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Abstract 

 
The purpose of the study is to identify the preferred interpersonal conflict management style(s) and level of emotion self-
management competencies (emotion expression and emotion regulation) of certified public accountants in the South African 
context. A cross-sectional design, including a biographical questionnaire, the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument and 
selected EQ-Map scales, was utilized to collect data from a convenience sample of respondents. The results show that 
respondents are able to adapt their conflict management styles to meet the demands of a specific accountant-client 
relationship. Accountants can also express their emotions when they use one of the more constructive conflict management 
styles. Their emotional expression is low when they use more destructive conflict management styles. However, they have 
some limitations in regulating their emotions. This failure to manage negative emotions could impact negatively on the 
accountant-client relationship. It is recommended that interventions should be implemented by the regulatory body (the 
CPASA) in South Africa to increase the awareness of certified public accountant. They need to understand the importance and 
use of conflict management styles and their competency in regulating their emotions constructively have to be enhanced.  
 

Keywords: Public accountants; accountant-client relationship; interpersonal conflict; conflict management styles; emotion self-
management competencies 

 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Interpersonal conflict arises when interdependent parties experience negative emotional reactions to a perceived 
disagreement because they are unable to realize their expectations, goals, wishes and desires (Barki & Hartwick, 2004: 
261; Bell & Song, 2005). All these elements are present in the accountant-client relationship. Firstly, accounting 
professionals and their clients are interdependent on one another for the transmission of information (Golen, Catanach & 
Moeckel, 1997). Secondly, they and their clients could have conflicting needs, goals and expectations (Conerly & Tripathi 
2004). Thirdly, accounting issues could result in disagreements (See Shampnoi 2005; Zimmerman 2004a; Zimmerman 
2004b). Lastly, accounting professionals (and clients) have to deal with underlying negative emotions such as frustration, 
irritation and anger associated with interpersonal conflict (Meyer 2003; Yew 2005). It is therefore not surprising that 
various authors (e.g. Cetin, 2004; Isaacs, 1999; Montano, Anes, Hassall, & Joyce, 2001; Smigla & Pastoria, 2000) have 
emphasized that accounting professionals should develop interpersonal conflict management skills.  

How a person manages interpersonal conflict is to a large extent dependent on his or her preferred conflict 
management style(s). Constructive conflict management could result in satisfying interactions, better cooperation and 
understanding, and increased trust, respect and mutual confidence (Akers & Porter, 2003; Isaacs, 1999). Conversely, 
when interpersonal conflict is poorly handled, the outcomes would most probably be mutual antagonism, mistrust, 
disregard, and even a termination of the accountant-client relationship (Billikopf, 2003; George, 2005).  

It is important to be cognisant of the fact that constructive conflict management is not solely dependent on a 
person’s preferred conflict management style(s). A person’s competence in dealing with emotions is an essential 
component of effective conflict management (Salovey & Grewal, 2005: 72). It is therefore essential the accountants 
should manage their emotions effectively when they are involved in disagreements with clients (Colon & Hunt, 2002; 
Smigla & Pastoria, 2000).  

Empirical research on how effectively different groups of accounting professionals manage interpersonal conflict is 
relatively scarce. Most studies on conflict management styles tend to targeted auditors (Goodwin, 2002; Brody, Golen & 
Reckers, 1998, cited in Goodwin, 2002; Patel, Harrison & McKinnon, 2002). Empirical research on role of emotion in the 
accounting profession is also limited (Yew, 2005). In addition, no research has apparently been conducted to explore the 
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typical conflict management style(s) of public accountants and their competence in managing their emotions.  
The purpose of the present study is to identify the preferred interpersonal conflict management style(s) and 

emotion self-management competencies of certified public accountants in the South African context and to explore the 
relationship between their conflict management style(s) and their emotion self-management competencies. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Interpersonal conflict management styles 
 
Conflict management styles are described in terms of how a person typical responds in interpersonal conflict situations 
(Ramarajan, Bezrukova, Jehn, Euwema & Kop, 2004). Most typologies of interpersonal conflict management styles are 
based on a model developed by Blake and Mouton (1964). They postulated two basic dimensions to differentiate 
between preferred styles of managing interpersonal conflict, namely, degree of concern for self (high to low), and degree 
of concern for others (high to low) (Brewer, Mitchell, & Weber 2002). Concern for self reflects how much emphasis a 
person places on achieving his or her own goals and concern for others reflects how much value a person places on 
maintaining good relationships. Combinations of the two dimensions have been used to identify five behavioral categories 
or typical styles of conflict management (Bao-Yiann & Chun-Chi, 2012). These modes of behavior are labeled as 
Collaboration (or Integrating), Compromising, Competing (or Dominating), Accommodating (or Obliging) and Avoiding (De 
Dreu, Evers, Beersma, Kluwer, & Nauta, 2001; Lee, 2002; Rahim & Magner, 1995; Ramarajan et al., 2004). Conflict 
management scholars consistently identified competing/dominating, accommodating and avoiding as less effective styles 
and collaboration and compromising as more effective styles for managing interpersonal conflict (Rahim & Psenicka, 
2001; Von Glinow, Shapiro & Brett, 2004). Furthermore, previous research findings indicated that some individuals have 
a preferred conflict-handling style, while other are able to adapt their conflict managements styles to the demands of a 
particular situation (Polkinghorne, 2001). 

Collaboration is characterized by high concern for self and high concern for others, and a win-win outcome. 
Persons who typically use this style place high value on goals and relationships (Lee, 2002). They are likely to be open, 
to cooperate with others, and to examine differences and exchange information to accomplish an objective (Rahim & 
Psenicka, 2001; Rahim & Magner, 1995). According to Kheel and Zimmerman (2003), Collaboration should be the 
preferred style for managing accounting issues because both the accountant and client usually prefer a win-win outcome. 
It is also recommended that this style should be used when accounting issues are complex and when a synthesis of 
ideas and commitment from the parties involved are needed to resolve the problem or issue (Goodwin, 2002). Shaub, 
Collins, Holzmann and Lowensohn (2005) found that the greater the accountant’s self-concern and concern for his or her 
client, the less likely he or she is to engage in questionable behaviour.  

Compromising incorporates moderate concern for self and for others, and leads to a no win-no loose outcome. 
Persons who use this style strive to reach consensus. Compromising should be used when the goals of the parties are 
mutually exclusive, when the parties are equally powerful, and when a win-win solution cannot be reached. From an 
accounting perspective, it would appear that this style might be appropriate when an issue is less complex but still 
material (Goodwin, 2002). However, Compromising would be inappropriate when accountants are tempted to use it 
because they are dependent on service revenues, or when they feel under pressure to meet the needs and expectations 
of their clients (See Cook, 2005; Deppe, Mano & Mouritsen, 2005).  

Competing includes high concern for self and low concern for others, and results in a win-lose outcome. Research 
findings suggested this mode is related to the ineffective management of conflict (Rahim & Psenicka, 2001). In a study on 
the ethical behavior of management accountants, Shaub et al. (2005) found that the more committed management 
accountants are to motivated self-interest, the more likely that they would endorse questionable behaviour whether it 
results in direct payoff to the individual or indirect payoff through manipulating the financial statements. However, the 
style is useful when there is a lack of direction or when a discussion stalls (Conerly & Tripathi, 2004). According to Kheel 
and Zimmerman (2003), Competing might work in accounting disagreements, but skilful persuasion 
(Integrating/Collaborating and Compromising) is usually more productive.  

Accommodating is characterized by low concern for self and high concern for others, and results in a lose-win 
outcome. Persons who prefer to avoid conflict in favour of harmony tend to use this style. They tend oblige others and to 
keep their ideas to themselves (Conerly & Tripathi, 2004; Lee, 2002). The use of Accommodation would mean that the 
accounting professional has given in to pressure to accept the client's position and this could lead to a compromise of the 
accountant’s independence (Goodwin, 2002).  

Avoiding includes low concern for self and low concern for others, and ends in a lose-lose outcome. This style is 
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characterized by a tendency to avoid or withdraw from conflict and an indifference to the concerns of both parties 
involved (Conerly & Tripathi, 2004; Lee, 2002; Rahim & Magner, 1995). It is recommended that accounting professionals 
should not use this style because the disagreement between them and their clients would remain unresolved (Goodwin, 
2002).  

In the accounting literature the findings of a study by Goodwin (2002) showed that auditors primarily used 
Collaboration. They used Compromising and Dominating to a lesser extent while the Obliging and Avoiding are rarely 
used. It could be concluded that success in the accountant-client relationship depends upon the accounting professional’s 
ability to adapt his/her conflict management style(s) to meet the demands of a particular situation. However, accountants 
who prefer use the two more constructive styles (Collaboration and Compromising) instead of accommodating or avoiding 
conflict would probably be more effective in most interpersonal conflict situations. Competing should be employed with 
caution as last resort in situations where the accountant’s expertise, and the client need for sound advice, even if the 
advice is unwelcome, is the deciding factor and not the promotion of self-interest. 
 
2.2 Emotion self-management 
  
It is evident from the preceding discussion that the use of a particular conflict management style could have a negative or 
positive impact on the accountant-client relationships. Another crucial factor that could affect this relationship is the 
emotion self-management competence of the accounting professional. Emotion management has been identified as a 
key dimension in managing interpersonal conflict (Gayle & Preiss, 1998; Jones, 2000; Martin, Knopoff & Beckman, 1998). 
The concept of emotion management forms part of Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) four-branch model of emotional 
intelligence. They originally conceptualized the construct of emotional intelligence and defined the concept as a set of 
four interrelated core dimensions, namely: “…the ability to monitor one’s own and other’s feeling and emotions, to 
discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions, in terms of a person’s capacity 
for recognizing and managing one’s own and others’ emotions” (Salovey & Mayer, 1989, p.185). According to Salovey 
and Grewal (2005: 281), this model provides a useful framework for studying abilities related to processing emotional 
information. It is also currently the recognized standard for scholarly discourse in the field of emotional intelligence (Van 
der Zee & Wabeke, 2004). 

Mayer and Salovey’s definition distinguishes between cognitive processes for monitoring emotions and 
discriminating amongst them, and the behavioural process of actually using the information to guide one’s thinking and 
behaviour. Emotion management, the fourth branch of the model, is conceptualized as the behavioral element of emotion 
(Law & Wong, 2004; Ogilvie & Carsky, 2002). It is defined as the ability to manage one’s own emotions and the emotions 
of others (Salovey & Grewal, 2005: 282).  

In the present study the focus in on the first component of emotion management, namely emotion self-
management. The decision to focus on this aspect of emotion management is supported by the following argument. 
According to Colon and Hunt (2002), and Smigla and Pastoria (2000), accounting professionals should manage their 
emotions when they are involved in disagreements. They should focus in particular on managing their negative emotions 
when they are involved in interpersonal conflict with their clients. Professional accountants who do not resolve conflict 
and treat clients as enemies could lose clients (Aquila & Koltin, 1992). The accounting professional who manages his or 
her emotions effectively would, most probably, be less likely to lose his or her temper. He/she would manage distressing 
emotions well, stay composed and positive even in trying moments, and think clearly and stay focused under pressure. 
He/she would also not become confrontational or avoid conflict (Desivilya & Yagil, 2005). It would thus appear that the 
ability manage their emotions would help accountants to perform better in their relationships with their clients (Bay 
& McKeage, 2006). 

Emotion self-management comprises two elements, namely emotion expression and emotion regulation. People 
who manage their emotions effectively know how and when to express their emotional reactions and they can effectively 
regulate their mood states (Desivilya & Yagil, 2005; Law & Wong, 2004; Kirch, Tucker & Kirch, 2001; Salovey, Bedell, 
Detweiler & Mayer, 1999: 161). Mayer and Salovey (1997) described emotion expression as the ability to be able to 
express emotions accurately to others. A more comprehensive definition of emotion expression is provided in the EQ 
Map Manual. In the manual emotion expression is described as “…the degree to which a person can express his/her 
feelings, allowing them to be used as an integral part of his/her daily actions and interactions…and explores your ability to 
verbalized emotions in a way that puts this information to productive use.” (Q-Metrics, 1997a: 6).  

Emotion regulation on the other hand refers to a person’s ability to keep negative emotions, such as anger, 
frustration or hostility, and other disruptive emotion associated with conflict under control (Bar-On & Parker, 2000; 
Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee, 2002; Jordan & Troth, 2004; Taylor, 2001). Goleman (2001) described emotion regulation 
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is the ability to regulate distressing affects like anxiety and anger, and to inhibit emotional impulsivity. Is also reflects an 
individual’s ability to connect or disconnect from an emotion depending on its usefulness in any given situation (Mayer & 
Salovey, 1997). In the EQ Map Manual the term constructive discontent (emotion regulation) is described as “…your 
ability to stay calm and focused and emotionally grounded even in the face of disagreement or conflict” (Q-Metrics, 
1997a:12). According to Martin et al. (1998), emotional regulation is considered a prerequisite for maintaining 
interpersonal relationships.  

The relationship between the broader concept of emotional intelligence and conflict management styles was 
illustrated in a study conducted by Yu, Sardessai, Lu and Zhao (2006). The findings of their study showed that there is a 
positive relationship between employed MBA students’ emotional intelligence and Integrating, Compromising, and 
surprisingly, Competing. The importance of emotion self-management in the accounting profession was highlighted by 
the following research findings. Boyatzis (1999) assessed partners in a multinational accounting firm on emotional 
competencies. The findings of their study showed that senior partners with strength in emotion self-management 
consistently contributed higher levels of profitability when compared to their colleagues. 

However, according to the CMIA (2001), professional accountants, out of all professions, have the lowest 
emotional intelligence. With regard to the second component of emotion management (managing the emotions of others) 
research findings showed that most accountants are insensitive to the emotions of others (Accountancy Ireland, 2000). 
Furthermore, whilst they have the necessary technical abilities to be successful, they have trouble expressing their 
emotions in interactions (Cory, 1992; Enis, 1998). They are also not particularly interested in analyzing and 
understanding emotions (Gomples 1990). However, it would appear that some groups of accountants at least are able to 
regulate their emotions. The typical chartered accountant, for example, is calm, even-tempered and controlled (Gomples, 
1990).  

To conclude, in interpersonal conflict situations accounting professional have to manage their negative emotional 
reactions and employ constructive conflict management styles to resolve interpersonal issues with their clients. In fact, it 
could be expected that the probability of effective conflict resolution would be enhanced if accountants focus on the use 
of logic, if they remains objective, and when they retain their own emotional equilibrium (Deppe et al., 2005, Mann, 2004; 
George, 2005). Staying calm, particularly when the client is emotional, is also critical to fostering a climate that enhances 
communication. The reason for this is that when an accounting professional ‘… get excited, the client will too, and nobody 
wins’ (Journal of Accountancy, 1998: 10). 

It could thus be hypothesized that the professional accountant who is low on emotion self-management would tend 
to use the Competing, Accommodating or Avoiding in interpersonal conflict situations. Anger control is significantly 
associated with and predicted the conflict management styles (Gündüz, Tunç & nandi,2013). On the other hand, 
accounting professionals who are able to manage their emotions effectively would probably use more constructive conflict 
management styles (Collaboration or Compromising).  
 
3. Method 
 
3.1 Population and Sample 
 
A cross-sectional survey design was used to collect data on the conflict management styles and emotion self-
management from the target population within relatively a short time frame. This type of design is commonly used for 
cross-sectional data gathering at a single point of time (Bailey, 1982; Fife-Shaw, 1997). 

Data was gathered in cooperation with the Institute of Certified Public Accountants of South Africa (CPASA) 
(formerly known as the Institute of Commercial and Financial Accountants of South Africa). The Institute is the second 
largest accounting institute in South Africa and is representative of practice types included in public accounting. Although 
all the members of the Institute were invited to participate in the research project, only 225 opted to take part in the study.  

Each respondent received (a) a cover letter that explained the purpose of the survey, (b) a biographical 
questionnaire, (c) the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) and (d) the selected EQ-Map scales, via e-mail. 
They were invited to participate and were informed that their participation was voluntary. They were assured that all 
information would be kept strictly confidential and that the individual identities of respondents (in the unlikely event that it 
may become known) would be protected at all times. They were also informed that the questionnaire data (grouped 
responses) would be statistically analysed and the research findings would be disseminated for research purposes only. 
The completed questionnaires were sent back electronically.  
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3.2 Instrumentation 
 
The TKI was administered to identify the conflict management styles of the target group. In the TKI the terms 
collaborating, accommodating and competing is used instead of integrating, obliging and dominating (Thomas, 1976). 
Kilmann and Thomas (1977) consider low social desirability contamination as one of the strengths of the TKI. Their 
research findings provided reasonable support for the validity of their questionnaire. Internal consistency coefficients are 
in the moderate range (average Cronbach alpha = 0.60) and test-retest reliability range from 0.61–0.68. These findings 
suggest that the instrument is useful to differentiate between conflict management styles. Subsequent research also 
provided support for the psychometric properties of the TKI (Galon, 2005; Margavio Hignite & Chin, 1999; Rahim, 2001). 

Two of the subscales of the EQ Map (Version 4.5) provide a behavioural assessment of emotion self-management. 
Scale 4 is used to assess emotional expression and Scale 10 provides an assessment of emotional regulation or 
constructive discontent (Q-Metrics, 1997a). Other available instruments, such as the MESCEIT, are used to measure 
personality characteristics or traits and knowledge of emotions instead of assessing behavioural dimensions of emotional 
intelligence (Van der Zee & Wabeke, 2004).  

The EQ Map is a self-report instrument developed by Cooper and Sawaf (1997). The instrument covers areas that 
are broader than just emotional intelligence. It is a five part “personal discovery” of current environment, emotional 
awareness, emotional competencies, emotional values and attitudes and outcomes (Gowing, 2001). Respondents rate 
how well statements describe their current behaviour on a four-point Likert type scale. The instrument has been 
extensively researched, was norm tested and is regarded as a statistically reliable measurement that allows an individual 
to chart strengths and vulnerabilities on a number of emotional intelligence components (Q-Metrics, 1997b:1). According 
to Martin (2004), the reliability of the instrument is good. In fact, in would appear that reliability coefficients for all the 
subscales are above 0.85 (Poon, Othman, Anugerah & Sari, 2002).  
 
3.3 Data analysis 
 
The data were entered into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v. 18.0). Descriptive statistics 
(percentages) were calculated for the biographical data. Means and standard deviations were calculated to identify 
preferred conflict management styles and to analyse levels of emotional self-management competence. Pearson’s 
product-moment correlation coefficient (one-tailed test) was calculated to determine the strength and direction of the 
relationships between the five conflict management style scores and scores on emotion expression and emotion 
regulation (significant levels = 0.01 and 0.05). Pearson’s r was chosen because scores TKI and EQ-Map scales represent 
interval scales of measurement. 
 
4. Findings 
 
4.1 Sample composition 
 
Table 1 shows that gender distribution of the respondents. In Table 2 the ages of the respondents are given. Table 3 
represents their marital status. Table 4 shows the population groups of the respondents. Table 5 provides an indication of 
how long they have been working as certified public accountants. 
  
Table 1: Gender of respondents 
 

Gender Frequency Percentage
Male 120 53.3

Female 105 46.7
Total 225 100.0

 
The following is evident from Tables 1 to 5: Although more male respondents participated in the study, the participants 
were relatively equally distributed in terms of gender. Most of the respondents (46.7%) fall in the age group 31 to 40 
years. The majority of respondents (77.3%) are married. Most of the respondents are white (92%) and accountants of 
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colour (8%) are underrepresented in the sample. Approximately half of the respondents have been working in the 
profession for less than 10 years and the other half for more than 10 years. 
 
Table 2: Age of respondents 
 

Age Frequency Percentage
20-30 21 9.3
31-40 105 46.7
41-50 63 28.0
51+ 36 16.0
Total 225 100.0

 
Table 3: Marital status of respondents 
 

Marital status Frequency Percentage
Single 21 9.3

Married 174 77.3
Divorced 18 8.0
Widowed 12 5.3

Total 225 100.0

 
Table 4: Population group of respondents 
 

Population group Frequency Percentage
African 9 4.0
Asian 6 2.7

Coloured 3 1.3
White 207 92.0
Total 225 100.0

  
Table 5: Number of years working as a certified public accountant 
 

Number of years Frequency Percentage
5 and less 60 26.7

6 to10 51 22.7
11 to 15 57 25.3

16+ 57 25.3
Total 225 100.0

 
In Table 6 the types of clients to whom respondents provide services are listed. It is evident from Table 6 that the 
respondents provide services to a wide variety of clients and that most of the respondents provide services to closed 
corporations (86.7%) and individual clients (81.3%).  
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Table 6: Clients to whom services are provided 
 

1. SMME’s 34 (57.3%)
2. Partnerships 40 (53.3%)
3. Individuals 61 (81.3%)
4. Close corporations 65 (86.7%)
5. Companies 41 (54.7%)
6. Schools 17 (22.75)
7. Micro Finance Regulatory Council 9 (12%)
8. Other entities: Non-profitable; Sectional title; Trusts 25 (33.3%)

 
The types of services provided by the respondents to clients are specified in Table 7. The results in Table 7 show that the 
three main groups of services the respondents provide to clients are: tax services (89.3%), accounting and secretarial 
services (86.7%), and financial services (78.7%).  
 
Table 7: Types of services provided 
 

1. Accounting and secretarial 65 (86.7%)
2. Financial 59 (78.7%)
3. Tax 67 (89.3%)
4. Investment advise 14 (18.7%)
5. Commissioner of Oaths 35 (46.7%)
6. Management consultancy 31 (41.35)
7. Compliance officers/reports 25 (33.3%)
8. Information technology 20 (26.7)
9. Management accounting 45 (60%)
10. Corporate finance 16 (21.3%)
11. Forensic accounting 9 (12%)
12. Insolvency 15 (20%)

 
4.2 Conflict management styles 
 
Table 8: Conflict management styles 
 

Style 1 Style 2 Style 3 Style 4 Style 5 
Mean 7.00 6.9 4.47 7.00 5.36

Std. Deviation 1.94 2.30 2.47 1.99 2.39

  
The means and standard deviations for each of the five conflict management styles are provided in Table 8. The highest 
possible score for each style is 12. In the table conflict management styles are represented as follows: Style 1: 
Collaboration; Style 2: Compromising; Style 3: Competing; Style 4: Avoiding; Style 5: Accommodating.  

The results in Table 8 show that respondents’ preference for different conflict management styles are relatively 
equally distributed.  
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4.3 Emotion self-management 
 
In Table 9 the means and standard deviations for emotion expression and emotion regulation scores for the sample of 
respondents are represented.  

It is evident from Table 9 that the respondents’ average on emotion expression is 18.5 and their average score on 
emotion regulation is 16.88. A score of 18 to 22 represents proficiency (steady, balanced effectiveness) in emotional 
expression in most situations (Q-Metrics, 1997a: 2; Q-Metrics 1997b: 7). On the other hand, a score of 16 to 20 indicates 
inconsistent, unsteady and fluctuating effectiveness in emotion regulation (Q-Metrics, 1997a: 2; Q-Metrics 1997b: 11). It 
would thus appear that they are able to express their emotions but that they are not always able to regulate their 
emotions effectively. 
 
Table 9: Emotion self-management 
 

Emotion Expression Emotion Regulation
Mean 18.50 16.88

Std. Deviation 3.05 2.19

  
4.4 Relationship between conflict management styles and emotion self-management 
 
Table 10 provides an inter-correlation matrix of the relationships between the following variables: the five conflict 
management styles, and emotion expression and emotion regulation. 
 
Table 10: Inter-correlation matrix of conflict management styles, emotion expression and emotion regulation 
 

Emotion expression Emotion regulation 
Style 1 Pearson Correlation .292(**) .129
 Sig. (1-tailed) .008 .147
Style 2 Pearson Correlation .110 .121
 Sig. (1-tailed) .187 .163
Style 3 Pearson Correlation .198 -.135
 Sig. (1-tailed) .051 .135
Style 4 Pearson Correlation -.252(*) -.122
 Sig. (1-tailed) .019 .161
Style 5 Pearson Correlation -.311(**) -.111
 Sig. (1-tailed) .005 .184

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed). 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed). 

 
 The following is evident from the Table 10: 

• There is a highly significant positive relationship between Collaboration (Style 1) and emotion expression. 
• There is a significant negative relationship between Avoiding (Style 4) and emotion expression. 
• There is a highly significant negative relationship between Accommodating (Style 5) and emotion expression. 
• There are no significant relationships between Competing (Style 3) and Compromising (Style 2), and emotion 

expression and emotion regulation. 
• There are no significant relationships between any of the five conflict management styles and emotion 

regulation. 
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Successful conflict resolution in the accountant-client relationships depends, to a large extent, upon accounting 
professionals’ ability to adapt their interpersonal conflict management style(s) to meet the demands of a particular 
situation. The findings of the present study showed that respondents have no clear preference for a particular conflict 
management style. This means that they are probably able to adapt their style of conflict management from situation to 
situation.  

This does not automatically guarantee that they would use the most appropriate style to meet the demands of a 
specific situation. The findings also indicated that respondents employ Accommodation and Avoidance in their interaction 
with their clients. Accountants should not compromise their independence by accommodating a client and giving in to 
pressure to accept the client's position. They are also obliged resolve conflict instead of showing indifferent to their 
concerns and the concerns of their clients by avoiding or withdrawing for conflict. In the long run unresolved conflict could 
result in a discontinuation of the accountant-client relationship. Competing should be employed with caution as last resort 
in situations where the accountant’s expertise, and the client need for sound advice, even if the advice is unwelcome, is 
the deciding factor and not the promotion of self-interest. 

It is important that accounting professionals should be made aware of the advantages and disadvantages of using 
different styles of conflict management in their relationships with their clients. In general, they should be encouraged to 
use the two more constructive styles (Collaboration and Compromising) as is recommended in the literature.  

As indicated previously a person’s competence in dealing with emotions is an essential component of effective 
conflict management. The findings of the present study show that respondents are in general proficient in expressing their 
emotions. This finding contradicts previous research findings by Cory (1992) and Enis (1998) that accountants do no 
express their emotions in interactions. It would appear that emotions are clearly expressed when respondents use 
Collaboration, while there is no clear link between emotion expression and the other recommended conflict management 
styles (Compromising). Emotions are not expressed when Avoiding or Accommodating are used. 

However, the findings suggest that respondents are not always able to regulate their emotions effectively. Although 
there is no significant relationship between interpersonal conflict management styles and emotion regulation, there is a 
possibility that the respondents may not be able to inhibit emotional impulsivity. They may misinterpret a situation and 
choose ineffective strategies to manage conflict (Cole & Rozzell, 2011). This is disheartening in light the statement by 
Martin et al. (1998) that emotion regulation is a prerequisite for maintaining interpersonal relationships. In an ever 
increasing competitive environment no accountant could afford to lose a client. If an accountant express negative 
emotions, such as anger or frustration, in an uncontrolled manner while interacting with a client it could impact negatively 
on their relationship in the long run.  

It could be concluded that although respondents are able to use different styles to manage conflict, the accountant-
client relationship could still suffer negative consequences if accountants are unable to regulate their emotions. In it 
therefore of critical importance to increase certified public accountants’ awareness of and in skill in emotion regulation. 
Fortunately emotional competence can be developed. It is recommended that the bodies responsible for the continuous 
development of certified public accountants should seriously consider the implementation of development programmes to 
develop the emotion regulation skills of their members. It is also recommended that developmental programmes should 
be initiated to increase their awareness of the importance of and skill in interpersonal conflict management. 

The investigation has lead to recommendations regarding the development of constructive conflict management 
styles and skill in emotion self-management of certified public accountants in South Africa to help them to effectively 
manage accountant-client conflict episodes. The low response rate and the use of a convenience sample might limit the 
generalizability of the findings. More research is needed to confirm the findings of the study. 
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