task conflict might be 

detrimental to the richness of knowledge 

structures due to idea integration costs and 

finally impeding team creativity. We thus aim 

to add to the team creativity literature by 

trying to shed light on the inconsistent findings 

concerning the role of task conflict for team 

creativity. Finally, we explore the contingent 

role of collective emotional intelligence (i.e. 

the group’s capacity to recognize and handle 

its emotional dynamics) in the relation 

between task conflict and GCC. 

 

Theory and Hypotheses 

In our attempt to answer the call regarding 

what are the factors that have an impact on 

creativity at the team level, we adopted the 

input-mediator-output-input (IMOI) model 

(Ilgen et al., 2005) as an overarching 

theoretical background framework. Briefly 

put, the model depicts teams as complex, 

adaptive and dynamic systems, whereby team 

inputs (i.e., team composition, resources etc.) 

influence the type and quality of team 

processes (i.e., team members’ interactions) 

and emergent states (i.e., cognitive, affective 

and motivational states or/and structures that 

describe the group in itself). In turn, the 

interplay of processes and emergent states 

influences the quality of outputs such as team 

performance and creativity.  

Simultaneously, we adopted the 

perspective of groups as sociocognitive 

systems (Curșeu, 2003; Hinsz et al., 1997; 

Hollan et al., 2000) and argue that the ability 

of such social systems to process information 

rests both on the cognitive processes and 

individual representations, as well as on the 

quality of interactions that take place among 

group members. Group cognitive complexity 

(GCC) refers to the richness of collective 

knowledge structures emerging from 

knowledge exchange through team members’ 

interactions. A complex knowledge structure 

is characterized by differentiation (includes 

many semantic nodes, concepts or themes) and 

integration (the nodes are interconnected) 

(Curşeu et al., 2007; Curşeu et al., 2010). 

Therefore, in order to produce these 

differentiated knowledge structures, the group 

members have to engage in debates regarding 

the task at hand, also labeled task conflict, and 

make use of their diverse expertise and 

opinions.  

In a study conducted by Curşeu et al. 

(2012), they argued that task conflict has a 

positive effect on GCC in a way that fosters 

the cognitive activity of the group in terms of 

information search and evaluation because it 

is associated with diverse opinions expressed 

during group discussions. The expression of 

various viewpoints and the information 

exchanges associated with task conflict might 

increase the levels of elaboration and careful 

analysis of the task’s content, as well as 

exploration behaviors directed at problem 

solving.  

On the other hand, the information 

processing perspective (Carnevale & Probst, 

1998), suggests that the emergence of within 

group task conflict might in fact represent a 

distraction from the task itself as handling the 

conflict uses up cognitive resources that 

cannot be directly invested to solve the task. 

This increases cognitive load, interferes with 

other cognitive processes and might actually 

lead to a narrowed view of the problem (De 

Dreu, 2008). Moreover, high levels of task 

conflict might result in tension, dissatisfaction 

and escalate into relationship conflict (i.e., 

disagreements concerning values, personality) 

(Pluut & Curșeu, 2013). Moreover, the 

negative emotionality associated with 

relationship conflict might actually decrease 

the cognitive flexibility of the members and 

their motivation to explore different views, 

which in turn might lead to rigid and less 

complex cognitive structures, both at the 

individual and group level (Carnevale & 

Probst, 1998). Therefore, a moderate level of 

task conflict ensures just enough debate and 

processing of group members’ ideas and 

expertise in order to create a differentiated 

(i.e., including many concepts and ideas) yet 

integrated (i.e., ideas are related to one 

another) cognitive structure., On the other 

hand, higher levels of task conflict might 

negatively interfere with the integration 

process such that arguing intensely on the 
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diverse pool of ideas might hinder establishing 

connections between different pieces of 

information.  

Hypothesis 1. Task conflict has a nonlinear 

association (inverted U shape) with GCC in 

such a way that at lower to moderate levels of 

conflict this relationship is positive, whereas 

at moderate to higher levels of conflict it 

becomes negative. 

 

As previously argued, team creativity 

refers to the production of novel and useful 

ideas, products, processes and procedures by a 

team of people working together (Amabile, 

1996; Shalley & Gilson, 2004; Shin & Zhou, 

2007). Two different theoretical frameworks 

explain the emergence of team creativity. One 

theoretical approach suggests that it is actually 

a function of individual creativity and that it 

could be explained as either the average or a 

weighted average of team members’ creativity 

(Pirola-Merlo & Mann, 2004). A different 

theoretical perspective revolves around the 

idea of creative synergy assuming that the 

group is able to produce a novel, creative 

output due to diverse cognitive inputs 

provided by team members and the quality of 

interpersonal interactions (Kurtzberg & 

Amabile, 2001). As such, ideas are formed, 

shared and shaped via interpersonal 

interaction. 

Research regarding the relationship 

between cognitive complexity and creativity 

are scarce and have focused solely on the 

individual level where a positive association 

has been reported (Charlton & Bakan, 1989; 

Quinn, 1981). Switching to the team level, we 

argue that group cognitive complexity might 

also be beneficial for team creativity. 

Producing a creative output involves finding 

connections among seemingly unrelated 

concepts, requiring a rich store of knowledge 

(Boden, 2003), or acting upon an idea and 

transforming it into something new by 

introducing modifications. As such, having 

achieved a complex knowledge structure (i.e., 

indicative of a high level of cognitive 

complexity) makes it easier for the group to 

shift between perspectives (due to 

differentiation) and have a larger pool of ideas 

on which they can further elaborate. In 

addition, team members’ efforts of drawing 

connections among concepts act as a catalyst 

for coming up with unique perspectives (due 

to integration). Therefore, balancing the 

differentiation and integration mechanisms 

associated with group cognitive complexity 

has a positive influence on the fluency, 

flexibility and originality of the group’s ideas.  

As such, we depart from the idea that 

individual creativity is a necessary and 

sufficient condition for team creativity. 

Instead, we take into consideration the 

systemic approach arguing that group 

processes and emergent states are equally 

important determinants of team creativity and 

performance (Ilgen et al., 2005; Mathieu et al., 

2008). For example, Taggar (2002) found that 

team processes (e.g. effective communication, 

involving others, team citizenship, providing 

feedback, reacting to conflict, etc.) accounted 

for additional variance in team creativity 

beyond the one already accounted for by 

individual creativity. This is aligned with the 

IMOI framework arguing that team outputs, 

such as team creativity, are the result of input 

factors (such as team composition and 

resources) and the information processing and 

quality of interactions that take place among 

its members. 

As such, we argue that: 

Hypothesis 2. There is a positive 

association between GCC and group 

creativity. 

Hypothesis 3. GCC mediates the 

relationship between task conflict and 

creativity.  

As previously argued, task related 

disagreements among team members are a key 

driver for group cognitive complexity, which 

in turn has a positive influence on team 

creativity. These viewpoint differences (i.e., 

task conflict) might carry an attached emotion, 

which influences the way that events are 

perceived (Yang & Mossholder, 2004), and 

fMRI research has suggested that perceived 

conflict can stimulate the activity of the 

amygdala, which generates emotions such as 

anxiety and stress (Etkin et al., 2006). For 

example, disagreements pertaining to the task 

might be interpreted as personal attacks by 

team members (Simons & Peterson, 2000) and 

the expression of the associated negative 

emotions might escalate during conflict 

through emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 

1994). Therefore, the group’s emotional 
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climate as well as the quality of interpersonal 

interactions themselves could be improved 

when groups are emotionally intelligent 

(Druskat & Wolff, 2001). 

Collective emotional intelligence (CEI) 

represents an emergent group level 

competence (Curşeu et al., 2015) which is 

defined as the ability of a group to develop a 

set of norms that promotes the expression, 

awareness and regulation of member and 

group emotions (Druskat & Wolff, 2001). 

Emotionally intelligent groups are able to 

develop norms that allow them to experience 

moderate levels of task conflict without an 

escalation into relationship conflict (Yang & 

Mossholder, 2004). High levels of CEI are 

also associated with an increased chance of 

stimulating positive emotions among the 

members, cooperation and the efficient 

management of dysfunctional reactions 

(Ayoko et al., 2008). 

Jiang et al. (2012) have shown that 

individuals and groups skilled at emotion 

regulation were able to capitalize on the 

advantages of task conflict for effective 

performance and limit the negative impact of 

relationship conflict. They argued that 

efficient emotion regulation decreases the 

chance of being distracted by negative 

emotions and cognitive loads, which increases 

the probability to make use of the information 

resulted from task conflict and ultimately to 

improve performance. Moreover, empirical 

evidence has shown that team emotional 

intelligence promotes both cognitive and 

affective team trust, which in turn fosters a 

collaborative culture that promotes team 

creativity (Barczak et al., 2010). Emotionally 

intelligent groups are able to deal with 

emotions and maintain positive interpersonal 

relationships, which might facilitate cohesion 

and an atmosphere of open discussion and 

exchange of diverse ideas. Troth et al. (2011) 

have shown that team level emotional skills 

(e.g. own and others’ emotional awareness and 

emotional management) are predictive for 

individual level communication performance. 

They suggested that teams with greater 

collective emotional skills during interactions 

would promote an environment where the 

members are more prone to listen to 

alternative viewpoints and follow the 

appropriate rules of communication exchange. 

Also, the results of a more recent study (Lee & 

Wong, 2017) show that team emotional 

intelligence decreases the negative effect of 

task conflict on team effectiveness. Moreover, 

their findings indicate that team emotional 

intelligence plays a moderating role on 

decoupling task conflict and relationship 

conflict, which might harm the team’s 

interaction processes. Furthermore, team 

emotional intelligence can mitigate the 

negative emotions resulted from a task conflict 

by managing them in a collaborative manner 

(Jordan & Troth, 2004).  

Therefore, when dealing with creative 

tasks, it is likely that groups with high levels 

of collective emotional intelligence will be 

able to tolerate more task conflict before the 

slope between conflict and GCC becomes 

negative. This will allow them to take 

advantage of a larger pool of information 

because idea generation is paralleled by the 

maintenance of the quality of interpersonal 

interactions, which will promote the 

integration of knowledge structures into 

complex networks and increase the odds of 

obtaining a creative output. As such, we argue 

that: 

Hypothesis 4. Collective emotional 

intelligence moderates the nonlinear 

association between task conflict and GCC in 

such a way that for groups with high levels of 

CEI, the inflection point of the curve is higher 

compared to groups with low levels of CEI.  

Figure 1 presents the overall model with 

the four hypothesized relations. 
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Figure 1. Summary of the research hypotheses 

 

 

Method 

Participants 

We used a convenience sample consisting of 

first year students enrolled in a Romanian 

university at two different courses. 

Participation was voluntary, and from the 230 

students enrolled, 159 students (124 women) 

took part in our study. They were informed 

one week prior to the study that their next class 

will be conducted by the first author and that 

they will be involved in activities pertaining to 

data collection related to a previously studied 

theme (attitudinal change). The participants 

were distributed in 49 groups having 3 to 5 

members (Mgroup size = 3.2 members, SD = 

.52, Mage = 19.5 years, SD = .98). 

 

Measures and procedure 

Prior to data collection, we introduced the 

participants to the method of constructing a 

mind map and worked out an example 

together. Afterwards, we formed ad-hoc 

groups, which were required to complete two 

different tasks (they had 20 minutes for each). 

The first task was used to derive the GCC 

score, whereas the second task was used in 

order to compute the level of creativity. At the 

end of each task, team members filled out the 

questionnaires related to demographic 

variables (gender, age), task conflict and 

emotional intelligence.  

Task conflict was assessed using the four-

item scale developed by Jehn (1995). Sample 

items for task conflict are the following: “How 

frequently are there conflicts about ideas in 

your team?” and “How often do people in your 

team disagree about opinions regarding the task 

being done?”. Answers could be given on a 7-

point scale (1= not at all, to 7= totally agree). 

Alpha Cronbach is .79, 95% CI [.74, .84]. 

Collective emotional intelligence (CEI) 

was measured using an eight-item scale 

developed by Curșeu et al. (2015). Sample 

items are: “We usually had a good sense of 

how each team member felt, even if they did 

not express it in words” and “We made each 

other feel better when we were down”. 

Answers could be given on a 7-point scale (1= 

not at all, to 7= totally agree) and Cronbach’s 

α is .73, 95% CI [.65, .78]. 

We used a cognitive mapping technique 

(Curșeu et al., 2010; Davies, 2011) to measure 

group cognitive complexity (GCC). Each 

group was asked to generate by group 

discussions as many concepts regarding a 

topic they have studied throughout the 

semester (persuasion) and organize them in a 

map reflecting the perspective of the entire 

group on that subject by drawing connections 

among the concepts and specifying the nature 

of their relationship. The cognitive map that 

resulted during group interactions reflects the 

knowledge structures that the groups 

developed in relation with a specific domain.  

The GCC of each map was computed using 

the following formula (Curșeu, 2008): GCC = 

NoC × CMC × CMD, where NoC refers to the 

total number of concepts used in the map, 

CMC represents the total number of 

connections established between the concepts, 

and CMD stands for the number of distinct 

type of relations established between the 

concepts. Based on the typology defined by 

Gómez et al. (2000) there are seven types of 

distinct relations: causal, association, 

equivalence, topological, structural, 

chronological, and hierarchical. The maps 

were evaluated on those three indicators (NoC, 

CMC, CMD) by two external raters who 

coded them afterwards. At first, each evaluator 

coded the maps individually, and afterwards 

they met in order to discuss any differences in 
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their coding and solve them in a consensus 

fashion.  

We evaluated team creativity through a 

task where each group had to create a poster in 

order to change the attitude of a target 

audience on a specific topic by implementing 

the concepts used in the previous mind 

mapping technique. The final product was 

coded by external raters on five dimensions: 

fluency (generating as many ideas, options or 

solutions as possible- the total number of non-

redundant elements), flexibility (approaching 

the problem from a new perspective, or the 

variety of the elements used, both inter- and 

intra- category: e.g. text messages, 

illustrations, graphics) , originality (the 

distinctiveness of the elements used when 

compared with other posters, memorable 

elements, distinctive identity), utility (there is 

a match between the poster’s content and the 

target audience; the elements included are 

compelling enough for an attitudinal change) 

and coherence (the messages are clearly 

formulated and there is a logical connection 

between the elements included, the content 

makes sense). These categories were inspired 

by Rietzschel et al. (2007) and Curșeu (2010). 

The final creativity coefficient for each group 

was obtained by computing the Bartlett factor 

score (Bartlett, 1937; DiStefano et al., 2009) 

on those five dimensions.  

 

Results 

The descriptive statistics and bivariate 

correlations are presented in Table 1.  

 

 

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Gender - -     

2. Task Conflict 2.084 .698 .044    

3. Group cognitive complexity 423.367 354.614 .082 .306*   

4. Creativity 3.796 1.546 .088 .125 .162  

5. Collective emotional 

intelligence 

5.338 0.630 -.171 -.211 -.174 .032 

Note: *p < .05, N= 49 

 

 

 

Data was analyzed using the SPSS v23 

software. In order to check interrater 

agreement among team members, we 

calculated within-group agreement  (Rwg) 

values using uniform null distribution and 

obtained mean values of .80 for CEI with a 

range between .52 and .95, and .87 for task 

conflict with a range between .55 and 1. These 

values are above the conventionally accepted 

value of .70 (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). 

Additionally, we calculated the intra class 

correlation coefficients ICC (1) and ICC (2) 

and found .39 and .67 for CEI, and .27 and .55 

for task conflict. These statistics justify the 

aggregation of the data to the group level 

(Bliese, 2000). 

 

To test H1 and H4, we conducted an OLS 

regression analysis (Table 2). In the first step 

we entered gender (the percentage of women 

in each group), task conflict and CEI; in the 

second step we entered the squared task 

conflict; in the third step, we entered the cross 

product between task conflict and CEI and the 

cross product between squared task conflict 

and CEI. Before entering the variables in the 

regression models, they were grand mean 

centered so as to reduce possible 

multicollinearity.  
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Table 2. Results of the OLS Regression Analysis 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Main effects 

Gender .05 -.04 .032 

TC .28 -.006 -.16 

CEI -.11 -.09 .09 

Quadratic effect 

TC squared  .46* .20 

Linear interaction 

TC x CEI   .35 

Quadratic interaction 

TC squared x CEI   -.76* 

R .333 .477 .553 

R2 .111 .228 .305 

F 1.824 3.167* 3.004* 

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are presented in the table. TC= task conflict; CEI= collective emotional 

intelligence 

*p < .05 

 

 

The first hypothesis (H1) stated that task 

conflict has a nonlinear (inverted U shape) 

association with GCC. This hypothesis was 

partially supported by data, as the beta 

coefficient for the quadratic term is significant 

(β = .462, p = .014) but positive (which 

describes a U shape association), whereas the 

beta coefficient for the linear effect of task 

conflict is positive and not significant (β = 

.281, p = .060). That is, the relationship 

between task conflict and GCC shows a 

downward trend at low to average levels of 

task conflict and an upward trend at average to 

high levels of task conflict.  Figure 2 shows the 

U-shaped association between task conflict 

and GCC and depicts the inflection point at 

around the sample mean (the computed 

inflection point for the centered variable is 

.010004). 

 

 

Figure 2. The U-shaped association between task conflict and group cognitive complexity 

(GCC) 
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The fourth hypothesis (H4) stated that CEI 

moderates the nonlinear association between 

task conflict and GCC. This hypothesis 

received empirical support as the beta 

coefficient for the quadratic interaction is 

significant (β = -.763, p = .040), whereas the 

beta coefficient for the linear interaction is not 

significant (β = .36, p = .218). The moderation 

effect of the quadratic relationship between 

task conflict and GCC at low versus high 

levels of CEI is plotted in Figure 3 and it 

seems that at low levels of CEI the task 

conflict – GCC relationship follows a U-

shaped curve, whereas at high levels of CEI, 

the relationship becomes an inverted U shaped 

curve. To affirm whether our visual 

observation was valid, we continued to probe 

this interaction effect using the “pick a point” 

procedure which tests the conditional effect of 

task conflict on GCC at three levels of CEI: 

the mean and plus/minus one SD from the 

mean (Hayes, 2015). The results showed that 

when CEI was low (1 SD below the mean), the 

curvilinearity in the association between task 

conflict and GCC is positive and significant (θ 

X2→Y |M= -0.63 =225.25, p = .037), but at 

moderate and high levels of CEI, there is no 

statistically significant evidence of 

curvilinearity in the association between task 

conflict and GCC (θ X2→Y |M= 0 = 79.36, p 

= .498; θ X2→Y |M= 0.63 = -66.52, p =.677).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Curvilinear interaction of task conflict and group cognitive complexity (GCC) at low 

and high levels of collective emotional intelligence (CEI) 

 

 

 

Furthermore, in order to test H2 and H3 we 

conducted a mediation analysis using 

MEDCURVE in SPSS (Hayes & Preacher, 

2010). This method allows the estimation of 

the instantaneous indirect effect (θ) of X (task 

conflict) on Y (team creativity) through M 

(GCC) at low (one standard deviation below 

the mean), moderate (sample mean), and high 

(one standard deviation above the mean) 

values of X. One of the advantages of using 

this technique, which is based on 

bootstrapping, is that it does not require 

distribution assumptions to be met and is 

suited for mediation with rather small sample 

sizes (Hayes & Preacher, 2010).   

The second hypothesis (H2) which stated 

that there is a positive relationship between 

GCC and creativity did not receive empirical 

support, as the regression coefficient was 

positive but not significant (β=.0004, p=.37).  

The third hypothesis (H3) stated that GCC 

mediates the relationship between task 

conflict and team creativity. This hypothesis 

did not receive empirical support, as the 

instantaneous indirect effect was not 

significant at either low (θ low = -.0843, 95% 
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confidence interval [CI] = [-1.0652, .0672]), 

moderate (θ average = .0027, 95% confidence 

interval [CI] = [-.1014, .1385]) or high levels 

of task conflict (θ high = .0896, 95% 

confidence interval [CI] = [-.0735, .7122]).  

 

Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to examine the 

relationship between task conflict and team 

creativity. Specifically, we examined whether 

this relationship is mediated by the cognitive 

complexity of the group (H3), where the 

association between task conflict and GCC is 

nonlinear (H1) and the association between 

GCC and creativity is positive (H2). 

Moreover, we argued that the hypothesized 

curvilinear relationship between task conflict 

and GCC is moderated by the level of 

collective emotional intelligence (H4).  

We found partial support for our first 

hypothesis specifying a nonlinear relationship 

between task conflict and GCC. Contrary to 

what we expected however, the relationship 

between task conflict and GCC follows a U 

shaped pattern and not a reversed U-shape as 

predicted. More specifically, we found that up 

to the inflection point, as task conflict 

increases, GCC is decreasing, whereas after 

the inflection point, as task conflict continues 

to increase, GCC is also increasing.  

This suggests that the emergence of higher 

levels of group cognitive complexity is 

associated with either low or increased levels 

of task conflict. To be able to construct this 

rich cognitive structure, groups have to engage 

in task conflict in order to produce the 

differentiation component, and in the same 

time, to be able to integrate the generated 

concepts. Our results suggest that increased 

levels of task conflict are necessary for the 

emergence of cognitive complexity, which 

seem to contradict some arguments presented 

in the literature, where it is believed that too 

much task conflict may result in cognitive 

overload and render it difficult for the 

members of the group to arrive at a coherent 

solution (De Dreu, 2006; Farh et al., 2010). 

One possible explanation for this effect might 

be the case that high levels of task conflict 

have produced the necessary level of 

differentiation, whereas the simple fact that 

the task we used to measure the group’s 

cognitive complexity required them to 

organize the concepts and draw associations 

between them on a paper based support, has 

allowed them to better visualize this rich 

differentiation and achieve integration. This is 

in line with the arguments presented by 

Nusbaum and Schraw (2007) who suggest that 

a graphic organizer could help to scaffold the 

students’ ability to integrate arguments and 

counterarguments because it might lower the 

load on the working memory.  

Future research might investigate different 

types of graphic organizers that allow teams to 

achieve integration even in high 

differentiation contexts. One of the simplest 

method might be the use of post-it notes, 

which are considered capable of flexibly 

carrying symbolic representations of ideas and 

can be grouped and sorted accordingly to their 

physical characteristics (color, size) to 

represent larger, emergent concepts and 

support categorization qualities associated 

with semantic long-term memory (Dove et al., 

2018) which might facilitate the integration of 

different semantic nodes. 

When it comes to explaining the 

relationship between low levels of task 

conflict and high GCC, we could think that in 

low conflict situations, the group does not 

suffer from increased negative emotionality, 

since human conflict does not exist in the 

absence of emotions (Bodtker & Jameson, 

2001), and can direct its attention towards 

solving the task by maximizing the positive 

effects of those small differences in opinions.  

It might be the case that in the context of 

reduced task conflict, the group achieves high 

differentiation through additional mechanisms 

(for example, small disagreements inside the 

group trigger idea generation in one or some 

of the group’s members) and can also achieve 

high levels of integration because the 

cognitive load associated with processing 

multiple perspectives is reduced, as well as the 

negative emotional costs.  

For the average conflict-low GCC 

relationship, a possible explanation might be 

the fact that integration is impeded due to the 

negative affect associated with increasing 

levels of conflict and possibly diminished 

motivation to process all those differences in 

opinion. Whereas after a certain threshold (the 

inflection point), they might be able to attain 
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integration even though conflict is increasing 

because they interpret those different 

perspectives as a sign of personal involvement 

in solving the task and good intentions (so the 

negative affect is reduced). 

We only found partial support for our 

fourth hypothesis, which states that CEI 

moderates the nonlinear association between 

task conflict and GCC since this conditional 

effect was statistically significant only at low 

levels of CEI. Our results show that for groups 

with low CEI, less conflict is beneficial to 

GCC, and while task conflict increases, GCC 

decreases up to the inflection point where it 

starts to increase again, but not too much. A 

possible explanation is that since conflict is an 

affective event, without the proper norms and 

mechanisms that emotionally intelligent 

groups are developing, only a small amount of 

conflict is necessary for a positive impact on 

the team’s task. This is in line with the 

findings of Ayoko et al. (2008) who reported 

that lower levels of task conflict were 

associated with productive reactions such as 

learning from conflict and settling 

disagreements. Increasing conflict also 

increases emotionality, which might impair 

the differentiation and integration 

mechanisms. However, the slight increase in 

GCC after the inflection point might be 

attributed to the fact that high levels of conflict 

are associated with a longer duration of 

arguments, which Ayoko et al. (2008) argue 

that it gives an opportunity to the team 

members for conflict reappraisal. This might 

offer them the chance to change focus from the 

emotional aspects (which they don’t know 

how to manage) to cognitive aspects, which in 

turn will positively influence their GCC 

For high levels of CEI, the visual 

inspection shows a slight shape flip tendency 

for an inversed U-shape, even though it was 

not statistically significant. It might be the 

case that including only ad-hoc groups in the 

research sample has allowed us to observe 

only the effects of low levels of CEI, whereas 

high CEI was less likely to emerge, which 

impacted our moderation analysis. Future 

research could try to disentangle these results 

by manipulating the level of CEI in each group 

and observe the impact it has on team 

processes and outcomes. This could be 

achieved by designing an intervention in the 

form of a gaming simulation which aims at 

teaching group members specific behaviors 

and norms related to the awareness and 

management of affective states, and follow up 

the impact of transferring those behaviors in 

team work contexts.  

The third hypothesis stating that GCC 

mediates the relationship between task 

conflict and team creativity was not supported 

by the data. One possible explanation for these 

results might be indeed that other mechanisms 

carry on the effect of task conflict on team 

creativity and not GCC. For example, even 

though experiencing task conflict is associated 

with the group using many richly and 

differently interconnected concepts in order to 

represent a specific domain, this complex 

cognitive representation might not be further 

translated into a creative output unless the 

group perceives the requirement of creativity. 

A study conducted by Gilson and Shalley 

(2004) has argued that the perceived 

expectation for creativity seems to translate 

into more active engagement in the creative 

processes. An alternative explanation for the 

lack of empirical support for the mediation 

hypothesis is the reduced power of the study 

due to the small sample size, which is also a 

limitation of this study.  

 

Limitations and future research 

Aside from potential contributions, a 

limitation of this study is the student sample 

used. Hence, caution is recommended in 

generalizing the results to established teams 

working in organizations. Furthermore, we 

used a cross-sectional design and thus we 

cannot draw causal inferences for the 

relationships found, even though the tasks 

used for measuring our variables were 

separated in time, which could help determine 

the direction of their association. Future 

studies could attempt to use longitudinal 

designs and experience sampling methods 

(Bloger & Laurenceau, 2013) in order to 

examine the relationship between conflict and 

creativity. It might be interesting to see what 

happens with long established teams who 

work in creativity-required contexts in terms 

of daily interactions and norms for managing 
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their affective dynamics, as well as if there are 

any patterns emerging depending on the stage 

of the project they are working on.  

Another possible limitation might be the 

way we measured the level of task conflict by 

aggregating the individual responses. It might 

be the case that when team members were 

asked to evaluate the level of task conflict at 

the group level, they thought about the 

disagreements they had with each member and 

computed an average score or maybe thought 

that only two members of the group shared 

different opinions and evaluated that with a 

low score, so that their perceptions might 

influence the accuracy of the measurements. 

Future research might investigate other 

methods for evaluating these team level 

variables like the use of external coders who 

could count each of the disagreements 

expressed, as well as the number of members 

involved in order to better illustrate the level 

of conflict. 

 

Contributions and practical 

implications 

Our study answers the call for more research 

in the field of team creativity and innovation 

that focuses on contingency models and 

potential curvilinear effects within processes 

and outcomes (Hulsheger et al., 2009). The 

results of one study (Curșeu et al., 2012) in the 

literature that examined the linear positive 

relationship between task conflict and GCC 

have only reached marginal statistical 

significance. We contribute to the literature by 

specifying a nonlinear association between 

task conflict and GCC and obtaining support 

for a U shaped curve that illustrates it.  

One of the methodological contributions of 

our study is the use of a method to code the 

creative output of the groups that uses 

independent raters, instead of relying on self-

ratings of the dependent variable. The latter 

approach is still heavily used in many 

published studies in the field of creativity and 

innovation research, despite the evidence that 

it has inherent shortcomings such as common 

method bias, percept-percept inflation, and 

construct validity concerns (Anderson et al., 

2014; Potočnik & Anderson, 2012). 

Moreover, since our study is a team level 

study, we analyzed creativity through a team 

level measure (Costa et al., 2013).  

Our study might have as well important 

practical contributions for teams that are 

working in environments where the handling 

of complex knowledge and information is a 

requirement for effectiveness. Team leaders 

and managers could try to stimulate increased 

levels of task conflict in order to help the team 

construct a complex cognitive representation, 

which can be especially useful at early stages, 

prior to task performance (Farh et al., 2010). 

This could be done by normative interventions 

at the team level or delegation of specific 

roles, which different team members could 

assume by rotation in order to stimulate the 

sharing of different viewpoints. However, if 

the team is newly formed and their level of 

CEI is reduced, keeping task conflict at low 

levels might be more beneficial to their 

cognitive outputs. 

Moreover, the use of a mind mapping 

technique might help them achieve better 

integration, facilitate the understanding of 

ideas, and align their strategy by combining 

this visual organizer with schema-enriched 

communication (Rentsch et al., 2010). Mind 

mapping might come in handy as a way of 

diminishing the cognitive load associated with 

high levels of conflict. This particular strategy 

might also be useful for international or virtual 

teams in order to paint a complex image of the 

situation before engaging in decision 

processes or lead to a shared knowledge 

common ground. Even though the results of 

our mediation analysis did not reach statistical 

significance, stimulating task conflict in order 

to generate a large pool of ideas and using a 

graphic organizer to integrate them into a 

complex representation, might help a team 

come up with a creative output in a climate 

supportive for creativity with valued 

participative problem solving and shared goals 

(Gilson & Shalley, 2004). 
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