
A Study of Conflict in Top Management 
Decision Making: 

The Impact of Contribution Motive 
Thomas A. Clerkina and Kevin J. Jonesb 

a

4601 Central Avenue 
Indiana University Purdue University Columbus 

Columbus, IN 47203 
812-348-7358 (office) 
tclerkin@indiana.edu 

b

4601 Central Avenue 
Indiana University Purdue University Columbus 

Columbus, IN 47203 
812-348-7290 (office) 

joneskj@iupuc.edu  
 

Abstract 

Decisions made by top management teams and the setting of goals for the organization is 
of critical importance. It seems likely the process is one that could be subject to conflict. This 
paper looks at conflict’s impact on firm behavior and a new approach for understanding conflict. 
The paper examines a study done by Amason and Sapienza, which tests a model that looks at the 
effects of two types of conflict and moderating variables they propose can impact the quality of 
decision-making. The article proposes a model that identifies an additional construct that, when 
added to their model, more fully specifies the impact of conflict on decision-making.  

Introduction 

The issue of conflict on top management team (TMT) decision-making has been the 
subject of numerous academic studies (Amason, 1999). This literature posits that a measure of 
conflict is inherent in every decision-making process. Competing opinions, perspectives, views, 
needs, and agendas are involved whenever a team comes together to make a choice. The manner 
in which conflict manifest itself, actors conduct themselves, and conflict is managed, and the 
resultant impact on the decision outcome and ultimate implementation is of interest from both a 
theoretical and practitioner’s perspective. 

The quality of the decisions made by top management teams and the acceptance of the 
decisions by members of the organization arguably influence firm performance (Amason, 1996). 
Of decisions made by top management teams, the setting of goals for the organization is of 
critical importance. Management literature would suggest that the setting of a compelling vision 
and resultant goals for the enterprise is one, if not the, primary function of leadership. How these 
goals are communicated to and subsequently acted upon affects goal setting. Given the apparent 
importance of goal setting, it seems likely that the process is one that could be subject to conflict. 
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 This paper first looks to Cyert and March’s second edition of A Behavioral Theory of the 
Firm (1992), where they provide both the classical theories of conflict’s impact on firm behavior 
and outline a new approach to framing an understanding of this issue. Next, a general review of 
goal setting literature will establishes a proposed linkage of decision-making based conflict and 
the goal setting process. Having established a plausible theoretical basis to expect that conflict 
can arise in this process, the paper revisits a study done by Amason and Sapienza, “The Effects 
of Top Management Team Size and Interaction Norms on Cognitive and Affective Conflict” 
(1997). In this study, Amason and Sapienza test a model that looks at the effects of two types of 
conflict and moderating variables they propose can impact the quality of decision-making. 
Finally, the article proposes a model that identifies an additional construct that, when added to 
the model, more fully specifies the impact of conflict on decision-making. Finally, the paper will 
report the results of a pilot scale development study that shows support for this revised model.  

Classical Theories of Conflict’s Impact on Firm Behavior 

 A simplification of the Cyert and March (1992) review of the classic economic theory of 
firm behavior suggests that it can be “reduced to two propositions: (1) firms seek to maximize 
profits; (2) firms operate with perfect knowledge” (p. 8). They discount these as being 
insufficient and suggest that a firm has objectives beyond profit and profit maximization, and 
that perfect or complete knowledge be replaced with a process that describes a firms search and 
interpretation of information. The authors finally suggest that the existing organizational theory 
inadequately describes the actual characteristics of business organizations as a single individual 
entity with single purpose and goals. They propose in its place to focus their theory on the 
decision-making of the firm as the unit of analysis and as the basis for predicting firm behavior 
in reference to the process of decision-making. If they are correct, a working definition of goals 
and a general review of the goal setting literature are needed.  

General Review of Goal Setting Literature 

 Significant numbers of articles, books, tapes and videos are available on the topic of 
goals; how to set them, how to measure them, what they do and what they do not do. Individual, 
team, short-term, and strategic goals are all a part of both the academic and general literature. 
This article will look to Locke and Latham (1990), who define a goal as a “specific standard of 
proficiency on a given task, usually within a time limit” (p.26). Taking from the works of Locke, 
Shaw, Saari, and Latham (1981) and Hollensbe and Guthrie (2000), it is posited that goals affect 
performance by directing attention and action, mobilizing effort, and motivating individuals to 
develop goal-attainment strategies. 

Two important elements of goal setting theory revolve around “goal difficulty” and 
“goal-commitment” (Locke & Latham, 1990; O’Leary-Kelly, Martocchio, & Frink, 1994). Goal 
difficulty directs performance expectations to be measured against a desired outcome or standard. 
Goal setting theory propose a linear relationship between goal difficulty and performance in 
cases in which subjects reach the limits of their ability with difficult goals, however, this 
relationship levels off. Goal setting theorists identify goal commitment as an antecedent to 
performance (Locke & Latham, 1990; Locke, Latham & Erez, 1988). Intuitively, it would seem 
logical that in groups, goals would cause members to react similarly and to work faster and better 
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in cooperative pursuit of their goals. As with individuals, a group’s goal commitment is its 
“attachment to or determination to reach a goal” (Locke & Latham, 1990, p. 125). 

Additional influences on group setting are factors of collective efficacy, group size, 
interdependence, performance norms, feedback (Hollensbe & Guthrie, 2000) and past 
performance history (Amason & Mooney, 1999). Collective efficacy is defined as a group’s 
perception of its ability to perform successfully in a particular situation (Durham, Knight, & 
Locke, 1997; Prussia & Kinicki, 1996). Individual efficacy is important in achieving 
performance goals, as are the effects of performance on subsequent efficacy (Silver, Mitchell, & 
Gist, 1995). It is reasonable to expect collective efficacy to influence goal commitment in the 
same manner as individual efficacy. If goal setting levels in individuals is influenced by self 
efficacy (Locke & Latham, 1990) then groups efficacy should also influence goals set by teams. 
This supports the conclusion that efficacy levels affect goal choice or goal level and should 
influence the propensity to set goals. 

Group size directly affects goal setting from a variety of perspectives. Communications 
and coordination are key elements of group performance, and these activities are more likely and 
easier in smaller groups. Larger groups limit the time available for group maintenance work 
because of time spent on additional coordination. Members of small groups might have a clearer 
understanding of the organization’s mission and see a link between performance and rewards 
(Vroom, 1964). Social loafing also increases as the size of the group increases (Jackson & 
Harkins, 1985; Karau & Williams, 1993); members of larger groups generally will be less 
committed to group goals. The ability to monitor behavior in smaller groups can also strengthen 
the commitment to group goals, and small groups may find it easier to cooperate and share 
information and workload. This discussion suggests that smaller groups might engage in goal 
setting more often than larger groups and may set goals that are more challenging. 

Interdependence is a defining characteristic of groups. Factors such as technology and the 
flattening of hierarchies have contributed to greater task interdependence within groups and 
between groups. Interdependence is functional to the extent it relies on clear coordination of 
tasks and optimal integration of the work among differentiated units (Thompson, 1967). 
Functional interdependence might increase the motivational properties of the work and the 
efficiency with which work is performed (Campion, Medsker, & Higgs, 1993). 

Interdependence can also be dysfunctional when it hampers group and organizational 
effectiveness. This might be particularly true when between-group task interdependence and 
within-group reward interdependence exists, which might lead to competition between teams 
(Dematteo, Eby, & Sundstrom, 1998; Mohrman, Mohrman, & Lawler, 1992). Interdependence 
also might affect a group’s propensity to engage in goal setting, as well as the level of goals set. 
A functionally interdependent group is more likely to seek the optimal coordination and 
integration required to set goals. Tjosvold and Field (1989) found that collective interdependence 
results in positive expectations, exchange of information and resources, productivity, cohesion, 
and morale. These effects would likely prompt groups to set challenging goals, based on the 
availability of expanding group resources. 

From a behavioral standpoint, the importance of group norms on goal setting cannot be 
underestimated. To a large measure, they set the limits of what a group believes it can and cannot 
achieve and serve as the standards that guide members’ behaviors (Jehn, 1994; Johnson & 
Johnson, 1991). Additionally, they establish what level of performance is appropriate and 
possible (Locke & Latham, 1990). The relative strength of group norms can set the upper limits 
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of group performance to goal attainment (Locke & Latham, 1990), and the lower limits, 
including the deliberate restriction of group effort (Roethlisberger, 1982). 

Groups are more likely to set challenging goals and remain committed to them if they 
receive feedback on their performance. Basic reinforcement theory indicates that feedback is 
most likely to influence behavior when it is provided frequently and in temporal proximity to 
performance. Receiving frequent and timely performance feedback affects goal setting within the 
group, with performance feedback acting as a catalyst for continued revision of goals oriented 
toward the possibility of future rewards. Frequent, timely knowledge of results gives group 
members a standard to exceed that could increase the valance of high or improved performance 
(Locke & Latham, 1990). 

Team decision-making past performance and history are also variables that can affect 
future decision-making processes and outcomes (Amason & Mooney, 1999). The manner in 
which teams have conducted themselves in the past during goal setting and how they have 
handled conflict can reasonably be expected to affect how they act in the future. The results or 
outcomes of past decisions would also logically be expected to influence future decision-making 
activities both positively and negatively. If past goals have been effective in directing 
organization efforts and goals have been attained, top management teams should be more and 
more comfortable with the process going forward (Cyert & March, 1992; Nelson & Winter, 
1982).  

Theoretical Basis for Goal-Setting Conflict 

Looking again to Cyert and March’s (1992) discussion of organizational goals helps 
establish a solid theoretical explanation as to why conflict exists in organizational decision-
making. Individuals - not organizations - have goals, and for an organizational level goal to be 
articulated, a coalition or consensus must be structured. The building of the coalition inherently 
involves conflicting individual goals. The authors discount a prior theory that organizational 
goals are defined exclusively by the firm’s founder or dominate coalition, or that they represent a 
consensus goal that is shared by everyone in the organization. Instead, they propose a model that 
is economic in nature and involves bargaining, control, and learning and allows for conflicting 
goals accommodated by what they term “slack.” Slack permits conflicting goals to coexist within 
the coalition. Accepting Cyert and March’s explanation that conflict arises as a result of 
unresolved internal individual goals, we can take the next step. 

Decision making theory can be presented as the following formula: Decision Making = 
f(goals, expectations, choices, control + e). These variables will be useful in examining the 
impact of conflict on team decision-making, as they align nicely with the elements of the 
research question proposed here, and are referred to as they pertain to the elements of the 
research design. Amason and Sapienza (1997) identify five constructs to frame their study:  team 
size; cognitive conflict; affective conflict; openness; and mutuality. They hypothesize that 
strategic decision-making by top management teams are impacted by team size, openness, 
mutuality, and interactions between them. Their initial model, which ultimately fails to be fully 
supported by their test results, as depicted below: 
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Figure One – Amason and Sapienza Model (1997) 

 
 
Based upon significant prior literature, Amason and Sapienza posit that “when conflict 

remains task-focused, not only decision quality improves but so does member commitment and 
satisfaction. When conflict becomes individual-oriented, however, decision quality, commitment, 
and team member satisfaction decline” (1997, p. 497). For the purpose of this paper, task-
focused conflict is defined as cognitive, and individual-focused is defined as affective. We can 
link Cyert and March’s “explanation variable” to cognitive conflict, in that it addresses elements 
of search and information processing that should occur when a team is functioning properly. 
Cyert and March’s discussion of bias, bias discount, and counter bias as organizational processes 
may tend to load on affective conflict. 
 Amason and Sapienza’s (1997) constructs of mutuality and openness is the focus for this 
research project. They define mutuality as “the extent to which TMT members believe that they 
are mutually accountable and responsible and will share in the consequences of their strategic 
decisions” (p. 499). They contend that this construct is manifested by team members suppressing 
full participation and input in the decision-making process. They suggest TMT members may do 
so because of concern that other team members will interpret their contribution as being self-
serving or self-dealing. Cyert and March’s discussion of team theory is consistent in part with the 
construct of mutuality wherein they describe the team (and by extension the firm) as an 
organization in which all organizational participants share a common interest. 

Amason and Sapienza further hypothesize that mutuality interacts with a second factor, 
openness, such that the greater the level of mutuality, the stronger the effect openness will have 
on cognitive conflict. They define openness as “the TMT’s propensity to tolerate, encourage, and 
engage in open, frank expression of views” (p. 499). Intuitively, it would seem reasonable that if 
a team believes it will be judged collectively on the outcome of a decision, and if the team 
environment is open, frank, and conducive to participation, team members should be willing to 
contribute and argue aggressively for the “good of the cause.” However, the mixed results of 
their study failed to support the hypothesis that mutuality, directly or in interaction with 
openness, had a positive impact on cognitive conflict. 

It is proposed that this finding is due to an additional construct that plays a role, which is 
labeled as “contribution motive.” Contribution motive is defined as the degree to which a team 
member believes that their motives for contributing in the decision-making process will not be 
questioned by the members of the team. This is not to say that they must assume that the team 
will deem their input as correct or even necessarily useful, but that the team will accept it without 
suspicion of it being self-serving or self-dealing. Contribution motive is similar in definition to 
terms like trust and self-confidence, but is proposed that it is qualitatively different and an 
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independent term. Cyert and March speak to this construct in part when they indicate that due to 
political and strategic issues being infused at almost every point of the decision process, trust and 
loyalty are often emphasized. The desire to be trusted and not have one’s motives questioned in 
team decision-making appears to be supported in theory and is a concept that needs to be tested.  
The model that proposed for this test is as follows:  

 
Figure Two – Revised Model 

 

            
 Developing a scale allows testing whether contribution motive by itself, or in interaction 
with mutuality and/or openness, influences TMT decision-making. It is posited that contribution 
motive will increase cognitive conflict directly, and further, that contribution motive will 
strengthen the effects of openness and mutuality on cognitive conflict. 

Methods 

Sample and Procedures 
 The study was modeled after the approach used by Amason and Sapienza (1997), which 
was a modified version of Flanigan’s (1954) Critical Incident Technique. It measures the 
openness, mutuality, and contribution motive of 13 senior level management teams as they 
reflected on a recent strategic decision each team had made, and then measured the amount of 
affective and cognitive conflict they experienced during the consideration of the team’s decisions. 
By asking the teams to focus on a specific decision, the hope was to limit the impact of 
recollection bias (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 
 The first step was to gain approval to conduct the study from the Chairman and CEO of 
the subject company. The company was a U.S. based, US$3.2 billion, Fortune 500, global auto 
parts manufacturing concern with approximately 17,000 employees and operating in 26 countries. 
It is important to note that all of the teams included in the study were senior level managers 
responsible for the operations of divisions of the company ranging in size from US$300 million 
to US$1.2 billion. The level of decisions ranged from closing facilities to significant product-, 
market-, and consumer-focused activities. The CEO agreed to provide a cover letter outlining his 
personal support of the study and his interest in the results for the company, as well as to have all 
surveys emailed from his office to encourage participation. 
 The study was operationalized by starting with a recent decision selected by the CEO; a 
decision he and staff had made to pursue the merger of the company with a larger peer 
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organization. A cover letter with the survey and instructions was emailed to the members of his 
staff that participated in the decision. To keep the responses confidential, participants were 
instructed to return the survey in an unmarked, company confidential envelop through interplant 
mail to the researcher. They were also instructed to identify the most recent strategic decisions 
they and their staffs had made and to email it to the researcher with a list of who participated in 
the decision. This process was then cascaded down two levels of the corporation resulting in 63 
surveys being distributed over a three-week period. A total of 50 of the 63 surveys were returned, 
which resulted in a response rate of 79 percent. It is also important to note that many of the teams 
were partly comprised of non-U.S. based employees including English, Dutch, Italian, German, 
Spanish, Canadian, Mexican, South African, and French. The company conducts its business in 
English and all participants are fluent in English, so no translations were considered necessary. 
 Each of the 13 senior level managers referenced above was asked to identify the most 
recent decision that his or her team had made and implemented. This was to limit them from 
selecting a decision based upon a decision outcome, or perception of decision process as either 
positive or negative. In order for their team decision to be included, at least two responses from 
those participating in the team’s decision had to be provided. Of the 13 team decisions 
distributed, 12 of the 13 teams had a usable response. The average team consisted of 4.85 
members, with the largest having 12 and the smallest having 2 members. On average, 3.85 
members per team responded. 

Measures 
 Four of the five scales used in this study were established scales taken from published 
articles. Cognitive and affective conflict was measured with items from the Interpersonal 
Conflict Scale developed by Jehn (1994). Three items measured cognitive conflict and four 
measured affective conflict. The responses were recorded on scales ranging from one (1) “none” 
to (5) “a great deal.” Using factor analysis with a Varimax rotation, the three cognitive conflict 
items loaded on a single factor and produced a subscale reliability measure of .794, and the four 
affective conflict items loaded on a single factor and produced a subscale reliability measure 
of .906. 
 Openness was measured with four items from scales published by Eisenhardt (1989) and 
Folger (1977) asking for measures of agreement. The responses were recorded on a seven-factor 
scale in which all four loaded on a single factor, but item OP3 loading negatively at -.262. 
Removing item three resulted in a coefficient alpha of .575. Mutuality was measured with four 
items take from Tjosvold and Deemer (1980), Tjosvold and Field (1989), and Deutsch (1949). 
The team members were asked for their level of agreement. These items loaded on a single factor 
with a coefficient alpha of .827. 
 The fifth construct, contribution motive, was a new scale that is developed. It consists of 
five items that addressed the perception of team member confidence that their participation in 
team decision-making would not be viewed as individually self-serving or self-dealing. The final 
five items loaded on a single factor with a reliability coefficient alpha of .909. Table 2, outlines 
the correlation matrix of the five constructs of interest. The first step in the development of the 
new scale involved individually drafting five items reviewed with two doctoral students who 
critiqued the items and offered valuable editing assistance. Subsequently, the researchers and 
reviewers collaboratively crafted an additional eight items. The next step involved two series of 
Question Sorts, with three outside readers and five doctoral students sorting the 13 proposed 
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items of the contribution motive plus the items from the other scales. These were printed on 3X5 
index cards; five cards containing a definition of the constructs involved in the study, as well as 
one card labeled “other.”   The scale items that were properly matched with contribution motive 
by more than eight sorters were selected for use in the final draft of the multiple item scale. The 
last step was to review the wording of the items with a senior marketing professor from a major 
U.S. tier one research school for clarity and format.  

Future Research 

This research establishes the construct of contribution motive enabling subsequent tests 
of the validity of the construct in TMT decision-making and goal setting. Another area for 
potential investigation is to understand how contribution motive works in different industries and 
comparing the data to determine construct validity. A third area of future research could be to 
investigate whether contribution motive functions similarly or differently depending on gender 
or racial/cultural team composition. Finally, a potential area of research could be to investigate 
how contribution motive functions in differing team levels beyond the TMT context. 

Conclusion and Implications 

 Of decisions made by top management teams, the setting of goals for the organizations is 
of critical importance. As has been discussed in this article, management literature would suggest 
that the setting of a compelling vision and resultant goals for the enterprise is one of, if not the, 
primary function of leadership. Given the apparent importance of goal setting, it seems likely 
that the process is one that could be subject to conflict. 
 Given these results, it is encouraging that the newly developed scale has good validity 
and the construct “contribution motive” should be tested further with a much larger sample to 
determine its real value. If contribution motive proves to be the missing link in explaining how 
cognitive and affective conflict influence the effectiveness of TMT decision-making, then this 
body of theory can be advanced. It could also be important for practitioners in their efforts to 
manage conflict in a constructive manner to enhance strategic decision-making and 
organizational performance 
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