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ABSTRACT
Background and Objectives: Drawing on affective events theory, the
present study investigates relationships between daily interpersonal
conflicts and negative and positive affective reactions, and tested
whether trait neuroticism moderates immediate (same day) and
persisting (next-day) affective reactions.
Design and Methods: A sample of 53 Norwegian naval cadets completed
a diary questionnaire for 30 consecutive days (total N = 1590).
Results: As predicted, the findings showed that cadets reported more
negative affect (but not less positive affect) on days they were
confronted with affective events that were of a conflicting nature. In
addition, the proposed interaction effects between daily conflict and
neuroticism were significant for both negative and positive affect.
Specifically, the immediate and persistent effects of daily conflicts on
negative affect were strongest for individuals high (vs. low) in
neuroticism. Moreover, individuals high in neuroticism reported less
positive affect on days with conflicts, whereas individuals low in
neuroticism reported more positive affect the two days following
interpersonal conflicts.
Conclusions: The findings contribute to affective events theory with
important knowledge about the role of trait neuroticism in dealing with
interpersonal conflicts in a natural work setting.
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Introduction

Social interaction is fundamental for the performance and success of organizations, teams and the
individuals constituting them. However, from time to time, social interactions can be challenging
and conflicts are bound to happen when engaging in interpersonal relationships. Interpersonal
conflict is a dynamic process occurring between individuals experiencing negative emotional reac-
tions to perceived disagreements and interference with goal attainment (Barki & Hartwick, 2004).
Hence, conflicts arise when goals, expectations, and interests between individuals are perceived
to be incompatible. Deutsch (1994) described conflicts as constructive or destructive. Constructive
conflict can lead to various cognitive benefits such as better judgment, decision making, or
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understanding of others’ positions, as well as improved team performance, stronger team cohesion,
and positive emotional reactions (Kim et al., 2017). In contrast, destructive conflict weakens collab-
oration, problem solving, and communication among employees (Deutsch, 1994). Destructive inter-
personal conflict constitutes one of the most detrimental stressors in daily life and is a significant
source of negative affective reactions (Bolger et al., 1989). As conflicts can promote such different
reactions, a pending question is which factors make conflicts into either negative or positive
events (Jensen-Campbell et al., 1996).

According to Affective Events Theory (AET; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), affective outcomes follow-
ing stressors, such as interpersonal conflicts, are determined by the personality characteristics of those
exposed. Neuroticism may be an especially important personality factor in this regard. Neuroticism
refers to a person’s degree of emotional instability versus adjustment (Costa & McCrae, 2011).
Persons with high scores tend toward excessive worrying and feelings of insecurity, distress, and per-
sonal inadequacy, whereas those with low scores tend to be calm, relaxed, secure, and self-satisfied
(Suls et al., 1998). Hence, it seems likely that high and low scorers on neuroticismwill react quite differ-
ently to interpersonal conflicts. To test this hypothesis, this study investigates the role of neuroticism in
dealing with daily interpersonal conflicts. Specifically, using diary data from a sample of Norwegian
naval cadets, we examine whether neuroticism moderates the impact of exposure to interpersonal
conflicts on day-levels of negative and positive affect. Extending previous diary studies on the mod-
erating effect of neuroticismwith regard to affective reactions following involvement in interpersonal
conflict (Ilies et al., 2011; Suls et al., 1998), which solely focused on negative emotions, this study will
AET as an overarching theoretical framework to examine the impact of interpersonal conflicts on both
positive and negative emotions, as well as the moderating role of neuroticism.

The study has three main contributions. First, we add knowledge to AET by proposing and testing
the hypothesis that Neuroticism strengthens the impact of daily interpersonal conflicts on affective
reactions. We argue that individuals high (vs. low) in Neuroticism are most sensitive to interpersonal
conflicts because they have low emotional stability and are more likely than average to experience
mood swings and feelings such as anxiety, worry, fear, anger, and frustration. These states consume
considerable energy and make individuals less equipped to deal with negative work events. Knowl-
edge about how neuroticism determines how a person approaches, behaves, and reacts in conflict
situations is important both from a theoretical and practical point of view.

Surprisingly few studies have utilized research designs that sufficiently capture their episodic and
dynamic nature of conflicts and emotions. Using a daily diary design, we examine the within-person
statistical relationship between interpersonal conflicts and daily affect in a unique operational
setting – naval cadets, crossing the ocean with a sail ship. We focus both on immediate (same
day) and persistent (next day, two days later) effects, which may provide novel information about
short-term affective reactions to interpersonal conflicts.

Third, whereas previous research has exclusively focused on negative affect, we argue that inter-
personal conflicts also have immediate and delayed ramifications for positive affect. Since positive
emotions cannot be equated with the absence of negative emotions (Fredrickson, 2001), it is rel-
evant and important to investigate both emotion types.

Theoretical background

A central proposition in affective events theory (AET) is that work-related affective experiences are a
function of important work events. Thus, AET “… directs attention away from features of the
environment and towards events as proximal causes of affective reactions” (Weiss & Cropanzano,
1996, p. 11). Every working day, new things may happen to employees that they will respond
emotionally to. Thus, AET assumes that affect levels fluctuate considerably over time, and that pat-
terns of affective reactions influence discrete work behaviors as well as overall job satisfaction. AET
further proposed that stable work environment features make certain affective reactions more likely
through the occurrence of work events.
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Interpersonal conflicts

In the present study, we focus on interpersonal conflict as the trigger work event. The basis for an
interpersonal conflict is that we feel that someone else threatens our values, needs, or sense of iden-
tity. Hence, conflicts represent an affective event with significant psychological meaning. In support
of this notion, meta-analytic research has established interpersonal conflicts to be among the most
prominent predictors of health problems and reduced well-being (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Nixon
et al., 2011). Yet, despite the impact of interpersonal conflicts on distal outcomes, few studies have
examined the more immediate distress responses that are likely to serve as mechanisms that may
eventually explain how conflict influences health and well-being (Ilies et al., 2011).

Interpersonal conflicts and negative and positive affect

Following AET, interpersonal conflict is a negative affective event and being involved in an interper-
sonal conflict should therefore increase negative emotions anddecreasepositive emotions. In support
of this assumption, an experience-sampling study from the US revealed that interpersonal conflict
influenced employees’ intra-individual fluctuations in negative affect over a two-week period (Ilies
et al., 2011). We expand this previous research by proposing that daily interpersonal conflicts will
influence negative as well as positive affect experienced during the same day, the next day, and
two days later. One important reason for this is rumination – repetitively and passively focusing on
symptoms of distress and on the possible causes and consequences of these symptoms (Nolen-Hoek-
sema et al., 2008). Negative rumination is an ineffective regulation strategy, because it leads to a
mental representation of the negative event, which leads to prolonged stress reactions (i.e., the per-
severative cognition hypothesis; Brosschot et al., 2005; Smith &Alloy, 2009). In a diary study that exam-
ined the influence of daily stressors on mental health in a community sample, interpersonal conflicts
were not only established as themost distressing event, but it was found that when stressors occurred
on a series of days, emotional habituation occurred by the second day for all events except interper-
sonal conflicts (Bolger et al., 1989). In another diary study, Demerouti and Cropanzano (2017) investi-
gated a range of negative work events, including events related to task accomplishment (e.g., crash of
computer, unfinished task, wrong calculations) as well as social events (e.g., conflict/argument with a
colleagueor supervisor, gossiping, release of a colleague). Negative events had a negative relationship
with same-day positive affect (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010), but were only negatively related to next-day
positive affect when participants spent a lot of time complaining and focusing onwhat wentwrong at
work rather than on the positive side (i.e., low sportsmanship).

The role of personality

Whereas work environment features may make certain affective reactions more likely through the
occurrence of work events, AET proposes that dispositions influence the way events produce
affective reactions. Thus, personality factors such as extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism
are expected to predispose individuals to respond with greater or lesser intensity to work events
(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). One especially important trait regarding affective reactions to
conflict is neuroticism. Neuroticism is characterized by a poor inhibition of impulses, low self-
esteem, and social anxiety (McCrae & Costa, 1987). People high in neuroticism often experience feel-
ings of hopefulness, fatigue, and irritability. They use avoiding and distracting coping strategies (e.g.,
denial, wishful thinking, self-criticism), rather than more approaching strategies (e.g., problem-
solving, proactive behavior; Bolger, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1986). Moreover, individuals high on neur-
oticism react vigilantly to threatening cues and interpersonal stressors (Denissen & Penke, 2008). This
suggests that neurotic persons will be highly distressed when experiencing interpersonal conflicts,
and thereby display stronger emotional reactions. For emotionally stable individuals, the impact of
daily conflicts on daily affect should be different. First of all, emotionally stable persons are less
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susceptible to others’ emotions (Doherty, 1997). They are therefore better equipped to cope with
unpleasant or angry individuals. Second, emotionally stable persons are less likely to appraise stress-
ful situations as threats (Gallagher, 1990). This makes it more likely that they will respond appropri-
ately in difficult social situations such as an interpersonal conflict.

Evidence for a moderating impact of neuroticism on the link between interpersonal conflicts and
negative affect was offered by Suls et al. (1998). Using a daily diary study design, these scholars found
that more neurotic individuals were more depressed or saddened on the days conflicts with others
occurred. However, the study did not only include conflicts with co-workers or clients, but also argu-
ments and problems getting along with the spouse, children, relatives, neighbors, and friends. It is
therefore unclear whether neurotic individuals were more sensitive to interpersonal conflict as a
work event – as we predict – or simply reacted more strongly to a wide variety of unpleasant experi-
ences (see also, Ilies et al., 2011).

Hypotheses

On the basis of AET and our review of previous findings, the following hypotheses will be tested in
this study: Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
negative affect the same day (a), the next day (b), and two days after (c). Hypothesis 2: There is a
negative relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and positive affect the same day (a),
the next day (b), and two days after (c). Hypothesis 3: The positive relationship between daily inter-
personal conflicts and negative affect the same day (a), the next day (b), and two days after (c) are
strongest when trait neuroticism is high (vs. low). Hypothesis 4: The negative relationship between
daily interpersonal conflicts and positive affect the same day (a), the next day (b), and two days after
(c) are strongest when trait neuroticism is high (vs. low).

Method

Participants and procedure

The sample used in the present study consisted of 53 naval cadets from a Norwegian Military Uni-
versity College, who participated in an eleven-week sea journey from Northern Europe to North
America as a part of their obligatory leadership training. All the invited participants were informed
about the purpose of the study and gave their written consent to participate before departure. In the
consent it was stated that they at any time were free to end their participation in the study, and that
their responses would be fully anonymized. The written consent form and the questionnaires were
registered and approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data prior to the data collection. The
study entailed both a cross-sectional trait survey and daily data collections completed during the
voyage. In the trait survey, the participants responded to a general questionnaire measuring individ-
ual differences including the participant’s level of neuroticism. The cadets completed the trait survey
one day ahead of leaving the port in Northern Europe.

To obtain daily data, participants received a booklet with diary questionnaires for the first 30 days
of their two and a half months stay on the sail ship. In the instructions the cadets were asked to fill
out the questionnaire just before dinner at 5 pm each day. To enhance the learning experience and
motivation to complete the daily questionnaires during the voyage, the cadets received individual,
team level, and a general rapport covering key variables based on their daily reporting after return-
ing in Norway. In addition, a member of the military staff encouraged and reminded the cadets to fill
out the daily booklet at the specified time. These efforts contributed to a high response rate in both
data collections, namely 100% of the 53 cadets completed the general questionnaire, and 77.5% of
the daily questionnaires were completed, yielding 1232 d-level observations at Level 1 (out of 1590
possible day-level observations; 53 cadets × 30 days). The sample consisted of 47 male participants
(88.7%) and 6 female participants (11.3%). The mean age of the participants was 22.9 years (SD = 2.9).
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It is worth noting that these cadets are admitted into the naval academy based on high psycho-
logical hardiness (Nordmo et al., 2022), which in turn is related to demonstrated skills like adapta-
bility and performance in uncertain and stressful situations (Bartone et al., 2013), as well as ability
to sustain pain and pressure over time (Nordmo et al., 2022). They are further screened on trait neur-
oticism, indicative of a sample of low anxiety and high self-control. Hence, it is likely that the affective
responses to conflicts, as well as the frequency of conflicts, may be lower and with less variance in
this sample, compared to the general population. Thus, the sampling and basis for this study is con-
servative, compared to most other samples with more heterogeneity in psychological resilience.

The study hypotheses were not preregistered prior to the data collection.

Measures

Trait survey
Neuroticismwas measured using the revised NEO Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI-R; McCrae & Costa,
2004). The NEO-FFI contains self-descriptive statements that participants respond to using a 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) Likert type scale. Example items are: “When I’m under a
great deal of stress, sometimes I feel like I’m going to pieces,” and “I rarely feel lonely or blue”
(reverse scored). The reliability of the scale was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .81).

Daily diary booklet

All day-level questionnaires were adapted versions of existing scales. We adjusted the number of
questions and the time frame of the scales so they could be answered on a daily basis (cf. Ohly
et al., 2010). Reliabilities coefficients (omega (ω)) for each of the daily measures were calculated at
both the within-person level and between-person level by using the multilevel confirmatory
factor analysis (MCFA) approach described by Geldhof et al. (2014).

Day-level interpersonal conflictswas assessed with a five-item checklist developed by Ilies et al.
(2011). For the present study, some items were adjusted to the military context on board the ship, for
example, “During the last 24 h, I had a fight with another cadet, civilian crewmember, or military staff
over a work-related issue”, “During the last 24 h another cadet, civilian crew member, or military staff
showed disapproval of the way I handled a work situation”, and “During the last 24 h another cadet,
civilian crew member, or military staff took jabs at or needled me”. Responses were given on a five-
point scale, ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The scale demonstrated good
reliability at both the within-person level (ω = .71) and between-person level (ω = .91) of analysis.

Day-level negative and positive affect was assessed with 12 items from the IWP Affect Ques-
tionnaire (Warr & Parker, 2009). Our measure included six items covering each of the two affective
constructs. The items were following a headline stating “During today’s shift I have felt…” including
three items for activated negative affect (e.g., “nervous”), three items for low activation negative
affect (e.g., “depressed”), three items for activated positive affect (e.g., “enthusiastic”), and three
items for low-activation positive affect (e.g., “relaxed”). Responses were given on a five-point fre-
quency scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (almost all of the time). The within-person level reliability
coefficients (ω) were .69 and .74 for the measurement of negative and positive affect respectively,
indicating adequate reliability for both scales at within-person level. Calculation of between-
person level reliability coefficients indicated good reliability in both the measurement of negative
affect (ω = .72) and positive affect (ω = .85) at the respective level of analysis.

Strategy of analysis

To utilize the multilevel structure of the data, where the 30 daily measurements (level 1) of the study
constructs are nested within individuals (level 2), we applied multilevel analyzes by using MLwiN
2.30. In the analyzes, the level-1 (day-level) predictors were centered on the person mean, while

ANXIETY, STRESS, & COPING 5



the level 2 (person-level) variables were centered on the sample grandmean. To test our hypotheses,
we ran a set of three different models for each of the two day-level affective outcomes. In the
sequence of models, we first tested a model where the intercept was included as the only predictor
(Null Model) allowing us to estimate the amount of variance existing on the respective person-level
and day-level across the 30 days. Second, we tested a main effect model, including the day-level
explanatory variable (Interpersonal conflicts) and the person-level moderator (Neuroticism). In the
third and final model, the hypothesized cross-level interaction between Daily interpersonal
conflicts and Trait Neuroticism was included in the model. Succeeding to the multilevel models,
we conducted simple slope tests for hierarchal linear models in order to examine whether the
slopes in the potential day-level interactions were significantly different from zero (Preacher et al.,
2006). The slopes were tested at +/−1 SD for the predictor and moderators, and calculations were
based on the asymptotic covariance matrix from the respective multilevel models using R version
3.4.3. To test for possible linear and curve linear time trends and day of the week effects in the
data, we tested a model including day, day2 and day of the week as predictors of both negative
affect and positive affect prior to the hypotheses testing multilevel analysis.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and day- and person-level correlations between study
variables.

Preliminary analysis

The preliminary analysis checking for possible time and day of the week trends in the data revealed a
significant small negative linear effect (B =−.03, p < .001), a small significant curvilinear effect (B
= .001, < .001), and a significant small negative effect of day of the week (B =−.01, p < .001) in the
prediction of daily negative affect. The corresponding preliminary analysis predicting daily positive
affect did not reveal a significant linear time trend effect (B = .003, p = .309). However, both a small
significant curve linear time trend (B =−.001, p < .001) and day-of-the-week effect (B =−.011, p
= .039) were found. Hence, a sensitivity check including the respective significant trends was con-
ducted for both negative and positive affect subsequent to testing the hypothesized multilevel
models.

Multilevel analysis

Tables 2–4 presents the multilevel models predicting negative and positive affect the same day, the
next day, and two days after. As shown in Tables 2–4 the initial unpredicted models (null models)
revealed significant and substantial variation in negative affect on both the day-level (80.9%,
74.6%, and 73.4%) and person-level (19.1%, 25.4%, and 26.6%). Correspondingly, the unpredicted

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between study variables (N = 53 persons; n = 1590 measurement
occasions).

�x SD 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Neuroticism 2.02 .46 – −.10 .39** −.43**
2. Interpersonal conflicts 1.10 .23 – – .05 .14
3. Negative affect 1.21 .30 – .15** – −.15
4. Positive affect 2.81 .75 – −.04 −.30** –

Note: Correlations below the diagonal are correlations on the within (day) level and correlations above the diagonal are corre-
lations on the between (person) level.

*p < .05, ** p < .001.
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models also revealed significant variation in positive affect on both the day-level (40.9%, 38.7%, and
38.2%) and the person-level (59.1%, 61.3%, and 61.8%). In sum, the unpredicted null models revealed
sufficient variance on both levels to continue with the subsequent hypothesized multilevel models
for both affective outcomes.

Interpersonal conflicts and negative affect
As shown in Table 2, the main effect models predicting negative affect the same day revealed a sig-
nificant positive relationship between interpersonal conflicts and negative affect the same day (B
= .193, p < .001). However, as reported in Tables 3 and 4, interpersonal conflicts were unrelated to
next-day negative affect (B = .038, p = .118), and negative affect two days after (B = .007, p = .413).
The results from the main effect model support the existence of a positive relationship between
daily interpersonal conflicts and negative affect, but offer no support for the existence of such
relationship with negative affect on later days. In addition, the main effect models revealed signifi-
cant positive main effects of neuroticism in the prediction of negative affect the same day (B = .115,
p = .002), the next day (B = .101, p = .007), and two days after (B = .095, p = .013).

Interpersonal conflicts and positive affect
The main effect models did not reveal any significant relationship between interpersonal conflicts
and positive affect the same day (B =−.100, p = .062), the next day (−.054, p = .199), or two days
after (B =−.059, p = .186). Hence, the hypothesized negative relationships were not supported. In
addition, the results from the main effect model revealed significant negative main effects of
neuroticism in the prediction of positive affect the same day (B =−.540, p < .001), next day
(B =−.549, p < .001), and two days after (B =−.517, p = .001).

Interpersonal conflicts, neuroticism, and negative affect
In the next step, we tested the interaction effects of daily interpersonal conflict with trait neuroticism
in the prediction of negative affect during the same day, the next day, and two days later by includ-
ing the interaction between the two variables in the main effect models. As can be seen in Tables 2–
4, the interaction term between interpersonal conflicts and neuroticism contributed significantly to
the prediction of negative affect the same day (B = .282, p = .001), the next day (B = .161, p = .021),
and two days after (B = .181, p = .008). In order to examine whether the pattern of the interactions
was in the hypothesized direction, the slopes of the interactions from the interaction models predict-
ing negative affect the same day, the next day, and two days later were plotted in Figure 1(a–c).

Each of the Figure 1(a–c) indicate a stronger relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts
and negative affect among those high in neuroticism compared to those who were low. Consistent
with these findings, simple slope tests at the conditional values of +/− 1 standard deviation revealed
significant positive slopes for those scoring high on neuroticism, both in the prediction of negative
affect the same day (Slope = .332, z = 6.562, p < .001), the next day (Slope = .117, z = 2.309, p = .002),
and two days after (Slope = .097, z = 1.995, p = .046). On the contrary, the corresponding slopes for
those with low neuroticism were not significant – neither in the prediction of negative affect the
same day (Slope = 0.073, z = 1.563, p = .118), nor in the prediction of negative affect the next day
(Slope =−.031, z = 0.663, p = .508), or two days after (Slope =−.069, z = 1.541, p = .123). Hence, the
positively moderating role of neuroticism was supported for negative affect experienced during
the same day and later days.

Interpersonal conflicts, neuroticism, and positive affect
As revealed in the interaction model presented in Tables 2–4, the interactions between daily inter-
personal conflicts and neuroticism were significant in the models predicting positive affect the same
day (B =−.475, p = .001), the next day (B =−.383, p = .013), and two days later (B =−.383, p = .007).

Figure 2(a–c) visually present these interaction effects. As hypothesized, Figure 2(a) reveals a
negative slope between daily interpersonal conflicts and positive affect the same day among
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Table 2. Multilevel models predicting same-day negative and positive affect.

Same-Day Negative Affect Same-Day Positive Affect

Null model Main effects model Interaction model Null model Main effects model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 1.206** .020 1.204** .019 1.204** .019 2.837** .078 2.832** .072 2.839** .160
Interpersonal conflict .193** .037 .203** .037 −.100 .065 −.116 .065
Neuroticism .115** .040 .115** .040 −.540** .157 −.540** .157
Conflict × Neuroticism .282** .090 −.475** .157
Day-level variance .072

80.9%
.003 .071 .003 .071 .003 .219

40.9%
.009 .217 .009 .216 .009

Person-level variance .017
19.1%

.004 .015 .004 .015 .004 .316
59.1%

.063 .259 .053 .259 .053

−2 Log likelihood 363.46 334.23 324.48 1837.20 1788.22 1779.10

**p < .01, * p < .05, N = 53; measurement occasions = 1590, B = Unstandardized parameter.
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Table 3. Multilevel models predicting next-day negative affect and next-day positive affect.

Next-Day Negative Affect Next-Day Positive Affect

Null model Main effects model Interaction model Null model Main effects model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 1.192** .020 1.186** .019 1.186** .019 2.836** .080 2.839** .073 2.839** .074
Interpersonal conflict .038 .032 .043 .032 −.054 .064 .042 .064
Neuroticism .101* .041 .101* .041 −.549** .162 −.549** .162
Conflict × Neuroticism .161* .079 −.383* .158
Day-level variance .053

74.6%
.002 .051 .002 .051 .002 .206

38.7%
.009 .202 .009 .201 .009

Person-level variance .018
25.4%

.004 .015 .004 .015 .004 .326
61.3%

.065 .276 .056 .276 .056

−2 Log likelihood −16.56 −52.64 −56.77 1704.18 1610.60 1604.73

** p < .01, * p < .05, N = 53; measurement occasions = 1590, B = Unstandardized parameter.
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Table 4. Multilevel models predicting negative affect and positive affect two days later.

Negative Affect Two Days Later Positive Affect Two Days Later

Null model Main effects model Interaction model Null model Main effects model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 1.185** .019 1.180** .019 1.185** .019 2.830** .079 2.824** .073 2.824** .073
Interpersonal conflict .007 .032 .014 .032 −.059 .066 .046 .066
Neuroticism .095* .041 .094* .041 −.517** .160 −.516** .160
Conflict × Neuroticism .181* .075 −.383* .157
Day-level variance .047

73.4%
.004 .046 .002 .046 .002 .200

38.2%
.009 .199 .055 .198 .009

Person-level variance .017
26.6%

.002 .016 .004 .016 .004 .324
61.8%

.065 .269 .009 .269 .055

−2 Log likelihood −.152.23 −162.51 −.168.28 1610.31 1532.86 1526.89

** p < .01, * p < .05, N = 53; measurement occasions = 1590, B = Unstandardized parameter.
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Figure 1. (a–c) Significant interaction effect between daily interpersonal conflicts and trait neuroticism on same-day, next-day,
and two days later negative affect.
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individuals high in neuroticism; the corresponding slope for individuals low in neuroticism is almost
flat. Simple slope tests confirmed this pattern: the slope for those high in neuroticism was significant
and negative (Slope =−.335, z =−3.319, p = .001), while the slope for those low in neuroticism was
not significant (Slope = .103, z = 1.103, p = .270).

However, as can be seen in Figure 2(b,c), for positive affect experienced on the next-day and two
days later the interaction pattern seems different. There is a weak positive relationship between daily
interpersonal conflict and positive affect the next day among individuals with low neuroticism, while
the corresponding slope for individuals with a high score on neuroticism seems slightly negative.
Indeed, results of formal simple slope tests showed that for individuals scoring low on neuroticism
there was a significant positive slope (Slope = .218, z = 2.341, p = .019) for the link between daily
conflicts and next-day positive affect. In contrast, for individuals scoring high on neuroticism
there was a nonsignificant negative slope (Slope =−.134, z =−1.331, p = .183). In a similar vein,
for individuals low in neuroticism there was a significant positive slope (Slope = .222, z = 2.3725, p
= .018) for the link between interpersonal conflicts and positive affect two days later. Again, for indi-
viduals high in neuroticism there was a nonsignificant negative slope (Slope =−.130, z =−1.282, p
= .200). In sum, the interaction models provide limited support for interactional hypotheses in the
predictions of lagged positive affect, in which we predicted a stronger negative relationship
between daily interpersonal conflicts and positive affect among employees high in neuroticism
the next day and two days later.

Sensitivity analysis

Due to the detection of significant trends and day of the week effects all models were re-analyzed
including the respective significant time effects for both outcomes. The re-analyzes resolved in
almost equal main effects and interaction effects as in the uncontrolled analysis, except for a less
pronounced interactional effect between daily interpersonal conflicts and neuroticism in the predic-
tion of the next-day positive affect. However, in the analysis controlling for a curvilinear trend and
day-of-the-week effect, the interaction effect was still significant (B =−.270, p = .035). Hence, the
results of the sensitivity tests indicate that time trends do not have a substantial influence on the
hypothesized relationships.

Discussion

In line with our hypotheses, the findings showed that employees reported more negative affect on
the days they were confronted with affective events that were of a conflicting nature. In addition,
trait neuroticism had a moderating role in affective reactions to conflicts. Specifically, negative
affective reactions the same day, and also the following days, were stronger for individuals high
in neuroticism. Consistently, persons high in neuroticism also showed a drop in positive affect on
days involved in conflicts. Unexpectedly, individuals low in neuroticism showed an increase in posi-
tive affect on the days following a conflict. In the following, we discuss the most important contri-
butions of this study.

Theoretical contributions

Probably the most important contribution of this study is that it offers empirical evidence for a
central prediction in AET, namely that personality predisposes individuals to react more strongly
to affective events. We argued and found that Neuroticism qualifies the impact of daily interpersonal
conflicts on immediate and more persistent affective reactions. Individuals high in Neuroticism are
sensitive to interpersonal conflicts, because they are prone to experiencing negative emotions such
as anxiety, worry, and frustration. Moreover, it seems that their relatively low emotional stability
makes them more likely than average to experience mood swings. Since negative emotional
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Figure 2. (a–c) Significant interaction effect between daily interpersonal conflicts and trait neuroticism on same-day, next-day,
and two days later positive affect.
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experiences and affective shifts can be expected to consume considerable energy, individuals high
in neuroticism are less well equipped to deal effectively with negative work events. Our findings are
consistent with those of Suls et al. (1998), who showed that more neurotic individuals were more
depressed when they had problems with others in a wide range of contexts. In addition, the
findings are conceptually comparable to those of Ilies et al. (2011) who found that the personality
factor of agreeableness moderated the impact of daily interpersonal conflict on negative affect.
Taken together, these studies offer support for AET’s proposition that personality determines how
strong the impact of work events on affective responses is.

A second contribution is that we examine “time” as a key aspect in affective events theory. We
argued and found that negative events such as daily interpersonal conflicts have immediate
(same-day), but also delayed effects (on next-days’ experiences) – particularly among individuals
high in neuroticism. In accordance with previous intra-individual studies, we found that conflicts
and affective experiences are dynamic phenomena that change from one day to another, and
should therefore be studied using short-time periods. The findings indicate that daily interpersonal
conflicts may carry over to the next day and two days later – but these spillover effects depend on
trait neuroticism. These findings clearly contribute to AET, which proposes that affective events may
linger. One reason why the effects of interpersonal conflicts on negative affect carry over to the next
days is that conflicts offer ample reason for rumination (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). When people
worry about what happened at work and repeatedly think about the reasons for the arguments they
had with others – something that is more likely for individuals high (vs. low) in Neuroticism, they may
re-live or “rehearse” their negative emotional response. Demerouti and Cropanzano (2017) argue
that such a process may create a stronger association in memory, exaggerating the influence of
the emotional episode. In contrast, emotionally stable individuals tolerate minor day-to-day stressors
without becoming emotionally upset, anxious, or angry (Leger et al., 2016).

Our sample consisted of naval cadets working in a unique operational setting. During the study,
the cadets were day and night confined to the same work context, which makes it more difficult to
detach psychologically from the events that happen at work. Since detachment helps to recover
from work-related stressors (Sonnentag, 2012), lack of detachment may partly explain the lingering
effects of interpersonal conflicts on negative affective experiences across days. Our finding that
negative work events have immediate and lagged effects for individuals high in neuroticism is con-
sistent with AET’s proposition that negative events are incongruent with people’s goals and there-
fore increase negative affect and may disrupt positive affect (cf. Cropanzano & Dasborough, 2015).

The third contribution of this study pertains to the valence of affect. Whereas previous research
on the affective outcomes of interpersonal conflicts has particularly focused on negative affect, we
argued and showed that interpersonal conflicts also have immediate and delayed ramifications
for positive affect. Since positive emotions cannot be equated with the absence of negative emotions
(Fredrickson, 2001), it is relevant and important to investigate both emotion types. We predicted that
individuals high in neuroticism would report lower positive affect on the same day and on later days
– consistent with the rumination argument discussed above. Interestingly, while we did find the pre-
dicted negative influence of daily conflicts on same-day positive affect for individuals high in neur-
oticism, we found small positive effects on positive affect on the days following a conflict for
individuals low in neuroticism. We can only speculate about the reasons for these unanticipated
findings.

One possible explanation is that individuals low in neuroticism had a constructive conversation
with the involved colleague and positively reflected on the conflict in-between work shifts. Emotion-
ally stable individuals are inclined to perceive stressors as less serious, having smaller consequences,
and being more controllable (Leger et al., 2016). Moreover, Rauthmann et al. (2015) found that indi-
viduals low in neuroticism often perceive events more positively. A meta-analysis by Connor-Smith
and Flachsbart (2007) showed that emotionally stable individuals are also more likely to actively
engage in constructive problem solving. Further, positively reflecting about work involves a positive
reappraisal of work events or experiences, which can reduce the negative consequences of job-
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related strain (Bono et al., 2013). Positive work reflection may have enabled individuals low in neur-
oticism to further regulate their emotional response to the interpersonal conflict. Taken together,
these findings may suggest that emotionally stable individuals have positively construed the inter-
personal conflict of the previous day and started to feel good about it.

It should also be noted that the effects were significant but relatively weak, and that the pattern
of the daily conflict × trait neuroticism interaction effect on positive affect during the days following
the conflict was very similar to the predicted pattern found for same-day positive affect. This may
indicate that with more statistical power, we would have detected the negative impact of daily
conflicts on positive affect during later days among individuals high in neuroticism. Nevertheless,
the findings that emotionally stable individuals seem to benefit from interpersonal conflicts is inter-
esting and warrants further investigation.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The present study has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. A
first possible limitation is that our data were all self-report, raising concerns about inflated corre-
lations and common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). However, the fact that all correlations
were lower than .40 suggests that common method variance was not a serious problem in the
present study. In addition, we were able to detect the hypothesized interaction effects although
interactions are notoriously difficult to find (Jaccard et al., 1990). Apart from that, we argue that par-
ticipants are in a better position to assess affective events and personal affective experiences than
external raters who may only observe part of what is happening. Nevertheless, future research
may want to use triangulation by incorporating other-ratings. For example, personality could be
reported by others who know the focal participants well, and some affective responses can also
be observed in facial expressions (Barsade, 2002).

Second, the present study was conducted using a novel sample of naval cadets in a unique
setting – sailing across the North Sea and Atlantic from Europe to the United States. Although the
findings were generally consistent with our AET-based predictions, a possible limitation is that
most of the sample was male and the work tasks were rather unique (e.g., navigation; military
actions; maintenance work). Thus, we do not know whether the findings generalize across
genders and to other occupational groups. However, previous research among a range of occu-
pational groups, including teachers, catering personnel, university staff, health care professionals,
consultants, and truckers (Demerouti & Cropanzano, 2017; Ilies et al., 2011; Martinez-Corts et al.,
2015) has shown that negative work events and, more specifically, interpersonal conflicts
fluctuate from day to day, and may result in various unfavorable outcomes. Future research
should build on these findings and test AET in other settings and cultures.

Third, due to a restricted number of cadets participating in the journey our sample was limited to
53 subjects across 30 measurement occasions. Based on Monte-Carlo estimations Arend and Schäfer
(2019) have recommended samples of 125 level two units and 25 level 1 units to detect medium
effect sized cross-level interactions, and 40 level two units and 25 level 1 units to detect large
effect sized cross-level interactions, in accordance with the convention of a statistical power of .80
or greater. These findings and recommendations suggest that the present study sample relative
to the number of measurements occasions may not have been optimal in testing the hypothesized
cross-level interactions in terms of statistical power. Nevertheless, the detected cross-level inter-
actions were either in the hypothesized direction or theoretically meaningful – supporting the val-
idity of the results. Moreover, the sample is clearly within the recommended sample size to examine
medium and high effect sized direct effects on the lower level. The relatively high number of
measurement occasions also allowed us to adequately test the hypothesized lagged effects.

Fourth, previous studies have shown that positive affect relates to improved task performance
(Gillet et al., 2013; Junça-Silva et al., 2017), while negative affect is related to reduced task perform-
ance (Gillet et al., 2013) and rumination (Kirkegaard Thomsen, 2006). A possible limitation of the
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current study is that we did not investigate whether and how positive and negative affective reac-
tions influenced these cognitive and behavioral outcomes.

Finally, in this study, we only focused on neuroticism as the personality factor that predisposes
individuals to respond more strongly to interpersonal conflicts. The interaction effects could be
replicated across various measures (same and next day’s negative and positive affect), but future
AET studies may focus on various other personality factors. Since previous research has already
identified agreeableness and extraversion as possible moderators of the impact of affective
events on affective reactions (Ilies et al., 2011; Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014; Suls et al., 1998), such
new studies may want to include personal characteristics or abilities that seem particularly relevant,
such as emotional intelligence (Côté, 2014). When individuals are well able to recognize and regu-
late their emotions when confronted with negative work events of a social nature, they should
respond less negatively. Moreover, since emotionally demanding situations can be seen as chal-
lenge-demands for those high in emotional intelligence, interpersonal conflicts may even evoke
positive affect among those who score high on emotional intelligence. Future studies should
test various alternative personality and ability factors that may moderate the link between work
events and affective reactions.

Practical implications

The present study has several practical implications. First, interpersonal conflicts foster negative feel-
ings like nervousness and anger. Such negative emotions have been related to reduced work
engagement (Bledow et al., 2011) and impaired job performance (Rispens & Demerouti, 2016). It
is therefore important that organizations implement measures to prevent conflicts and reduce
their undesirable impact. According to AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), work events such as daily
interpersonal conflicts are more likely in work environments with specific features. Indeed, over
the past decades, research has indicated that conflicts with colleagues and the supervisor are
more likely in organizations characterized by high job demands and low job resources. This
means that managers should try to (a) redesign work environments (see e.g., Holman & Axtell,
2016) characterized by hectically paced work, role ambiguity, and low job control, and (b) offer
social support, esteem reward, and transformational leadership (e.g., Appelberg et al., 1991; De
Raeve et al., 2008; Kessler et al., 2013). It follows from AET that such interventions will make the
occurrence of daily negative work events less likely.

Second, the findings indicate that neuroticismmoderates the link between interpersonal conflicts
and affective reactions, thus indicating that individuals who score relatively high on neuroticism will
profit from training interventions in which they learn to detach from the conflict situation. Being able
to mentally disconnect from the conflict should leave employees with more cognitive resources and
the ability to focus on their work tasks instead of the conflict (Rispens & Demerouti, 2016). During
non-work time, employees may engage in hobbies, sports and exercise, and interact with their
family and friends – which will all help to cognitive detach and refrain from thinking excessively
about the conflict. Moreover, conflict detachment will prevent that negative affect persists across
days. Most likely because of the match between person and situation, those who are emotionally
stable seem to experience more positive affect following confrontation with daily conflicts. Thus,
managers should carefully observe how their employees react to conflicts, and may want to encou-
rage emotionally stable employees to step forward and solve interpersonal conflicts using their
social skills.

Third and finally, Ashkanasy and Daus (2002) propose that when it comes to the management of
emotions, organizations may take preventive measures (e.g., the creation of a positive, friendly
climate through modeling, selection of employees with respect to emotional intelligence) and retro-
active measures (e.g., job redesign, culture changes, training). Linked to the specific findings of the
present study, such structural measures will help prevent the onset of conflict episodes, and help
employees deal with the work event and accompanying emotions.
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Conclusion

The present study shows that negative daily work events in the form of interpersonal conflicts are
detrimental for daily employee well-being, and that individuals high in neuroticism are most
affected by conflict episodes. Daily interpersonal conflicts are positively related to negative affect
and negatively related to positive affect – particularly for those who are less emotionally stable.
Since negative emotions have been related to reduced work engagement and impaired job perform-
ance, organizations should invest in daily conflict management and provide a resourceful and posi-
tive work environment to prevent and reduce daily interpersonal conflicts.
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