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Abstract
Work teams are becoming increasingly heterogeneous with respect to their team 
members’ ethnic backgrounds. Two lines of research examine ethnic diversity in 
work teams: The compositional approach views team-level ethnic heterogeneity as 
a team characteristic, and relational demography views individual-level ethnic dis-
similarity as an individual member’s relation to their team. This study compares and 
contrasts team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity 
regarding their effects on impaired well-being (i.e., emotional strain) via team- and 
individual-level emotional conflict. Fifty teams of retail chain salespeople (n = 602) 
participated in our survey at two points of measurement. Based on the ethnic back-
ground of team members, we calculated team-level ethnic heterogeneity that applied 
to all members, and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity within the team that varied 
according to each member’s ethnic background. Multilevel path modeling showed 
that high levels of team-level ethnic heterogeneity were related to high levels of 
emotional strain via team-level emotional conflict. However, the opposite was found 
for individual-level ethnic dissimilarity. We discussed this difference by contextual-
izing individual-level ethnic dissimilarity in the team-level heterogeneity and social 
status of ethnic groups in society at large. Our findings suggest that the social status 
of the ethnic group to which team members belong may impact how ethnic diversity 
relates to team processes and well-being.

Keywords  Ethnic heterogeneity · Ethnic dissimilarity · Well-being · Status · 
Relational demography · Social processes
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Occupational Health Psychology has become increasingly important for individu-
als, organizations, and society in the last decades as we observe a worldwide rise 
in work-related mental illnesses (Harvey et  al., 2017). Because workplaces reflect 
changes in society at large, resulting shifts in work environments may be contribut-
ing to this rise in poor mental health. One major societal change in recent decades is 
global migration. As the volume of migration increases, societies have become more 
ethnically diverse (United Nations, Department of Economic, & Social Affairs, 
Populations Division, 2018). Workplaces in receiving countries have also become 
ethnically diverse (International Labour Organization, 2017), which highlights the 
importance of investigating the effects of working with others with different ethnic 
backgrounds, especially on employee well-being.

Two lines of research have addressed ethnic diversity in organizations. The 
compositional approach has considered team-level ethnic heterogeneity as a team 
characteristic (i.e., a team’s ethnic composition; Harrison & Klein, 2007) and 
mostly focuses on team-level outcomes such as team performance (Joshi et  al., 
2011). Individual-level effects of ethnic diversity have been addressed in the lit-
erature of relational demography (Meyer, 2017). The focus is on how team mem-
bers experience individual-level ethnic dissimilarity within their team (i.e., how 
similar or different a team member is from the rest of the team; Riordan, 2000) 
and how this, in turn, affects health and well-being. With these different levels 
of foci, the two lines of research have remained largely separate, with Brodbeck 
et al. (2011), Chatman and Flynn (2001), and Leonard and Levine (2006) being 
exceptions to this. These three studies provide first insights into how the team- 
and individual-level manifestations of ethnic diversity interact. However, they all 
focused on performance outcomes. Thus, it is not well understood how the com-
bined effects of team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dis-
similarity impact employee well-being.

In this study, we explore the effects of the two levels of ethnic diversity on 
individual employees’ emotional strain—a state of impaired well-being (Mohr 
et  al., 2006)—with emotional conflict as a mediator at both levels. This study 
contributes to the literature on ethnic diversity in the following ways. First, by 
investigating team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dis-
similarity together in real work teams, we explore potentially different effects of 
ethnic diversity at the team and individual levels. Second, by investigating the 
effects of individual-level ethnic dissimilarity in the context of team-level ethnic 
heterogeneity, we shed light on differences in the experience of emotional con-
flict between ethnic majority and minority workers. We discuss these differences 
in relation to ingroup/outgroup processes and status differences (Chattopadhyay 
et  al., 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Finally, we focus on impaired well-being 
(i.e., emotional strain) as an individual-level outcome, which has not yet received 
much attention as an outcome of team-level ethnic heterogeneity. This recogni-
tion has important implications for creating work teams that support well-being 
of their members with diverse ethnic backgrounds. Because team processes in 
these ethnically heterogeneous work teams could be shaped by management prac-
tices and supervisor training, this study contributes to promoting employee well-
being in today’s diverse workplaces.
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Ethnic Diversity in Organizations—Two Levels of Manifestation

The separate lines of research—one focusing on team-level ethnic heterogeneity, the 
other focusing on individual-level ethnic dissimilarity—limit our understanding of 
ethnic diversity in organizations. The team’s ethnic heterogeneity and each mem-
ber’s ethnic dissimilarity with others are related but different constructs. Yet, both 
shape individuals’ experience of ethnic diversity simultaneously; that is, the team’s 
heterogeneity gives a dynamic context in which individual dissimilarity impacts 
well-being (Hoppe et  al., 2014). Consider two five-person teams: a highly hetero-
geneous team with five ethnicities represented by one member each, and a more 
homogeneous team with four members of one ethnicity and one member of another. 
The ethnic minority member in the latter team and all members of the former team 
have the exact same level of individual ethnic dissimilarity, but the team contexts 
are vastly different. This contextual information could be crucial in understanding 
why some studies on individual-level ethnic dissimilarity have produced null results 
(e.g., Jehn et al., 1997). Focusing on one without considering the other leaves unan-
swered questions (Riordan & Shore, 1997; Riordan & Wayne, 2008).

Another reason to consider team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level 
ethnic dissimilarity together is the potential to uncover cross-level effects (i.e., team-
level ethnic heterogeneity on individual team members’ well-being). This is a logical 
extension of the literature because the same theories underpin both the team-level 
and individual-level consequences of ethnic diversity. According to the similarity/
attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1971) and the social identity approach (combining the 
social identity theory by Tajfel & Turner, 1986 and the self-categorization theory by 
Turner et al., 1987), working with people who are dissimilar to oneself is emotion-
ally taxing. Both theories assume that people categorize themselves and others as 
ingroup or outgroup members (i.e., social/self-categorization) based on salient char-
acteristics (e.g., demographics; Turner et  al., 1987). The social identity approach 
suggests that people categorize themselves and others to gain a stable identity but 
also that they view members of their ingroup as superior to others (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986), which might result in ingroup favoritism as well as derogation towards the 
outgroup (i.e., intergroup bias; Brewer, 1979). Relational demography has applied 
these theories to explain the negative impacts of individual-level ethnic dissimilarity 
on well-being. Because these theories can also explain the adverse effects of team-
level ethnic heterogeneity on group dynamics, an association with impaired well-
being can also be expected. However, to the best of our knowledge, studies on team-
level ethnic heterogeneity have not yet explored its relation to impaired well-being 
or health (Meyer, 2017).

Taken together, we argue that effects of high individual-level ethnic dissimilarity 
on impaired well-being must be understood in the context of team-level ethnic het-
erogeneity. To date, three studies examined team-level ethnic heterogeneity together 
with individual-level ethnic dissimilarity (Brodbeck et al., 2011; Chatman & Flynn, 
2001; Leonard & Levine, 2006). However, these studies tested effects of ethnic 
diversity on job satisfaction and performance (e.g., learning, turnover, and team 
effectiveness) that are of interest mainly for organizations but not directly relevant 
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to employee health and well-being. Nevertheless, we can draw on these studies as 
they showed that effects of ethnic diversity exist simultaneously at both levels and 
that they can be in opposite directions (Brodbeck et al., 2011; Leonard & Levine, 
2006). For example, team-level ethnic heterogeneity was positively related to learn-
ing performance, and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity was negatively related to 
learning performance for ethnic minority students (Brodbeck et  al., 2011). These 
findings underline that ethnic diversity is a multilevel phenomenon with complex 
cross-level effects. Another reason to draw on these studies is that they showed that 
social processes mediate the relationships between ethnic diversity and performance 
at both levels. For example, Chatman and Flynn (2001) showed that cooperation at 
both levels mediated the effect of ethnic diversity on performance outcomes.

Emotional Conflict as Mediating Mechanism

Because the same theories underpin both lines of research, studies on team compo-
sition and relational demography have assumed that social processes such as emo-
tional conflict mediate between ethnic diversity and outcomes. Emotional conflict in 
teams is defined as the perception of interpersonal discrepancies, mutual dislike, ten-
sions, and negative feelings among team members (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn 
& Mannix, 2001). Individual-level emotional conflict can be informed by a team 
member’s own experiences (i.e., being directly involved in emotional conflicts) or 
by second-hand experiences (i.e., witnessing or hearing about disagreements among 
other members). Team-level emotional conflict, a shared perception among team 
members (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000), is informed by individual team members’ 
perceptions but does not imply that all members have direct experiences (Tjosvold, 
2008). Emotional conflict can be measured using a referent-shift consensus model, 
that is, individual team members report the extent to which they perceive emotional 
conflict in reference to their team. This measurement approach distinguishes team-
level and individual-level portions of the phenomenon and allows the investigation 
of emotional conflict as a potential mediator of ethnic diversity at multiple levels 
(Chan, 1998).

Emotional Conflict and Impaired Well‑Being

Individual-level emotional conflict is a social stressor that is likely to cause impaired 
well-being (Spector & Bruk-Lee, 2008). Although evidence is scarce, team-level 
emotional conflict can also be associated with team members’ impaired well-being. 
Social contagion, that is, the transmission of emotions or moods from one person 
to another through social interactions and processes, might explain this cross-level 
relationship (Hatfield et  al., 1994). Empirical support for this mechanism comes 
from a study of 55 work teams showing that team-level emotional conflict was posi-
tively associated with staff burnout (Leon-Perez et al., 2016)—a construct related to 
emotional strain.
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We examined team- and individual-level emotional conflict as mediating mecha-
nisms to better understand the relationship between ethnic diversity and impaired 
well-being. We chose emotional strain, which refers to the state of being easily 
irritated and quickly upset (Mohr et  al., 2006), as the individual-level outcome. 
Although emotional strain is not sufficiently severe to be categorized as an illness, 
a longitudinal study has shown that emotional strain mediates between conflict and 
depressive symptoms (Dormann & Zapf, 2002). Taken together, we propose that 
emotional conflict mediates between ethnic diversity and emotional strain at two 
levels (see Fig. 1).

Hypotheses

The theoretical rationale based on the social identity approach and the similar-
ity/attraction paradigm has suggested that ethnically homogeneous work teams 
perceive less team-level emotional conflict than ethnically heterogeneous teams 
(e.g., Meyer, 2017; van Knippenberg et  al., 2004). Studies conducted with dif-
ferent kinds of teams have provided empirical support for this relationship (e.g., 
Drach-Zahavy & Trogan, 2013; Pelled et  al., 1999). Team-level emotional con-
flict as a social stressor has been suggested and shown to impair well-being at 
the team level (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; de Wit et al., 2012). Combining the 
literature on team-level ethnic heterogeneity with the theoretical and empirical 
evidence that team-level emotional conflict impairs well-being, we hypothesize 
the following:

Hypothesis 1: The relationship between team-level ethnic heterogeneity and emo-
tional strain will be mediated by team-level emotional conflict, such that higher 
levels of team-level heterogeneity are associated with higher levels of team-level 
emotional conflict, which, in turn, are associated with higher levels of emotional 
strain.

Based on a similar theoretical rationale, relational demography has suggested 
that ethnically dissimilar team members perceive higher levels of individual-level 

Fig. 1   Conceptual Model. Note. The subscript b indicates a path at the between-team level (i.e., team 
level); the subscript w indicates a path at the within-team level (i.e., individual level)
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emotional conflict and have poorer social relationships with their team than ethni-
cally similar members (Riordan, 2000). Guillaume et al. (2012) summarized empiri-
cal support for this suggestion in a meta-analysis. A broad range of theoretical and 
empirical literature has shown that individual-level emotional conflict at work is a 
social stressor that impairs well-being and health (e.g., De Dreu & Beersma, 2005; 
Dormann & Zapf, 2002; Spector & Jex, 1998). Based on relational demography and 
the association of individual-level emotional conflict with individual-level impaired 
well-being, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between individual-level ethnic dissimilarity and 
emotional strain will be mediated by individual-level emotional conflict, such that 
higher levels of individual-level ethnic dissimilarity are associated with higher 
levels of individual-level emotional conflict, which, in turn, are associated with 
higher levels of emotional strain.

Methods

Study Background

We gathered data from 50 work teams in a German retail chain in one major city. 
This specific study setting offered many advantages but also introduced some com-
plications. In the following section, we provide some relevant details on the German 
context and work in a retail chain.

Studying Ethnic Differences in Germany

Ethnic minority members1 who live in Germany are highly diverse. The first large-
scale immigration in the 1960s primarily originated in Turkey and Mediterranean 
countries; later, immigrants from other European countries, the former USSR, and 
African and Middle Eastern countries came to Germany (Hansen, 2003). These 
waves of immigration have contributed to a highly diverse group of ethnic minori-
ties now representing approximately 21% of the German workforce (Statistisches 
Bundesamt, 2018).

Despite the diversity in the ethnic minority population, collecting information 
about race in Germany is not feasible because of the racist crimes that occurred dur-
ing the Third Reich and the use of the term “race” in that period (Berg et al., 2014). 
Instead of asking about racial identity from our study participants, we focused on 
ethnic background. Differences in ethnic background may entail differences in cul-
tural knowledge, language skills, outer appearance, and names. Because manifesta-
tions of ethnic background vary widely, in this study we captured it in a broad way 

1  By ethnic minority members, we refer to people with an ethnic background that is not German, and by 
ethnic majority members, we refer to people with a German ethnic background.
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by asking about the ethnic origin of workers’ families, operationalized as birth coun-
try of workers and that of the parents (see also Measures section).

In Germany, children of immigrants face similar socioeconomic problems and 
prejudices to their parents (Hartmann, 2016). The history of migration in Germany 
sheds light on reasons for this situation: In the 1960s, people migrated to Germany 
through guest-worker programs, which tacitly assumed that these groups would ulti-
mately return home. This assumption manifested in limited governmental efforts to 
properly integrate these workers and their families (Hansen, 2003). This governmen-
tal attitude is reflected in linguistic terms: Even today, immigrants and their Ger-
man-born children are labeled “foreigners” (e.g., in labor-market statistics) or “peo-
ple with a migration background/history” (Ohliger, 2008). Thus, in this study, we 
categorized both immigrants and their children as ethnic minority members (Statis-
tisches Bundesamt, 2018).

Retail Industry

Many ethnic minority members in Germany work in service jobs. In 2015, approx-
imately 18% of the retail workforce consisted of ethnic minorities (Schäfer & 
Schmidt, 2016), a figure similar to the overall presence of ethnic minorities in the 
German workforce (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2018).

In retail stores, workers belong to clearly defined, physically separated, real work 
teams. In this study, the entire staff at each store location is defined as a team. To 
explore the working conditions in retail stores, the first author interned with two 
teams2 for two weeks and interviewed their members. The team members worked 
with all of their coworkers because the shift composition changed weekly. As 
expected, the contact between teams (i.e., across stores) was low because each team 
worked in a separate store. Therefore, the team was the most salient work unit.

All team members performed similar tasks, such as customer service, store 
maintenance, and working at the cash register. These tasks were highly standard-
ized, which rendered task-related disagreements unlikely and helped us focus on 
emotional conflict. Team members worked on most of these tasks on their own, 
but when working next to each other, they talked to each other. Task distribution 
required coordination. In each team, a supervisor and an assistant coordinated shifts.

Procedure

Data were collected from August to November 2017 through a self-administered 
questionnaire. The retail chain’s management encouraged the team members to par-
ticipate in the study by crediting their participation time to their time accounts and 
allowing participation during regular work time. We provided the team members 
with small gifts. In exchange for supporting the study, management received a report 
on team members’ well-being in an aggregated form.

2  We excluded teams that were involved in this pre-exploration from the final sample.
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We informed team members about the purpose of the study and answered 
questions as we distributed the questionnaire in person during team meetings. 
Team members who were absent that day received an informational flyer and the 
questionnaire. Completed questionnaires were sent by post or put into a ballot 
box, which we retrieved after two weeks. Completing the questionnaire required 
15 to 20 min.

We asked the team members to complete the survey at two time points with 
a time lag of one month. Both instances of the surveys included all study vari-
ables. We did not expect meaningful changes to occur during such a short 
period and thus did not consider this a longitudinal study. Rather, using self-
reported data from different time points helped us minimize inflated associations 
among the study variables, which may be caused by transient moods or idiosyn-
cratic events during the day (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). The teams’ compositions 
remained relatively stable, and all team members worked with all others at least 
once over one month. Because we avoided the holiday season, the workload was 
also stable during this time.

An academic ethical committee and the retail chain’s works council approved 
the study. Participation in the survey was voluntary, and team members could 
contact us to withdraw from the study at any time using the contact details that 
we provided to them during survey distribution. To assure team members’ ano-
nymity, we matched the first and second surveys of each team member using 
a personal code created by the team members themselves. Additionally, we 
assigned a code to each team, which was necessary for calculating ethnic diver-
sity, but kept these code assignments separate from the surveys.

Recruitment

We invited 50 teams to participate, all of which took part in the study. The team 
size, including the supervisor, ranged from 8 to 34 (M = 15.6, SD = 5.7). In the 
two data collection sessions held one month apart (T1 and T2), a total of 704 
members had the opportunity to complete the questionnaire at least once, and 
606 (86%) did so. Of the 98 nonparticipants, at least 43 were sick or on mater-
nity leave and 12 were on vacation; for the rest the reasons were unknown. Of 
the 50 teams, 40 had a participation rate of 80% or higher, including 15 teams 
with a 100% participation rate. The team-level ethnic heterogeneity was not 
associated with the team’s participation rate (Kendall’s τ = .10, p = .34).

Of the 606 respondents, 428 (71%) provided data at both T1 and T2, 135 
(22%) provided data only at T1, and 43 (7%) provided data only at T2. Because 
we used emotional conflict data from T1 and the emotional strain data from T2, 
43 members had missing data for the mediator measure, and 135 had missing 
data for the outcome measure. Full-information maximum likelihood estimation 
was used to account for the missing data. Four respondents were excluded from 
the analysis because they answered only the demographic questions and neither 
the mediator nor the outcome questions.
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Sample

Among all team members, 37% were 30 years old or younger, 37% were between 
31 and 50 years old, and 16% were 51 years old or older. Most team members were 
women (91%). On average, team tenure was approximately five years (SD = 4.9). 
Twenty-four different ethnic backgrounds were represented in our sample, and 17% 
of the members had an ethnic background other than German. This proportion of 
ethnic minorities is similar to that in the overall German retail workforce (Schäfer & 
Schmidt, 2016).

Half of the ethnic minority team members were born outside of Germany, and 
the other half were born in Germany to immigrant parents. The major ethnic back-
grounds represented in our sample were Turkish (24%), Russian (23%), and Polish 
(13%). Regarding languages, more than half of the ethnic minority team members 
spoke a language other than German as their first language (62%), 30% spoke Ger-
man as their first language, and 8% were raised in a bilingual household with Ger-
man and another language.

Ethnic majority and minority team members were demographically similar, with 
two exceptions: Compared to ethnic majority team members, the ethnic minority 
members were less likely to have a vocational degree (86% vs. 62%), X2(1) = 28.92, 
p < .001, and to hold managerial positions (49% vs. 35%), Z = −3.40, p < .001. 
Because of the differences in responsibilities, ethnic majority team members worked 
more hours per week (M = 27.53, SD = 8.38) than ethnic minority team members 
(M = 24.86, SD = 9.09), t(576) = 2.76, p = .006.

Measures

During the preparation phase of the study, we conducted cognitive interviews (Prüfer 
& Rexroth, 2010) to ensure that all team members understood the survey questions. 
As most customer contact and all written communication from management were in 
German, we assumed that the team members had sufficient German language skills. 
Thus, the survey was offered only in German, but we provided assistance during sur-
vey completion if necessary. We adapted the wording and the question order based 
on observations and interviews with team members of different ages, gender, and 
ethnic backgrounds. For means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s α, and test-retest 
reliability (rtt) see Table 1.

Ethnic Background, Team‑Level Ethnic Heterogeneity, and Individual‑Level Ethnic 
Dissimilarity

Ethnic Background  To determine each team member’s ethnic background, we asked 
about the birthplace of their parents. If both parents were born in the same coun-
try (91%), this country was selected as the team member’s ethnic background. If 
one parent was born in Germany and the other parent was born abroad (4%), we 
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assigned the ethnic background of the foreign-born parent. If both parents were from 
different foreign countries (1%), the mother’s birthplace was assigned (Constant 
et al., 2012).3

Team‑Level Ethnic Heterogeneity  To operationalize team-level ethnic heterogene-
ity, we followed Harrison and Klein (2007) and calculated Blau’s index (BI; Blau, 
1977) for each team. In BI = 1 −

∑

p2
k
 , p refers to the proportion of team members 

with a particular ethnic background, and k refers to the number of ethnicities in the 
team. For example, calculating BI for a team of five Turkish members, ten Germans, 
and one Russian results in BI = 1 - [(5/16)2 + (10/16)2 + (1/16)2] = 51. If all team 
members had the same ethnic background, BI was zero. The value of BI increases 
asymptotically—depending on the team size, the number of ethnic groups in the 
team, and the ethnic groups’ proportions in the team—to the theoretical maximum 
of one (Agresti & Agresti, 1978). In our sample, BI ranged from .00 to .73.

Individual‑Level Ethnic Dissimilarity  To operationalize individual-level ethnic dis-
similarity, we calculated the proportional dissimilarity (PD) for each team member 
as the proportion of team members whose ethnicity differed from the focal team 
member’s ethnicity (Williams and Meân, 2004), that is, PD = ndis/(nteam - 1), where 
ndis is the number of ethnically dissimilar coworkers, and nteam - 1 is the total num-
ber of coworkers. In a team with five Turkish members, ten German members, and 
one Russian member, the Turkish members’ PD = (10 + 1)/(16  -  1) = .73, the Ger-
man members’ PD = (5 + 1)/(16 - 1) = .40, and the Russian member’s PD = (5 + 10)/

Table 1   Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), Cronbach’s Alphas (α), Test-Retest Reliabilities (rtt), 
Intraclass Correlations 1 (ICC), and Intercorrelations for Study Variables

Note. Team-level intercorrelations are in the upper half of the Table (N = 50). Individual-level intercor-
relations are in the lower half of the table (n = 602). The information for both team- and individual-level 
emotional conflict stems from measurement point 1; the information for emotional strain stems from 
measurement point 2
a  Because the main analysis decomposes the variance and uses team variance in relationships with team-
level variables, we show emotional strain in line 3 as team-level aggregate and line 6 as individual-level 
variable without aggregation
* p < .05.  *** p < .001

M SD rtt α ICC 1 2 3 4 5

1. Team-level ethnic heterogeneity 0.29 0.20
2. Team-level emotional conflict 2.09 0.46 .77 .30*
3. Emotional strain a 2.06 0.38 .35 −.16 .26
4. Individual-level ethnic dissimilarity 0.29 0.32
5. Individual-level emotional conflict 2.13 0.92 .74 .86 .20 .03
6. Emotional strain a 2.13 0.90 .71 .88 .04 −.08 .35***

3  As 4% of the team members did not provide complete information on parents’ ethnic background, we 
had to derive this information from administrative data as described on p.16.
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(16 - 1) = 1.00. The resulting continuous variable can range from zero (i.e., all cow-
orkers share the focal team member’s ethnic background) to one (i.e., no coworkers 
share the focal member’s ethnic background). In our study, PD ranged from zero 
(n = 108) to one (n = 80).

Calculating team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimi-
larity required information on all team members’ ethnic backgrounds regardless of 
their study participation (Allen et al., 2007; Riordan, 2000). If the information was 
missing for some team members either because they did not disclose this informa-
tion in the survey or because they did not participate at all, we used administra-
tive data provided by management. We were thus able to calculate team-level ethnic 
heterogeneity of all 50 teams and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity of all team 
members.

Emotional Conflict

We translated and back-translated an English emotional conflict scale (Jehn, 1994; 
Pelled et al., 1999) into German.4 The team members answered to four items (e.g., 
“Personal problems exist in our team.”) on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (I disagree) 
to 4 (I fully agree). Previous studies have shown that this scale can be aggregated to 
measure team-level emotional conflict, i.e., shared perceptions of emotional conflict 
in the team (Pelled et  al., 1999), or to capture individual-level emotional conflict, 
i.e., individual perceptions (Jehn, 1994). Thus, we used this measure to operation-
alize emotional conflict at both levels. As shown in Table 1, team- and individual-
level emotional conflict are stable over one month.

Emotional Strain

We measured emotional strain with the emotional subscale of the irritation scale by 
Mohr et al. (2006). Team members replied to three items such as “I react irritated 
although I do not intend to do so” using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (I disagree) 
to 4 (I fully agree; see also Hoppe, 2011). We excluded two items from the origi-
nal five-item subscale of emotional irritation. In a cross-cultural validation by Mohr 
et al. (2006), these two items were shown to be culturally sensitive, and excluding 
them improved the factorial validity of the irritation scale and did not affect its good 
reliability. In our sample, emotional strain is stable (Table 1).

Socio‑ and Occupational Demographics

We asked the team members about their ages (in 10-year steps), gender 
(male/female), team tenure in years, their current position within the team (e.g., 
supervisor), their weekly working hours, and whether they had a vocational degree 

4  We deviated slightly from the original scale by using statements instead of questions in order to offer 
the same response options as for emotional strain.
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(yes/no). In addition to their parents’ birthplaces, we asked all team members about 
their own birthplace, first language, citizenship, and the number of years they had 
lived in Germany.

Statistical Analysis

To examine the indirect effects at two levels, we applied a multilevel path analysis 
in Mplus version 8.3. Data preparation was performed in RStudio version 1.1.456. 
As our data were hierarchically structured with individual team members nested 
in teams, we tested our hypotheses in a model with a random intercept. Addition-
ally, the intraclass correlations (ICCs) of emotional conflict and emotional strain 
supported this decision because they lay within or close to the range that Bliese 
(2000) considered to be typical for team research (see Table  1). We selected a 
maximum likelihood estimator with robust Huber-White standard errors to address 
nonnormality.

We tested both hypotheses in one model and specified similar models with team-
level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity as predictors, 
team- and individual-level emotional conflict as mediators, and emotional strain as 
an individual-level outcome.5 Thus, we tested similar a-, b-, and c’- paths at both 
levels and calculated the indirect effects. Furthermore, we followed the recommen-
dations by Preacher et al. (2010) on multilevel mediation analysis and decomposed 
the variance of emotional conflict and emotional strain, which were measured by 
individual-level self-reports, into latent between- and within-team variance. For test-
ing indirect effects, we applied a Monte Carlo approach (Preacher & Selig, 2012) 
and derived asymmetric Monte Carlo-confidence intervals (MC-CIs) from an online 
calculator (Selig & Preacher, 2008).

According to Hypothesis 1, high team-level ethnic heterogeneity is related to high 
team-level emotional conflict (ab-path), which is related to high emotional strain (bb-
path). The direct effect of team-level ethnic heterogeneity on emotional strain was 
included in the model (c’b-path, see Fig. 1). Together, these paths represent a 2-2-1 
mediation (Preacher et al., 2010). We specified all of these effects at the team level 
using the latent between-team variance components of emotional conflict and emo-
tional strain. We measured emotional strain for the individual. However, it is not 
possible to predict individual-level variance using a team-level predictor (Preacher 
et  al., 2010; Zhang et  al., 2009), so relationships between Level-2 predictors and 
Level-1 outcomes must be modeled as Level-2 relationships.

According to Hypothesis 2, high individual-level ethnic dissimilarity is related 
to high individual-level emotional conflict (aw-path), which is related to high emo-
tional strain (bw-path). The direct effect of individual-level ethnic dissimilarity on 
emotional strain was also included in the model (c’w-path). Together, these paths 
represent a 1-1-1 mediation (Preacher et al., 2010).

5  Both predictors were assumed to be stable over the one-month assessment time. We used the measure 
of emotional conflict from the first measurement point and emotional strain from the second.
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Results

The Relationship Between Team‑Level Ethnic Heterogeneity and Individual‑Level 
Ethnic Dissimilarity

As expected, team-level ethnic heterogeneity does not correspond to individual-
level ethnic dissimilarity unless the team is completely homogeneous, which 
was true for eight teams that only consisted of ethnic majority members with a 
BI and PD of zero. Moreover, a positive correlation between team-level ethnic 
heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity is observed only among 
the ethnic majority, estimate = 0.11, SE = 0.03, p < .001. For ethnic minority 
team members, the correlation is negative and non-significant, estimate = −0.08, 
SE = 0.06, p = .149. Finally, individual-level ethnic dissimilarity cannot be 
completely separated from being an ethnic majority or minority or member, 
t(271) = −89.51, p < .001, that is, individual-level ethnic dissimilarity is lower 
for ethnic majority team members (M = 0.17, SD = 0.13; range = .00 to .58) than 
for ethnic minority team members (M = 0.96, SD = 0.06; range = .78 to 1.00) . 
These are important observations as they show that these variables are not inde-
pendent of one another.

Table 2   Unstandardized Estimates (B), Including Standard Errors (SE B), and Standardized Estimates (γ) 
of the Multilevel Path Analysis

Note.  These models are a 2-2-1 and a 1-1-1 mediation model with random intercepts. All paths are fixed
The subscript b indicates a path at the between-team level; the subscript w indicates a path at the within-
team level
*p < .05.  **p < .01.  *** p < .001

B SE B γ

Team level
ab-path: ethnic heterogeneity → emotional conflict 1.01** 0.35 .48
bb-path: emotional conflict → emotional strain 0.33* 0.14 .83
c’b-path: ethnic heterogeneity → emotional strain −0.40 0.33 −.48
Intercept emotional conflict 1.89*** 0.12
Intercept emotional strain 1.56*** 0.27
Residual variance emotional conflict 0.13*** 0.03
Residual variance emotional strain 0.01 0.01
Individual level
aw-path: ethnic dissimilarity → emotional conflict −0.29* 0.12 −.11
bw-path: emotional conflict → emotional strain 0.36*** 0.04 .34
c’w-path: ethnic dissimilarity → emotional strain −0.08 0.21 −.03
Residual variance emotional conflict 0.70*** 0.06
Residual variance emotional strain 0.69*** 0.05
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Hypothesis Testing

To test our hypotheses, we specified a 2-2-1 mediation and a 1-1-1 mediation in the 
same multilevel path model (Preacher et al., 2010). Table 2 shows the direct rela-
tionships of the multilevel path analyses with random intercepts.

Hypothesis 1 predicted an indirect relationship between high levels of team-level 
ethnic heterogeneity and high levels of emotional strain via high levels of team-
level emotional conflict (2-2-1). Indeed, team-level ethnic heterogeneity predicted 
high levels of team-level emotional conflict (ab-path). Team-level emotional con-
flict predicted high levels of emotional strain (bb-path; see Table  2). The media-
tion explained 54% of the variance in emotional strain, R2 = .54. In line with these 
relationships, the indirect relationship between team-level ethnic heterogeneity and 
emotional strain via team-level emotional conflict was positive and significant, esti-
mate = 0.33, SE = 0.17, p < .05; 95% MC-CI [0.036, 0.709]. Thus, our results sup-
ported Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 predicted an indirect relationship between high levels of individ-
ual-level ethnic dissimilarity and high levels of emotional strain via high levels of 
individual-level emotional conflict (1-1-1). Contrary to our expectations, individual-
level ethnic dissimilarity was associated with low levels of individual-level emo-
tional conflict (aw-path). Individual-level emotional conflict was positively related 
to emotional strain (bw-path; see Table 2). The mediation explained 12% of the vari-
ance in emotional strain, R2 = .12. Analyzing the indirect effect showed a significant 
negative relationship between individual-level ethnic dissimilarity and emotional 
strain via individual-level emotional conflict, estimate = −0.11, SE = 0.04, p < .01; 
95% MC-CI [−0.179, −0.024]. Because we found a negative indirect effect, Hypoth-
esis 2 was not supported.

Robustness Checks

To ensure that our results were not affected by using data from two different meas-
urement points, we tested the hypothesized indirect effects using only variables 
measured at the first measurement point. These relationships did not differ from the 
main analysis. Detailed numbers and figures for this robustness check are available 
on request.

Discussion

As proposed in our hypotheses, we found that team-level emotional conflict medi-
ated between team-level ethnic heterogeneity and emotional strain, such that high 
team-level ethnic heterogeneity related to higher levels of emotional strain via high 
levels of team-level emotional conflict. When team-level ethnic heterogeneity and its 
impacts on team-level emotional conflict were accounted for, we found that individ-
ual-level ethnic dissimilarity was associated with individual-level emotional conflict 
in a direction opposite of what would be expected: The higher the individual-level 
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ethnic dissimilarity was, the lower individual-level emotional conflict (i.e., the indi-
vidual perception of emotional conflict within the team) was. These findings dem-
onstrate the complexities of ethnic diversity as experienced by individual team 
members and the importance of considering individual-level ethnic dissimilarity 
in the context of their team-level ethnic heterogeneity when investigating effects on 
employee well-being.

The Effect of Ethnic Dissimilarity on Emotional Conflict in Context

To explore possible explanations for our unexpected finding—high individual-level 
ethnic dissimilarity accompanied by low individual-level emotional conflict—we 
consider ethnic majority and minority groups separately in the context of team-level 
ethnic heterogeneity. Doing so is necessary because group differences are seldom 
neutral, different reactions to ethnic diversity between ethnic majority and minority 
group members can be better understood if we recognize social status as an impor-
tant factor.

Dynamics in Relatively Homogeneous Teams

Groups with high power and status strive to maintain their status when faced with 
outgroups, which corresponds with the need to maintain a positively valued distinct 
social identity through ingroup favoritism and solidarity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
This need, however, may not be too strong if the group has a clear, dominant major-
ity, as in relatively homogeneous teams dominated by high-status ethnic majority 
members. The members of the ethnic majority group—in our study, those with Ger-
man backgrounds for more than two generations—had lower ethnic dissimilarity in 
general, yet our analysis suggested that they might perceive a higher level of emo-
tional conflict within the team. In mostly ethnic majority teams, these ethnic major-
ity members may not need to maintain solidarity among themselves because of their 
unquestionably dominant presence. As a result, in relatively homogeneous teams, 
the ethnic majority members may engage in emotional conflict more frequently and 
perceive them more strongly. Correspondingly, at the individual level, the low ethnic 
dissimilarity (of the ethnic majority) may be associated with high emotional conflict.

In the same ethnic majority-dominated teams, the few ethnic minority mem-
bers (i.e., those with very high ethnic dissimilarity) may be more motivated 
to keep peace with the large ethnic majority group as well as the very small 
group of people with the same ethnic background (see also Chattopadhyay et al., 
2004, 2016). As for perceptions of team-level conflicts, there may be emotional 
conflict among the ethnic majority members in the team, but the small number 
of ethnic minority members may not be aware of them. This might be because 
high-status groups (i.e., the ethnic majority) might perceive disclosing negative 
personal information to be threatening their status distance (Phillips et al., 2009) 
and therefore do not communicate about emotional conflict. Also, ethnic minori-
ties are possibly isolated from the rest of the team if they comprise a small share 
of the overall team (Kanter, 1977). Thus, in teams with low ethnic heterogeneity 
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(i.e., ethnic majority-dominated teams), very high ethnic dissimilarity of ethnic 
minority members may be associated with low levels of emotional conflict both 
at the individual and team levels.

Dynamics in Relatively Heterogeneous Teams

In teams with more heterogeneous ethnic compositions, the dynamics likely dif-
fer. Because Germans without migration backgrounds are the numerical major-
ity in general, they have relatively low ethnic dissimilarity even in these teams. 
They may, however, feel a stronger need to distinguish themselves from the low-
status members than their counterparts in more homogeneous, ethnic majority-
dominated teams do. They may engage in more emotional conflict with members 
of lower-status groups. Thus, in more heterogeneous teams, the relatively low 
ethnic dissimilarity of the ethnic majority may have been associated with more 
emotional conflict.

As for the ethnic minority members in heterogeneous teams, who had lower 
ethnic dissimilarity than their colleagues in more homogenous teams but still 
had high ethnic dissimilarity, their experiences of social processes can be 
explored from the social mobility perspective. Chattopadhyay et al. (2004) pro-
pose that minority group members’ interaction with majority members depends 
on the perceived permeability of the boundary that separates the groups. If eth-
nic minority members believe that they can be accepted by the ethnic major-
ity group and therefore enjoy some of the benefits of majority status, they will 
maintain positive interactions with ethnic majority members and keep their dis-
tance from their own or other ethnic minority groups. If they do not believe that 
the boundary is permeable, they identify more strongly with their own groups 
and may engage in emotional conflict with ethnic majority members. In our 
study, these additional dimensions were not measured and thus could not be 
investigated. However, the explicit focus on ethnic minority members’ perspec-
tives about social boundaries is a promising direction for future research.

In summary, experience with individual-level ethnic dissimilarity needs to 
be examined within the context of team-level ethnic heterogeneity, the social 
standing of the group to which each person belongs, and the beliefs and desires 
team members have about changing their status. This expands the traditional 
understanding of ethnic diversity from the similarity/attraction paradigm. Inves-
tigating ethnic dissimilarity as embedded in a team’s ethnic compositions may 
also shed light on the asymmetry hypothesis—ethnic minority members may 
not experience the effects of ethnic diversity the same way that ethnic major-
ity members do (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Hoppe et al., 2014; Riordan, 2000; Tsui 
et al., 1992)—which has been acknowledged in the relational demography litera-
ture. The relationship between the ethnic majority and minority, not only within 
the workplace but also in society at large, is likely to be reflected in team pro-
cesses and, ultimately, to influence emotional strain. Future studies with larger 
samples should also test the asymmetry hypothesis along with both levels of 
ethnic diversity.
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Practical Implications

As teams and workplaces are becoming more diverse, management and supervi-
sors will need to react to challenges that may arise in ethnically diverse teams 
such as social conflicts within and across ethnic groups with different social 
standing. Guillaume et  al. (2012) suggest that specifically in ethnically diverse 
teams, establishing team interdependence is crucial to improve social relation-
ships, for example, by implementing common group tasks or rewards for the 
team. Furthermore, Liebermann et  al. (2013) suggest that ethnic stereotyping 
within work teams can be reduced by emphasizing similarities between differ-
ent ethnic groups and creating an atmosphere that enables team members to get 
to know each other. Diversity and cultural awareness training may help in this 
regard (see also Brodbeck et al., 2011). Organizations should strive for effective 
diversity policies that involve an inclusive and diversity-friendly climate (Drach-
Zahavy & Trogan, 2013; van Dick et al., 2008).

Our findings showed that among all team members—irrespective of their eth-
nic background—emotional conflict was related to emotional strain. Interventions 
at the team and individual level on conflict resolution are likely to be beneficial 
for health and well-being in all teams (Hyde et al., 2006) but may be even more 
important in ethnically diverse teams. Finally, enhancing existing social ties or 
developing new ones in the workplace facilitates social support among colleagues 
and, in turn, their health and well-being (Heaney, 2017).

Strengths and Limitations

We studied ethnic diversity effects in real work teams, which provided us with 
high external validity. These teams were part of a single organization and all 
members had the same job (i.e., retail store clerks); therefore, the effects of ethnic 
diversity we found were not blurred by occupational or organizational differences. 
While this is a strength, a specific sample always limits the generalizability of our 
findings. As task complexity and team interdependence influence whether ethnic 
diversity becomes an asset or a liability (e.g., van Knippenberg et al., 2004), our 
results may be generalizable to teams working with similar levels of interdepend-
ence in other pink- or blue-collar jobs (i.e., simple service and manual labor). 
Findings from studies with nurses and warehouse workers (e.g., Drach-Zahavy & 
Trogan, 2013; Hoppe et al., 2014) point to similar directions as our findings, but 
more research across occupations and organizations is needed to generalize these 
results.

As with most studies on ethnic diversity, the share of ethnic minority mem-
bers was low in this sample. While the ethnic composition of our sample was 
roughly proportional to the German workforce, we were able to examine only a 
limited range of team-level ethnic heterogeneity and unequal ranges of individ-
ual-level ethnic dissimilarity between ethnic majority and minority members. 
Consequently, we could not test the differential effects within the ethnic minority 
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groups. Nonetheless, studying ethnic diversity in less diverse teams is important 
because this is the reality in many workplaces.

A strength of the paper is the high response rate of 86%. In addition, we had 
the unique opportunity to use administrative data on the workers’ birthplace and 
their nationality for missing self-report information on ethnic background (14%). 
This administrative data enabled us to compute more accurate scores for team-
level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity based on the 
ethnic background of all members, regardless of their participation in the study. 
This is a major improvement from previous studies that used only the data avail-
able from self-reports (e.g., Tsui et al., 1992). The administrative data we used, 
however, identified only the first-generation ethnic minorities but not the sec-
ond generation. Potentially, we may have underestimated the percentage of eth-
nic minority workers. However, when comparing the number of ethnic minority 
workers when using administrative data for missing information versus self-report 
information only, we do not see differences in the percentage of ethnic minor-
ity workers. Finally, our cross-sectional design does not allow causality claims. 
However, using self-reports from two measurement points enabled us to reduce 
common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Conclusion

Investigating effects of ethnic diversity on well-being at both the team and indi-
vidual levels provided us with the insight that ethnic diversity effects may not 
be the same between the two levels. Our findings suggested intricate dynamics 
within teams, which may be different for the ethnic majority and minority mem-
bers of society. In most studies in the diversity literature, ethnic majority mem-
bers account for the greatest proportion in study samples; therefore, the current 
findings are, unwittingly, about the ethnic majority’s reactions to the presence 
of ethnic minorities and overlook ethnic minority members’ reactions to ethnic 
diversity. Team members’ reactions to others who are in some way different from 
themselves are complex and need to be explored more carefully in contexts, both 
in the workplace and society at large. A first step to creating a more complete pic-
ture is to study individual-level ethnic dissimilarity in the context of team-level 
ethnic heterogeneity with an explicit focus on power and status dynamics among 
groups.
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