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ABSTRACT 
The willingness to solve conflicts without violence and to strive for a 
reconciliation of interests is of central significance for the continued existence 
of democracies. In this paper, we aim to analyze school-related determinants of 
adolescents’ conflict  behaviour.  Models   predicting   the   conflict   styles of 
‘integrating’, ‘dominating’, ‘avoiding’ and ‘obliging’ were developed drawing on 
different school climate and school development variables. At the individual  
level,  almost  all our hypotheses were confirmed. The highest correlations 
were found between an open classroom climate and the participation in a 
class council on the one hand, and an integrating conflict style on the other. 
On the class level however, most of the anticipated effects did not turn out to 
be significant. We hope that by providing information about different school 
climate and school development variables’ impacts on adolescents’ conflict 
styles, we can contribute to a more effective promotion of constructive conflict 
behaviour in adolescents. 

 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Democracy does not only rest on political conditions such as constitutional 

frameworks which guarantee personal political rights, fair and free elections, and 

independent courts of law. Political democracy can only function sustainably if it is refl 

ted in both society and its institutions and in individual behaviour (cf. Himmelmann 

2013). Especially, approaches that are based on deliberative theories of democracy 

stress the utmost importance of the ability to openly discuss and to reconcile 

different perspectives and positions for living together in democracies on all levels of 

society, from small-scale institutions like schools to governmental institutions (Dewey 

1916; see also Pappas 2012). Accordingly, most current approaches on democratic or 

civic competence include dimensions such as cooperation skills or conflict 

resolution skills as essential components (Council of Europe 2016; Torney-Purta et al. 

2001). 
 
 

 

 

 
 



 

 

These requirements are however challenged by a twofold threat. Firstly, studies 

show that both adolescents (Fend 1971; Krüger et al. 2002) and teachers (Abs  2005) 

view conflicts as something to be avoided. However, managing conflicts openly 

and integrating diverging positions are essential democratic requirements (Reinhardt 

2007). Secondly, especially among male adolescents, a strong need to absolutely 

assert their own interests can often be found (Holt and DeVore 2005). Schools play a 

particularly important role in this regard, as they already formally have the function to 

organize educational processes that sustain democracy. To this end, democratic 

principles and competences not only have to be taught. Schools themselves have 

to guarantee democratic conditions, as the experience with such democratic 

conditions is regarded as essential for interest and engagement in further institutions 

and political democracy. Schools, therefore, have to provide settings that allow 

systematic practising of discursive, deliberative and cooperative behaviours, that is, 

behaviours that are compatible with democratic 

forms of conflict resolution (Edelstein and Fauser 2001). 

To allow an effective promotion of constructive, democracy-supportive conflict 

styles, research is necessary on the impact of school characteristics and different 

interventions on individuals’ conflict styles. However, to our knowledge so far no 

study has been carried out to address this issue. 

 

1.1. Different styles of handling conflicts 

Conflicts in organizations were the starting point for research on conflict styles 

(e.g. Morris et al. 1999; Rahim 1983, 2000; Rahim, Magner, and Shapiro 2000). A 

conflict can be defined‘as an interactive process manifested in incompatibility, 

disagreement, or dissonance within or between social entities (i.e. individual, group, 

organization, etc.)’ (Rahim 2002, 207). In such conflict situations, people show different 

styles in handling conflicts to different extents. According to the so-called ‘dual 

concern model’(Blake and Mouton 1964; Thomas 1976; see also Rahim 2011), a 

person’s conflict style is based on two underlying dimensions: concern for self and 

concern for others. While the concern-for-self dimension focuses on the degree to 

which one is concerned with asserting one’s own needs and interests, the concern-

for-others dimension focuses on the extent to which one is concerned with satisfying 

the interests of the opponent. Based on that model, Rahim (2011) describes five 

different conflict styles in a professional context: a dominating conflict style is 

characterized by a high concern for oneself and a low concern for the other party. 

Forcing behaviour to win one’s objective and consequently ignoring the needs of the 

other party is regarded as indicative for a dominating conflict style. An obliging 

conflict style maximizes the concern for the other and minimizes the concern for 

oneself. In other words, it is associated with neglecting one’s own interests to satisfy 

the interest of the other party. An avoiding style of handling conflicts is 

characterized by circumventing conflicts and ignoring problems, that is, neither one’s 

own concern nor the one of the other party is followed. An integrating 



 

 

conflict style is associated with cooperative problem-solving aiming at solutions 

favourable for both parties as it maximizes both the concern for oneself and for the 

other party. Finally, a compromising conflict style involves both parties’ giving up 

some of their initial demands to reach a mutually acceptable decision (Rahim 2011). 

Because  conflicts  frequently  occur  in  human  interactions,  most  organizations 

have to deal with conflicts and school settings are no exception (Deutsch, Coleman, 

and Marcus 2006; Garrard and Lipsey 2007). With regard to the initially mentioned 

personal requirements of a democracy, an integrating conflict style can be regarded as 

the most democracy-supportive style as it aims both at managing conflicts openly 

and at balancing all parties’ interests. The conflict styles‘avoiding’ and ‘dominating’, in 

contrast, reflect the aforementioned harmonistic and unilateral 

tendencies that are often found among adolescents. 

However, the promotion of an integrating conflict style is not only democracy-

supportive. Moreover, appropriate conflict resolution helps to prevent escalation 

which might lead to phenomena such as bullying, discrimination and different kinds of 

risk behaviours (e.g. LaRusso and Selman 2011; Wentzel 1997). 

 

1.2. The influence of schools on adolescents’ conflict styles 

So far, determinants of different conflict styles have mainly been analyzed in the 

framework of a business organizational context (see e.g. Rahim 1983). For example, 

the influence of organizational justice (Rahim 2000) or cultural values (Morris et al. 

1999) on conflict styles have been subject to research. 

In the context of schools, conflict styles have received little attention in the 

past and the existing research, to our knowledge, has not looked into how school 

factors influence students’ conflict styles. In the following section, we will first 

present an overview of research regarding different aspects of the school climate and 

conflict and violence-related behaviours. Subsequently, we present different school 

development measures that might promote conflict resolution behaviours conducive 

to democratic values. 

 

1.2.1. Influence of school climate 
Schools as social contexts represent a special case of the general principle that an 

individual’s behaviour and experience are closely related to the features of the 

group(s) he or she belongs to (e.g. Bronfenbrenner 1976; Cronbach 1976; Marsh et 

al. 2012). In the framework of this study, we define school climate as shared 

perceptions of students concerning different aspects of their school environment (cf. 

Cohen et al. 2009; Van Houtte 2005). 

Research on school climate has shown that it can influence students’behaviour (e.g. 

Battistich et al. 1995; LaRusso and Selman 2011; Wentzel 1998), and it has become 

a key factor for the prevention of violence in schools (Allen et al. 2008; Brand et al. 

2003; Cornell et al. 2009; Daniels et al. 2010). However, some studies have shown 

that although students might perceive the climate of their school 



 

 

as positive, violent behaviour was nevertheless prevalent (Nickerson et al. 2014). 

Nickerson and colleagues suggested that among others, the type of coping strategy 

used in threatening situations – under which adolescents’ conflict management 

behaviour may be subsumed – could explain such findings. 

In the area of civic education, previous studies have found a positive relationship 

between open, democratic classroom climate and civic competence (Hoskins, Janmaat, 

and Villalba 2011; Isac et al. 2014; Watermann 2003). A constructive conflict behaviour is 

regarded as an important constituent of civic competence (Behrmann, Grammes, and 

Reinhardt 2004). An open, democratic classroom climate promotes both the freedom 

of expression and the endorsement of diversity of opinions (Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007; 

see also Torney-Purta et al. 2001). Torney-Purta and Barber (2004), for example, 

showed that an open climate thus characterized is associated with a higher willingness 

to integrate ethnic minorities and to generally show civic engagement. Similarly, Lenzi 

and colleagues (2014) reported democratic school climate to correlate with 

adolescents’ levels of civic responsibility. 

Besides an open classroom climate, the quality of interpersonal relationships (i.e. 

relationships among students and between teachers and students) in schools – as 

another aspect of the school climate – is an important predictor for the students’ 

behaviour (Isac et al. 2014). For example, Wentzel (1997) found that students’ 

perceptions of teachers as caring are related to the students’ pursuit of prosocial and 

social responsibility goals (see also Wentzel 1998; Wentzel et al. 2010). On the other 

hand, Krumm and Weiß (2001) list several teacher behaviours that were shown to 

have a negative impact on students’wellbeing. Given 16 different negative teacher 

behaviours they studied, the most common ones were ‘insulting behaviour’ and 

‘unfairness’. For example, students who do not feel respected and valued by their 

teachers tend to show behavioural problems and depressive symptoms (Loukas and 

Robinson 2004; Shochet et al. 2006). Therefore, it can be assumed that the direct 

interaction between teachers and students – whether it is characterized by an 

accepting and appreciating attitude (Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007) or rather by insulting 

behaviour shown by teachers (Krumm 1999) may influence how students perceive 

themselves and how they deal with potentially conflicting situations. 

Apart from aspects of school climate that are directly related to the teachers, 

another important aspect concerns different forms of violence among students (see 

Tillmann et al. 1999). The violence students perceive may emanate from the students 

themselves, they may observe violence among other students or they may be 

victims of violence. As violence mostly implies the negation of the others’ needs or 

concerns and the overemphasis of one’s own concerns, such situations call either for 

a more pronounced tendency to deal with conflict situations or for avoidant 

behaviours such as truancy (Meyer-Adams and Conner 2008). 

 
1.2.2. Influence of school development variables 

The findings presented in the preceding section show that school climate can be 

one key to acting on students’ conflict behaviour. Regardless of factors related to 



 

 

school climate, more direct measures are available to promote democracy-

supportive conflict styles. For example, subject to the educational development 

programme ‘Learning and Living Democracy’, schools from all educational tracks in 

Germany participated in various school development measures aiming at 

promoting democratic competencies and developing democratic culture in schools 

(see Edelstein and Fauser  2001). 

In this article, we will concentrate on the effects of the following measures that 

were implemented as part of that programme: (a) trainings on cooperative learning, 

(b) trainings on social behaviour and (c) the implementation of class councils. 

In trainings on cooperative learning, students learned about the development of 

group identity, rules for cooperation, and how to reflect and apply the rules as a 

preparation for cooperatively working and learning in the regular lessons (Druyen and 

Wichterich 2005). Trainings on social behaviour in groups focused on, for example, 

promoting a positive understanding of conflicts (i.e. that conflicts can result in 

positive developments) and a constructive handling of conflicts (Kaletsch 2003) or on 

communication based on respect and trust in the classroom (cf. Kurz et al.  2006). 

Class councils were implemented to provide students with the possibility to discuss 

topics (e.g. regarding the school, the lessons, activities such as a field trip or 

possible conflicts) with their classmates and teachers (as equal partners) in a 

democratic and self-responsible way to foster participation and engagement not 

only in the school context but also beyond (Daublebsky and Lauble 2006). The 

measures employed in the schools during the programme ‘Learning and Living 

Democracy’ were developed and implemented according to common key 

elements (cf. Edelstein and Fauser 2001). However, the specific measures were not 

standardized throughout the programme and prioritizations might have differed. All 

three measures aim at promoting interaction, cooperatively solving problems and 

at taking the others’ perspectives, thus they presumably promote an integrating 

conflict style and make the use of the other coping strategies less 

probable. 
 
 

1.3. Aims of this study 

This study examines how both classroom climate on the one hand and students’ 

participation in trainings promoting social interaction and cooperative problem-

solving and in class councils on the other hand relate to adolescents’ self-reported 

conflict styles, after controlling for students’ background variables – i.e. gender, 

age, immigrant background and cultural capital. Based on the research presented 

in the previous section and on our assumptions on the relationship between 

school climate variables as well as the interventions described above, and 

students’ conflict styles, we formulated the following hypotheses. 

In line with the studies reporting a positive connection of open classroom climate 

with civic engagement, we hypothesize that those young adolescents who report 

an open classroom climate will be more likely to engage in an integrative 



 

 

conflict style (Hypothesis 1). We furthermore expect that the direct interaction 

between teachers and students – whether it is characterized by an accepting and 

appreciating attitude or rather by insulting behaviour on the part of the teachers – 

has an influence on how the students deal with conflicts. Specifically, we expect 

egalitarian accepting teacher behaviour (Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007) to promote an 

integrating conflict style as the teacher’s behaviour might work as a role model 

(Hypothesis 2). On the other hand, students who perceive their teachers’ behaviour 

as insulting will be more likely to report a more dominating conflict style 

(Hypothesis 3), and less likely to report an obliging or avoiding conflict style 

(Hypothesis 4), as the insulting behaviour might engender resistance and therewith 

the impulse to dominate the situation. In the same vein, we hypothesize that 

students who perceive higher degrees of violence will more likely report a more 

dominating or avoiding conflict style (Hypothesis 5). Finally, we expect school 

development measures targeting competencies such as cooperation and perspective 

taking (that is trainings addressing group work, social behaviour or the 

implementation of class councils) to be positively correlated with integrating conflict 

behaviours. This effect should be most pronounced for the participation in class 

councils where the integration of different positions in conflict situations is explicitly 

practised (Hypothesis 6). 

 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

Data were collected in the framework of the evaluation of the pilot programme 

‘Living and Learning Democracy’ (for more details, see Abs, Roczen, and Klieme 

2007; Edelstein and Fauser 2001) after the related interventions had taken place 

(post-only measure). From a total of 150 schools, 65 schools were selected to take part 

in an evaluation study. In each school, a blind selection of up to four complete 

classes from grade 8, 9 and 10 took the questionnaires, in total 176 classes. The 

questionnaires were filled out during lessons by a total number of N = 4112 

students. Participants’ median age was 15 (M = 15.05, SD = 1.13). The percentage of 

females was 51%. 

 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Adolescents’ styles of handling interpersonal conflicts (conflict styles) 
For adolescents’ styles of handling interpersonal conflicts, we included the 

Adolescents’ Styles of Handling Interpersonal Conflict Scales (Abs et al. 2015) 

originally developed by Rahim (1983).
1 Other than the original instrument, the 

adaptation for adolescents does not include a scale for the conflict style 

‘compromising’, as this style was statistically not clearly distinguishable from the other 

four, especially from the conflict style ‘integrating’ (cf. Bilsky and Wülker 2000). The 

adolescents’ engagement in different styles of handling conflict was verified 



 

 

with a four-point Likert scale from 1 (I don’t agree) to 4 (I fully agree). A dominant 

style of handling conflicts was measured with five items, e.g. ‘I persuade others to 

get my ideas accepted’. An avoiding style was expressed with six items such as ‘I try 

to keep my opinion to myself’. To assess an obliging style, we employed five items 

such as ‘I give in to the wishes of my schoolmates’. Seven statements like ‘I 

collaborate with my schoolmates to reach decisions we can accept’ were used to 

measure an integrating style of handling conflicts. 

 
2.2.2. School climate variables 
Within the concept of open classroom climate (see Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007; Torney- 

Purta et al. 2001), the two above-mentioned facets were measured: Promotion of 

freedom of expression was assessed with three items, for example, ‘Students feel free to 

disagree openly with their teachers about political and social issues during class’. 

Another three items such as‘Teachers present several sides of an issue when explaining it 

in class’ were employed for promotion of diversity of opinions. For the classroom climate 

statements, a four-point frequency scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often) was employed. 

The internal consistency of the open classroom climate scale was α = .70. For insulting 

behaviour of teachers, we included three items such as ‘A student has been unjustly 

treated by a teacher’ (Krumm 1999; see also Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007). Again, a 

four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often) was 

employed. The internal consistency of the three-item-scale was α = .67. 

Social inclusion by the teacher (see Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007) was assessed with 

items such as‘For our teachers, every student has the same value, irrespective of his/ her 

cultural background’. Students could indicate their level of agreement with these 

statements on a four-point scale ranging from 1 (I don’t agree) to 4 (I fully agree). 

Although the scale consisted of only four items, the internal consistency was α = .94. To 

assess perceived violence, we included six items (cf. Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007; Tillmann 

et al. 1999). Based on a four-point frequency scale from 1 (never) to 4 (often), 

students were asked to answer how often they observe different forms of physical 

violence. For example, ‘A student threatens another student with a 

weapon’. The internal consistency of the scale was α = .84. 

 
2.2.3. School development variables 

Finally, concerning different school development measures, we asked the students 

whether they participated in trainings addressing (1) group work, (2) social learning or 

(3) whether their class had introduced a class council. 

 
2.2.4. Background variables 

We assessed the background variables of gender, age, immigration status, cultural 

capital and school track. We only included one indicator for immigration status, 

i.e. the dichotomized variable ‘language used at home’ (exclusively German vs. a 

single alternative or more than one language; see Abs, Diedrich et al. 2007). As an 

indicator for cultural capital, we chose the number of books at home (cf. Abs, 



 

 

Diedrich et al. 2007; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). For the purpose of the analyses 

presented in this study, we dichotomized the students’ answers (up to 100 books vs. 

more than 100 books). Concerning the school type, we dichotomously assessed 

whether a student attended grammar school or another school type within the 

tracked German school system. 

 

2.3. Statistical analyses 

Based on multilevel structural equation modelling using the statistical software 

Mplus (Muthen and Muthen 2009), each style of handling conflicts was predicted with 

school climate and school development variables, while controlling for the influence 

of background variables such as gender and age. We used nested data, that is, the 

participating students were clustered in classes and schools, standard statistical 

regression procedures would lead to an underestimation of standard errors. As a 

rule of thumb, if intraclass correlations (that is, the proportion of the variance that is 

due to class membership) are higher than 0.05, it is recommended to use multilevel 

analyses or to adjust standard errors correspondingly (Muthen and Satorra 1995). In 

our sample, the intraclass correlations for the conflict style indicators ranged from .07 

for‘participated in trainings addressing social behaviour’ to .25 for ‘perceived violence’, 

and multilevel modelling was therefore necessary. 

 

3. Results 

The descriptive results for the styles-of-conflict scales as well as the school climate 

scales used in the study are displayed in Table 1. The mean values of the scales range 

between 2 and 3. Note that a value of 2 corresponds to the answer ‘I partly disagree’, 

whereas the value 3 reflects the answer ‘I partly agree’ on a four-point-scale. 

Statements expressing an integrating or obliging style of handling interpersonal 

conflicts are thus rather endorsed by the adolescents in our sample (i.e.‘Integrating’: M = 

2.68; ‘Obliging’: M = 2.59) compared to statements expressing a dominating or avoiding 

style (i.e.‘Dominating’: M = 2.3;‘Avoiding’: M = 2.4). The internal consistencies varied from 

α = .65 (‘Dominating’) to α = .85 (‘Integrating’). The mean values of the school climate 

scales (see Table 1) range between M = 1.03 for the insulting-teacher-behaviour scale 

and M = 3.35 for the  egalitarian-acceptance-by-the-teacher scale. The internal 

consistencies were α = .67 for‘Insulting teacher behaviour, α = .70 for ‘Democratic 

classroom climate’, α = .84 for ‘Perceived violence’ and α = .94 for ‘Egalitarian 

Acceptance by the teacher’(Table 1). The intercorrelations of the scales are also indicated 

in Table 1. The two styles-of-conflict scales ‘Integrating’ and ‘Obliging’ were with r = .62 

particularly highly correlated with each other. 

The results of the multilevel structural equation models for the single styles of 

handling interpersonal confl ts are displayed in Figures 1–4. All models fitted the 

data well (see Figure 1–4). Among the background variables, on the individual 

level, only gender significantly predicted a dominating style of handling 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1. descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the styles-of-conflict measures and of the school climate scales. 

 
 

 

           
 

 
notes: to the right of the information on the item number (N items), the figures in the diagonal cells show internal consistencies. off-diagonal 

figures represent the Pearson correlations. Bold coefficients indicate large effect sizes (i.e. r > .50). 
*represents p < .001 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Prediction of the conflict management style ‘dominating’ by 
background variables, school climate and school development variables on the 
individual and on the class level. 
notes: Path coefficients for age, egalitarian acceptance, democratic classroom climate, perceived 
violence and insulting teacher  behaviour  (continuous  variables)  are standardized  using  the  
variances  of  the independent variables and the dependent variable for standardization. Path 
coefficients for gender, participation in trainings on cooperative learning, participation in trainings 
on social competence and participation in class councils, the families’ cultural capital and the 
language spoken at home (dichotomous variables) are standardized using the variance of the 
dependent variable for standardization only. the coefficients are thus not directly comparable to 
each other. 

 

conflicts (see Figure 1). Boys are thus more prone to reacting with dominant 
behaviours in conflict situations than girls (ß = .458**). Regarding the school 
climate variables, perceived violence was the best predictor for a dominant style 



 

 

(ß = .171**). The more violence a student perceived in everyday school life, the 

more he or she was inclined to display a dominant conflict style. Furthermore, the 

more the students perceived teachers as insulting, the more they were prone 

to show a dominant style of handling conflicts. Although this effect was 

significant, it was only very small (ß = .095**). On the class level, the higher the 

percentage of boys in a class, the higher was the average level of dominating 

conflict behaviour (ß = 1.423*).
2
 

Concerning an avoiding style of handling conflicts (see Figure 2), the background 

variable of ‘cultural capital’ showed a significant relationship on the individual 

level. Students from presumably better educated families in terms of higher cultural 

capital tended to less often show an avoiding conflict management style (ß = 

−.176**). Furthermore, older students tended less to exhibit avoiding strategies (ß 

= −.092**). Looking at the school climate variables, insulting teacher behaviour 

turned out to be the best predictor for an avoiding conflict style. The more a 

student perceived his or her teachers’ behaviour as insulting, the less he or she 

tended to show an avoiding conflict style (ß = −.171**). The more a student perceived 

his or her teachers’ behaviour as accepting students in an egalitarian way and the 

less the classroom climate was described as open for discussion of different 

positions, the more he or she was likely to display an avoiding style of handling 

conflicts (ß = .07** and ß = −.072**). While participation in group work trainings was 

positively related with an avoiding style (ß = .127**), the experience with a class 

council was negatively related with an avoiding style (ß = −.217**). On the class level, 

a higher percentage of students from families with more cultural assets and a 

higher average age were related to a lower average level of avoiding conflict 

behaviour (ß = −1.226** and ß = −.277**). Furthermore, in classes in which a higher 

percentage of students reported insulting teacher behaviour, there was a lower 

level of avoiding conflict style (ß = −.241**). 

On the individual level, the background variables of age and gender were a 

significant predictor for an obliging style of handling conflicts (see Figure 3). The older a 

student was, the less he or she tended to show an obliging conflict style and girls were 

slightly more prone to exhibit obliging conflict behaviour (ß = −.055** and ß = 

−.091**). While perceived violence was negatively associated with obliging conflict 

behaviours (ß = −.059**), egalitarian acceptance by teachers and an open classroom 

climate were slightly positively related with displaying an obliging conflict style (ß = 

.174** and ß = .120**). Students who had participated in trainings addressing group 

work, social learning or in a class council were more prone to show obliging conflict 

behaviours (ß = .123**, ß = .139** and ß = .183**). On the class level, in classes in 

which more students attended training addressing social behaviour, a higher 

average disposition to exhibit obliging conflict behaviours was found (ß = 1.383**). 

The average level of obliging behaviour was also higher in classes with a high level 

of egalitarian acceptance and democratic classroom climate (ß = .222** and ß = 

.187**). In classes in which a higher percentage of students reported they had 

experienced violence, a lower average use of an obliging 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Prediction of the conflict management style ‘avoiding’ by background 
variables, school climate and school development variables on the individual 
and on the class level. 
notes: Path coefficients for age, egalitarian acceptance, democratic classroom climate, perceived 
violence and insulting teacher  behaviour  (continuous  variables)  are standardized  using  the  
variances  of  the independent variables and the dependent variable for standardization. Path 
coefficients for gender, participation in trainings on cooperative learning, participation in trainings 
on Prediction of the conflict management style ‘avoiding’ by background variables, school climate 
and school development variables on the individual and on the class level. in class councils, the 
families’ cultural capital and the language spoken at home (dichotomous variables) are 
standardized using the variance of the dependent variable for standardization only. the coefficients 
are thus not directly comparable to each other. 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Prediction of the conflict management style ‘obliging’ by background 
variables, school climate and school development variables on the individual 
and on the class level. 
notes: Path coefficients for age, egalitarian acceptance, democratic classroom climate, perceived 
violence and insulting teacher behaviour are standardized using the variances of the independent 
variables and the dependent variable for standardization. Path coefficients for gender, participation 
in trainings on cooperative learning, participation in trainings on social competence and 
participation in class councils, the families’ cultural capital and the language spoken at home are 
standardized using the variance of the dependent variable for standardization only. the coefficients 
are thus not directly comparable to each other. 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Prediction of the conflict management style ‘integrating’ by 
background variables, school climate and school development variables on the 
individual and on the class level. 
notes: Path coefficients for age, egalitarian acceptance, democratic classroom climate, perceived 
violence and insulting teacher behaviour are standardized using the variances of the independent 
variables and the dependent variable for standardization. Path coefficients for gender, participation 
in trainings on cooperative learning, participation in trainings on social competence and 
participation in class councils, the families’ cultural capital and the language spoken at home are 
standardized using the variance of the dependent variable for standardization only. the coefficients 
are thus not directly comparable to each other. 

 

conflict style was demonstrated (ß = −.234**). Furthermore, a higher percentage of
students who only spoke German at home was related to a lower average level of 
obliging conflict behaviour (ß = −1.466**). 



 

 

As regards an integrating style of handling conflicts (see Figure 4), among the 

background variables, gender, cultural capital and immigration status were significant 

predictors on the individual level. Girls tended more towards an integrating conflict 

management style than boys (ß = −.200**). Students from a more educated background 

(higher cultural capital) were more prone to show integrating conflict management 

behaviours, and students who only spoke German at home tended less to an 

integrating conflict style (ß = .166** and ß = −.125**). The more a student perceived his 

or her teachers’ behaviours as accepting them in an egalitarian way and the more the 

classroom climate was described as open for the discussion of different positions, 

the more he or she was likely to display an integrating style of handling conflicts (ß 

= .198** and ß = .186**). Students who had participated in trainings addressing 

group work and social learning and especially those who had participated in a class 

council tended to report integrating conflict behaviours (ß = .140**, ß = .204** and ß 

= .257**). On the class level, the average amount of perceived violence was 

associated with a reduced average disposition to show integrating conflict 

management behaviours (ß = −.322*), whereas the average perception of 

egalitarian acceptance and the average assessment of democratic classroom climate 

were positively linked to the level of an integrating conflict style in that class (ß = 

.187** and ß = .298**). The percentage of students who had participated in a training 

addressing social behaviour was positively correlated with the average value on the 

‘Integrating’ scale (ß = .924*). Furthermore, the higher the proportion of students in 

a class who only spoke German at home, the lower was the average disposition to 

show integrating conflict management behaviours (ß = −1.283**). 

 

4. Discussion 

The goal of our study was to predict four conflict styles based on school climate and 

school development variables. On the individual level, most of our hypotheses were 

confirmed. However, the effects were in general only small or at best moderate. In 

summary, students who participate in school development measures and who 

perceive their teachers’ behaviour as accepting and who describe their classroom 

climate as open for discussion are more likely to show an integrating style of 

handling conflicts (cf. Isac et al. 2014; Lenzi et al. 2014; Wentzel et al. 2010). 

The more students experience and observe violence in school, the more they 

tend to show an avoiding or a dominant conflict style. Students are also more 

inclined to display dominant behaviours in conflicts the more they perceive teachers as 

insulting. On the class level, the corresponding effects are only partly confirmed. In 

classes in which a higher percentage of students report their teachers’ behaviours as 

accepting and in which a higher percentage reports an open classroom climate, there 

is a higher average disposition to show integrating behaviours in conflicts. 



 

 

We also found some relationships (both on the individual level and on the 

class level) that we had not anticipated in our hypotheses: Perceived violence is not 

only positively correlated with dominating and avoiding conflict behaviours, but also 

with a reduced inclination to show obliging or integrating behaviours in conflicts. 

Similarly, students who participated in a class council and who perceived their 

classroom climate as open for discussion were not only (as predicted) more prone to 

show an integrating conflict style, they were moreover less likely to avoid (open) 

conflicts. 

Only the following results were surprising or even contradictory regarding our 

hypotheses: Unexpectedly, students who had participated in trainings addressing 

group work did not only report a higher disposition to show integrating conflict 

behaviours, they also tended to report more avoiding conflict behaviours. This may be 

interpreted as follows: participation in group work trainings could enhance the wish to 

communicate non-violently in conflicts, pertinent to integrating, avoiding and 

obliging conflict styles alike. Moreover, the trainings may enhance the students’ 

appreciation of efficiency as a main goal of collaboration, and deliberation of 

conflicts may not always contribute to getting a task done. In contrast to our 

hypotheses, we found students reporting high levels of accepting teacher behaviour 

to rather show an obliging conflict style. Correspondingly, in classes in which a higher 

percentage of students report their teachers’ behaviour as accepting, there is a 

higher average disposition to demonstrate an obliging conflict style. One could 

assume that students who essentially feel they are accepted as a person do not mind 

being obliging in individual situations. An alternative explanation could be a 

remedial effect, that is, a teacher who perceives students’ subordinate behaviour 

might increasingly emphasize that he or she will accept each student 

indiscriminately. 

We included the background variables primarily to control for their effects 

and, therefore, did not formulate hypotheses. However, at this point, we would like 

to address some interesting findings concerning the impact of gender, age, 

immigration status and cultural assets (indicating parental educational levels) on 

students’ conflict styles. Our model revealed that – on the individual level – boys 

tended more towards a dominant and girls more to an integrating conflict style, 

corresponding to existing research findings (e.g. Ayas et al. 2010). Students with an 

immigrant background tended more towards exhibiting an integrating conflict style, 

which is also found on the class level: in classes with a higher proportion of students 

with an immigrant background, on average, more integrating behaviours were 

displayed in conflict situations. Taking into account both one’s own concerns and those 

of others has a socio-motivational and a cognitive component, namely the ability to 

consider various perspectives (see Davis 1983). The use of more than one 

language in the home and school context may enhance the need and consequently 

on average the capacity to consider different perspectives (Fan et al. 2015). 



 

 

Furthermore, students whose parents possessed more cultural capital showed less 

avoiding conflict behaviours. Correspondingly, classes with a higher proportion of 

students from such families on average revealed a lower disposition to show avoiding 

behaviours in conflict situations. This corresponds with previous findings: children with 

lower socio-economic status have lower language and communication abilities 

(Hartas 2011; Hwa-Froelich 2014). Their parents’ cultural capital (see Bourdieu 1983; 

in this study indicated by the number of books at home) could be a central 

explanation for that relationship. The family’s cultural capital might be a resource 

for students which helps them to develop confidence in all kinds of 

communication. Consequently, avoidance should less often be regarded as a 

promising option when facing conflicts. 

Before discussing the practical implications of our findings, we turn to a few 

aspects that may limit their interpretation. Firstly, in our study, we only dealt with 

cross-sectional data. That is, although it seems plausible that the different school 

climate and school development variables have an impact on the conflict styles 

(rather than conversely), the data cannot prove causal relationships. Instead, our 

data only provide information about the predictive value of variables in a given 

context. A limitation might thus particularly concern the significance of findings on the 

influence of school development measures. Secondly, the school development 

measures employed in the participating schools were not standardized making it 

difficult to interpret our results as we are not able to relate found correlations with 

conflict styles to particular characteristics of a measure. Thirdly, we only used very few 

indicators for the students’ socio-economic status, namely the language spoken at 

home as an indicator for immigration background and the number of books as an 

indicator for the families’ cultural capital. We used the latter also as a distal 

indicator for the parents’ educational level. However, information on parental 

education and occupation would have been more precise indicators for that 

purpose. Furthermore, when this study was undertaken, digital reading was less of 

an issue than it is today. The number of books as an indicator for cultural capital 

may – as a matter of course – lose validity. 

For future research, it would be preferable to analyze the impact of different 

standardized interventions on conflict management styles in a (semi-)experimental 

pre–post design to build a more profound basis for policy recommendations and 

further improvement as well as dissemination of specific trainings promoting 

democracy-supportive  behaviours. 

Our findings provide information that might be usefully applied in school 

development activities. We found an open classroom climate and egalitarian acceptance 

by the teacher to be predictors for an integrating conflict style. Basing teacher 

training on  these  contents could  therefore  help  to promote  this  democracy- 

supportive conflict style. Furthermore, measures such as initiating a class council or 

providing trainings addressing social learning and group work should be more 

comprehensively implemented in schools to foster constructive conflict behaviour. 



 

 

The found effects are only small. However, we should bear in mind that the 

interventions were only short-term measures and the concrete way of implementation 

varied. Therefore, we can assume that a systematic long-term intervention would 

lead to stronger effects. 

To conclude, in this paper we provided information on the impact of different 

school climate and school development variables on adolescents’ conflict styles 

which will hopefully contribute to a more effective promotion of constructive 

conflict behaviour in adolescents. 
 

Notes 

1. In another paper, we explore in greater depth the three-dimensional option of 

modelling conflict styles (see Filsecker, Abs, and Roczen 2017). In this paper, however, 

we decided to follow closer Rahim’s theoretical model for which there are empirical 

arguments, too (see Abs et al. 2015). 

2. Please note that continuous variables are standardized using the variances of the 

independent and the dependent variables whereas dichotomous variables are 

standardized using the variance of the dependent variables only. The coefficients are 

thus not directly comparable to each other. 
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