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Research on Group Decision Support Systems
(GDSS) over the last two decades has demonstrated
many of its positive effects on group work. The most
significant of these benefits are encouraging the
increased levels of participation of the group mem-
bers and facilitating a systematic and structured
group process, which results in more effective man-
agement of conflict. It was also found that group
consensus is higher in GDSS-supported groups as
compared to groups using other tools and interven-
tion mechanisms. On the other hand, where a spe-
cific technique has proven successful in one society, it
may at times prove otherwise in another society.
Much of the empirical literature has been in the con-
text of Western society; less research has been con-
ducted in Asian society, where culture and values
differ significantly from the West. Limited studies of
GDSS in cross-cultural environments are available,
for example, see [4, 10, 12]. More significantly, pre-
vious studies on conflict in the GDSS domain have
also primarily dealt with networked GDSS (where
every participant has a PC that is networked) and
neglected non-networked GDSS such as Decision
Conferencing (see [5, 6, 8]). In addition, most of
these studies deal with the efficiency and effectiveness
of networked GDSS and do not deal with the gener-
ation and management of conflict. Finally, previous
studies of conflict in GDSS that we are aware of have
concentrated mainly on one task, thus limiting the
generalizability to the extent of the task. 

To address the preceding problems, we report the
effects of a non-networked GDSS—where only the
analyst and the facilitator has a PC—known as Deci-
sion Conferencing (DC) on group conflict and con-
flict management on two tasks by conducting two
replicated studies, one in Australia [7] and the other
in Singapore. A comparative inquiry approach is
used to examine the role of cultural differences
between the two countries in explaining the discrep-
ancies in results. More specifically, the aim of this

study is to make a comparative analysis of two cul-
tures, Western and Asian, in the context of group
conflict generation and management using Hofst-
ede’s cultural dimensions [2]. Previous studies on
conflict have focused mainly on Western culture.
This study is the first we are aware of that compares
and contrasts the differences in findings of the Aus-
tralian study with the corresponding Singapore study
and investigates the role of culture in explaining these
differences in the context of DC. 

Group work of any kind generates conflict. It has
been observed that group conflict and its manage-
ment are important determinants of the outcomes of
GDSS-supported group work [5, 6]. A lack of con-
flict can result in group-think situations, while poorly
managed conflict is dysfunctional. Figure 1 shows
how conflict is generated in any group work, be it
DC or manual. Technical support, whether it is DC
or manual, in group work interacts with the type of
task being supported to generate group conflict. Var-
ious conflict generation strategies may then be used
to manage the conflict productively. It is noted that
this entire conflict generation process works under a
specific cultural context, Western or otherwise. Cul-
ture, therefore, plays a dominant role in the genera-
tion and proper management of conflict. 

Decision Conferencing. Decision Conferencing
employs a portable, single-user computer system to
support groups of managers and executive teams
working face-to-face on a wide variety of organiza-
tional problems. Verbal and non-verbal communica-
tion in decision conferences is not restricted by
electronic networking but instead takes a completely
connected, “each to all” pattern enhanced by the
presence of a group facilitator. Figure 2 shows the
configurations of both GDSS and DC. While in
GDSS each member of the group has a networked
PC, the DC contains only one PC, which is operated
by an analyst (part of the facilitation team). 

Decision Conferencing typically spans over inten-
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sive two-day sessions attended by a
group of people who have substan-
tial interest and motivation in solv-
ing a pressing organizational

problem. In a meeting room separated from daily inter-
ruptions and distractions, the group is offered an
opportunity to derive a shared understanding of the
problem and to create a clear plan of action. A distin-
guishing feature of DC is the on-the-spot development
of a computer-based model that incorporates the dif-
fering perspectives of participants. The group can
examine the implications of the decision model, mod-
ify it, and test the effects of different assumptions,
thereby ruling out ineffective strategies and focusing
quickly on the most significant issues. This is the fea-
ture that aims at promoting issue-based conflict in
group decision making to improve both the quality and
productivity of meetings.

Thus, compared to networked GDSS, which has
been said to decrease socializing in the group as mem-
bers work and communicate mainly through the com-
puter, the non-networked feature of DC allows conflict
to surface as members communicate with one another
and to the facilitator using the technology. This makes
DC a better candidate for this research as compared to
networked GDSS.

Group Conflict and Conflict Resolution Strate-
gies. Prior research has indicated the nature of group
conflict affects the choice of conflict management style
used. According to Deutsch [1], there are two dimen-

sions of conflict: issue-based and interpersonal. Issue-
based conflict, which focuses on task-related issues, is
very desirable because it brings out the differing views
and issues of the task, helping groups to better under-
stand the task and hence develop better solutions. Inter-
personal conflict tends to draw attention away from the
task because it is usually targeted at persons within the
group. This type of conflict can be detrimental to group
functioning and hence undesirable [1].

The three common patterns of conflict resolution
strategies identified by Sillars [9] are Avoidance, Dis-
tributive, and Integrative. Avoidance is the failure to
confront or attempt to resolve conflict—useful when
the issue is trivial or where the potential dysfunctional
effect of confronting the other party outweighs the ben-
efits of the resolution of conflict. Distributive strategy
emphasizes the achievement of the outcomes of one
party over those of the others. It demonstrates a high
concern for self and low concern for others. It involves
moderate information exchange and tends to increase
conflict by creating competition in attaining individual-
istic goals [9]. Integrative strategy attempts to identify
and achieve outcomes that are mutually satisfying to all
parties. It promotes information exchange, neutral or
positive effect, and mutual or
bilateral goal orientation. Integra-
tive strategy is useful when dealing
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with complex or strategic issues because it utilizes the
skills and information possessed by different parties to
formulate solutions and successful implementations.

For conflict to be managed functionally, one style
may be more appropriate than another depending on
the type of support provided, task, and culture. How-
ever, for conflicts to be productive, all group members
must be satisfied with the outcomes and feel they have
gained as a result of the conflict. Conversely, if all group
members are dissatisfied with the outcomes and feel
they have lost as a result of the conflict, dysfunctional
conflict will result [1].

Culture. Culture
has been defined by
various researchers in a

number of related ways (see [2, 11]). In short, culture
depicts the way members of a society relate to each
other and to the environment [11]. Various dimensions
of culture have also been suggested in the literature [2,
11] in order for researchers to understand and conduct
research on culture. In this study, we use the dimen-
sions of Hofstede [2] in line with similar prior studies
[12] and their usage in other empirical studies (for
example, [10, 12]). The four dimensions of national
culture that Hofstede [2] identified are Power Distance,
Uncertainty Avoidance, Individualism, and Masculin-
ity (see Table 1).

In terms of Hofstede’s dimensions, Australia and
Singapore are societies that are unlike one another in
some significant ways. Australia is considered a low
power distance country,1 whereas Singaporeans are
comfortable with a relatively unequal distribution of
power. In Hofstede’s sample, Australia is moderate in
terms of being comfortable with uncertainly and ambi-
guity whereas Singapore was the society that had the
weakest Uncertainty Avoidance score in Hofstede’s
sample. Australia is a highly individualistic society,
whereas Singapore is much more collectivist in social

relationships. Finally, while both countries are fairly
similar on the Masculinity-Femininity dimensions,
Australia may be better depicted as having a moderate
level of masculinity and Singapore, a moderate level of
femininity, because Australia scores slightly higher than
Singapore on this dimension. For the comparative
inquiry part of this article, we will be making references
to these differences repeatedly.

Results of Comparative Inquiry 
As previously mentioned, this research first replicates
an Australian study [7] in Singapore, which involved a

laboratory-based experiment using
student subjects. The DC, technol-
ogy, tasks, and the conflict genera-
tion processes (see Figure 1) were
maintained as similar as possible to
compare the two experiments. A rig-
orous research design and method
was used for the comparative study
(see Table 2 for details). A series of
experiments was conducted in both
the Australian and Singapore studies
and relevant data on conflict, resolu-

tion strategies and productivity were collected via a
self-report type of structured questionnaire. The stan-
dardized mean values are presented in Figures 3–5; the
mean values have been standardized to compare the
graphs across the figures. 

Conflict. Figure 3 presents the standardized mean
values of issue-based and interpersonal conflicts gener-
ated in Singapore and Australia using both resource allo-
cation and strategic planning tasks. The results reveal
that levels of conflict generated (both issue-based and
interpersonal) are generally more in Australia than in
Singapore for various combinations of group support
and task. Generally speaking, DC seems to produce
more issue-based and interpersonal conflicts for Australia
compared to Singapore. It is also observed that levels of
issue-based conflict are generally high and the same for
interpersonal conflict are quite low (Figure 3). This is a
desirable result for both Singapore and Australia. 

Conflict Resolution Strategies. Figure 4 shows the
standardized mean values of conflict resolution strate-
gies used by the subject groups. It is observed that the
Australians tend to use less avoidance strategies than the
Singaporeans. The levels of integrative strategy were
generally high compared to the avoidance and distribu-
tive strategies (Figure 4). It was also observed that Aus-
tralians tend to use more integrative strategies than the
Singaporeans. There was no trend in the use of distrib-
utive strategies. For the DC-resource allocation and
manual-strategic planning tasks, Australians tend to use
more distributive strategies (Figure 4). However, for the
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1Hofstede’s country index scores are a projection of the general societal norm, where
the societal norm is meant to be a value system shared by the majority of the middle
classes in a society.



combinations of DC-strategic planning and manual-
resource allocation tasks Singaporeans tend to use more
distributive strategies. 

Productivity of Conflict. Figure 5 compares the
productivity of conflict reported by various subject

groups. Although not signif-
icant, Australians in general
reported more productivity
than the Singaporeans.

Comparative Inquiry Based on Culture
Figures 3–5 reveal some major differences in results
between Singapore and Australia, but they do not show
any conclusive pattern. However, comparisons of the
cultural dimensions do yield some interesting results. A
more detailed discussion of the four dimensions with
respect to the Australian and Singaporean culture is
presented here with reference to Figures 3–5. 

Power Distance. As mentioned previously, the Aus-
tralian society is portrayed as having low power dis-
tance while the Singapore society is characterized by
high power distance. Countries characterized as having
low power distance do not perceive a gap between
themselves and people who may be of higher status or
who wield greater power, while countries depicted as
having high power distance do. For the Australians, this
indicates they feel they are all on equal footing and that
each person’s ideas are important. As a result, they are
more comfortable in candidly expressing their opinions
without fear of being judged. Consequently, the avoid-
ance scores found in the Australian study are lower
than those reported in Singapore study (Figure 4). The
reverse is true for the Singaporeans, who may perceive
the views of the higher status individual as superior to

their own. As a result, they may be more reserved in
contributing their opinions and tend not to express
their views openly for fear of being viewed negatively.
Therefore, the higher avoidance behavior documented
in the Singapore study as compared to the Australian

study (Figure 4) may be partially
explained by the fact that Singa-
pore is depicted by higher power
distance.

Uncertainty Avoidance. For
this dimension, Australia is char-
acterized by a moderate UAI
while Singapore is represented by
a low UAI. By definition, coun-
tries characterized as having a low
UAI are less threatened by uncer-
tainty and ambiguous situations,
while countries depicted as having
a moderate or higher UAI are
more threatened by the uncertain-
ties in life and aggressive behavior
is also more accepted [2]. There-
fore, in a moderate UAI country
such as Australia, there is a greater
showing of emotions and aggres-

sive behavior than in Singapore. The fact that aggres-
sive behavior may be displayed during group
interactions is a possible explanation for the higher
level of interpersonal conflict detected in the Australian
study as compared to the Singaporean study (Figure 3).
In the face of strong opposing viewpoints, it might be
difficult to get individuals to concede and the only
means of concluding would then be to come to a con-
sensus. Consequently, the standardized mean score for
integrative conflict resolution in the Australian study is
higher than its counterpart in the Singapore study for
all combinations (see Figure 4). 

For Singaporeans, there is greater acceptance of
dissent and greater tolerance for deviance [2], emo-
tions tend to be suppressed by social pressures, and
conflict rarely leads to aggression. Conflict and com-
petition between people can be maintained on a con-
structive level and used to an advantage for
Singaporeans. In order to accommodate the ideas of
all group members, even dissenting ones, group
members tend to work toward compromising as a
way to manage conflict. The evidence for this situa-
tion derives from the fact that the integrative conflict
resolution strategy is the most often used among the
three strategies (Figure 4). The standardized mean
scores for integrative conflict resolution (compared to
avoidance and distributive conflict resolution strate-
gies) reported in the Singapore study are higher,
reflecting the need for compromise and consensus. 
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Individualism. Australia is characterized as an indi-
vidualistic society while Singapore is a collectivist society
with low IDV score. Societies characterized as individu-
alistic prefer a loose-knit social framework; those that are
collectivist a tightly knit social framework. Thus, mem-
bers of an individualistic society are less concerned with
harmony within the group as compared to their collec-
tivist counterpart. On the other hand, members of a col-
lectivist society feel a strong need to maintain harmony
within the group, and may choose to maintain group

harmony at the expense of
giving up their ideas.

Stemming from this argu-
ment, Australians will stand

by their opinions if they feel
they are right. Therefore,
task will always remain the
central focus. When group

members manage to keep the task in perspective, any
conflict that arises would then pertain to the problem.
This is a possible explanation for the higher issue-based
conflict reported in the Australian study (Figure 3) as
compared to the Singapore study. Overall, the lower

levels of both issue-based and interpersonal conflicts
reported in the Singapore study (Figure 3) as compared
to the Australian study may be partially due to the fact
that the Singapore society values harmony. Such a situ-
ation may be indicative of the relationship prevailing
over the task.

Masculinity. Because Australia scores slightly higher
than Singapore on the MAS rating, Australia may be
better depicted as having a moderate level of masculin-
ity and Singapore with a moderate level of femininity.
Femininity refers to a preference for relationships while
masculinity refers to a preference for achievement and
assertiveness. In countries characterized by masculinity,
the population is generally less people-oriented and less
concerned with societal ties as compared to countries
characterized by femininity.

For a society such as Australia, the higher reported
interpersonal conflict as compared to Singapore (Fig-
ure 3) may be due to the lesser importance placed on
social relations and higher emphasis placed on gaining
material success and other achievements. On the other
hand, for a society with a high degree of femininity
such as Singapore, they would therefore work toward
serving the society and improving the quality of life.
Singaporeans therefore are more likely to encounter less
interpersonal conflict due to concerns with societal ties. 

Discussion
A close examination of the Aus-
tralian study indicates that DC
promoted higher levels of issue-
based conflict—the direct oppo-
site of the Singapore results.
Higher levels of interpersonal con-
flict and lower use of avoidance
strategies were also reported in the
Australian study, attributed to the
perception that Australians on the
whole are more individualistic,
masculine, and prone to aggressive
behavior. As such, they are not
afraid to express their views and
make their opinions known,
which may promote more inter-
personal than issue-based conflict.

Singaporeans, on the other hand, are more feminine
and less individualistic. The need to maintain har-
monic ties is a strong virtue; hence they tend to practice
more use of avoidance strategies than the Australians.

The Australian study also showed for the resource
allocation task, DC produced higher issue-based con-
flict and lower interpersonal conflict versus manual
methods. Both of these are desirable;it revealed DC
could be used effectively for this kind of task.
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In the preceding sections, the societal norms of Aus-
tralia and Singapore were portrayed with respect to the
four dimensions proposed by Hofstede [2]. These
norms seek to explain the behavior of individuals in the
two countries. In so doing, they may explain the dif-
ferences in how the people of these two cultures make
decisions. The experimental aspect of our study aims to
provide some evidence with which to support these
propositions. However, it must be borne in mind that
these norms are part of a value system shared by a
majority of society and may not apply to every indi-

vidual. Also, the strength with
which these societal norms apply
varies from country to country. 

One obvious practical impli-

cation of the preceding sections for facilitators, team
leaders, and members of groups is to increase their sen-
sitivity to differences in cultural dimensions across
groups of different cultures. To obtain the best results
from group meetings, stakeholders must be aware of
differences in assumptions of the group members, facil-
itators, and leaders arising from cultural differences. In
addition, this research offered some indication con-
cerning the impact of cultural differences on the esca-
lation or reduction of certain types of conflict as well as
to the use of strategy to manage the conflict. Future
research may offer prescriptions of how to harness the
effects of cultural differences for improving the group
process.

Conclusion
In recent years various researchers have identified the
impact of culture in modern business environments.
Johnston and Johal [3] classify the Internet as a “virtual
cultural region,” stating that with millions of users (res-
idents) from all over the world the Internet has devel-
oped its own culture. The authors also map the
Internet culture by using Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sions [2]. Any organization using the Internet exten-
sively for e-commerce, e-business, and Internet

marketing activities will find this mapping useful. Ker-
sten and his colleagues have produced a number of
research reports on the influence of culture in interna-
tional business negotiations (see interneg.org/interneg/
research/papers/index.html). The researchers have pri-
marily used Hofstede’s cultural dimensions in their
experiments [2]. Their results confirm that consider-
able cultural differences exist in both negotiation
expectations and process. 

Our study adds on to these streams of research and
reveals that culture plays an important role in deter-
mining the effectiveness of decision making using DC.
It has been noted here that culture plays a significant
role in decision making and the type of technologies
used in decision support. People with different values,
preferences, and beliefs tend to view and use DC dif-
ferently. As a concluding remark, while reviewing
research conducted across different cultures, we urge
researchers to consider the issue of cultural differences
as one potential source of explanation for differences
in the results of studies.  
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