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Article history: Employee performance is particularly consequential in micro and small

enterprises, where limited resources increase reliance on individual
employees. This study examines the effects of personality traits, job
characteristics, and conflict management styles on employee
performance among Malaysian micro- and small-enterprise employees,
including the mediating role of conflict management styles. A
quantitative cross-sectional survey was conducted with 287 employees
from service-sector micro and small enterprises in Perak, Selangor,
Melaka, and Pahang using probability sampling. Covariance-based
Structural Equation Modelling (CB-SEM) with maximum-likelihood
estimation was performed in IBM SPSS AMOS Version 24. The
measurement model was assessed through confirmatory factor analysis,
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composite reliability, average variance extracted, discriminant validity,
and model-fit indices. The pooled CFA showed acceptable fit (y*/df =
1.891, CFI = .901, TLI = .887, RMSEA = .065), while the structural
model explained 72.3% of the variance in employee performance (R* =
.723). At the dimension level, agreeableness and openness to experience
positively predicted employee performance, extraversion showed a
significant negative effect, and autonomy and skill variety were the
significant job-characteristic predictors. Conflict management styles
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significantly mediated the relationships between the five job
characteristics and employee performance, but did not mediate the
personality-trait relationships. Rather than estimating separate
structural effects for the five Rahim conflict styles, conflict
management was modelled as an overall construct. The study
contributes an integrated explanation of employee performance in
resource-constrained Malaysian micro and small enterprises by linking
individual dispositions and job design with conflict-handling processes.
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Introduction

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are widely recognised as important contributors to
economic growth, employment generation, and national competitiveness. Globally, SMEs
account for more than 95% of business establishments and provide a substantial proportion of
employment opportunities. In Malaysia, SMEs constitute approximately 98.5% of all business
establishments and contribute significantly to the nation's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and
workforce employment. Among the various sectors, the service sector represents the largest
proportion of SMEs and serves as a major driver of economic development.

Despite their significant contribution to the economy, Malaysian SMEs continue to face
challenges related to employee performance and productivity. Employee performance is a
critical determinant of organisational effectiveness because it directly influences productivity,
service quality, customer satisfaction, and organisational sustainability. However, reports from
the Department of Statistics Malaysia and SME Corporation Malaysia indicate that labour
productivity among SMEs remains relatively lower than that of larger organisations.
Furthermore, rapid technological changes, global competition, workplace stress, labour
shortages, and organisational conflicts have increased the complexity of managing employee
performance within SMEs.

The challenges became more apparent during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, which
disrupted business operations and altered workplace arrangements. Many SMEs experienced
reduced productivity, increased employee stress, work-life imbalance, and workplace conflicts,
all of which negatively affected employee performance. As SMEs generally operate with
limited resources and smaller workforces, the performance of individual employees becomes
increasingly important for organisational survival and long-term sustainability.
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Previous research has established that employee performance is associated with a wide range
of individual and organisational factors. However, the SME literature has generally examined
personality, job design, and workplace conflict in separate streams rather than testing how these
factors operate together within one explanatory model. This separation is consequential in
micro and small enterprises, where employees commonly work in close interpersonal settings,
perform multiple responsibilities, and operate under tighter resource constraints. In such
settings, the performance implications of an employee's dispositions may coexist with the
motivational effects of job design and the interpersonal processes used to handle disagreement.
Yet the combined effects of the Big Five personality dimensions, the five core job
characteristics, and conflict management have not been adequately clarified in the Malaysian
micro- and small-enterprise service context.

This creates a specific theoretical and empirical gap. Trait Activation Theory explains why
personality traits become behaviourally relevant when workplace cues permit their expression,
while the Five-Factor perspective identifies the individual dispositions being activated. Job
Characteristics Theory explains how skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy,
and feedback shape motivational work experiences. Conflict Management Styles Theory adds
an interpersonal process through which employees respond to disagreement. Integrating these
perspectives enables the study to test whether employee performance in SMEs reflects not only
direct effects of personality and job design, but also an interpersonal conflict-management
pathway. This integrated mechanism remains insufficiently examined in the Malaysian micro-
and small-enterprise setting.

Accordingly, the study addresses three related gaps. First, it addresses a contextual gap by
focusing on employees of Malaysian micro and small service-sector enterprises across four
Peninsular Malaysian states. Second, it addresses an integration gap by examining personality
dimensions, job-characteristic dimensions, conflict management, and employee performance
within the same structural framework rather than as isolated predictors. Third, it addresses a
mechanism gap by testing conflict management as a mediating process between the antecedent
dimensions and employee performance using SEM and bootstrapping.

The objective of this study is to examine the effects of personality traits, job characteristics,
and conflict management styles on employee performance among Malaysian micro- and small-
enterprise employees, and to test whether conflict management styles mediate the relationships
between the personality-trait and job-characteristic dimensions and employee performance.

The study's contribution lies in testing these individual, job-design, and interpersonal factors
within a single model in Malaysian micro and small enterprises. This is particularly relevant
because smaller firms typically depend heavily on individual employee contributions and close
day-to-day interaction. The integrated model therefore clarifies which personality and job-
design dimensions are associated with performance and whether conflict management provides
an intervening pathway. Empirically, the model accounts for 72.3% of the variance in
employee performance, while the mediation results distinguish the job-characteristic pathways
that operate through conflict management from the personality pathways that do not.
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Literature Review

Employee Performance

Employee performance is widely recognised as a critical determinant of organisational
effectiveness and long-term sustainability. It refers to employees' ability to perform assigned
duties and contribute to organisational objectives through task-related and contextual
behaviours (Koopmans et al., 2014). High employee performance enhances productivity,
service quality, customer satisfaction, and organisational competitiveness, whereas poor
performance may adversely affect organisational outcomes.

Within the SME context, employee performance is particularly important because SMEs
generally operate with limited resources and depend heavily on individual employee
contributions. In Malaysia, concerns regarding labour productivity and workforce effectiveness
continue to challenge SMEs, particularly in the service sector. Consequently, identifying
factors that influence employee performance remains an important research priority.

Drawing upon Trait Activation Theory, Job Characteristics Theory, and Conflict Management
Styles Theory, this study proposes that employee performance is influenced by individual
characteristics, job-related factors, and employees' ability to manage workplace conflicts
effectively.

Personality Traits and Employee Performance

Personality traits represent relatively stable patterns of thoughts, emotions, and behaviours that
influence how individuals respond to workplace situations. The Five-Factor Model (FFM)
developed by McCrae and Costa (1999) remains one of the most widely accepted frameworks
for understanding personality. The model comprises conscientiousness, agreeableness,
openness to experience, extraversion, and neuroticism.

Trait Activation Theory suggests that workplace situations trigger personality-related
behaviours that subsequently influence employee performance (Tett & Burnett, 2003).
Employees possessing favourable personality characteristics tend to exhibit higher levels of
motivation, adaptability, interpersonal effectiveness, and work commitment. Among the five
personality dimensions, conscientiousness has consistently been identified as a strong predictor
of job performance because conscientious individuals are typically responsible, organised, and
achievement oriented.

Previous empirical studies have reported significant relationships between personality traits
and employee performance across various organisational settings. Employees with positive
personality characteristics generally demonstrate superior task accomplishment, teamwork,
and organisational citizenship behaviours. However, findings remain inconsistent across
industries and organisational contexts, particularly within SMEs operating in developing
economies. Consequently, further examination of personality traits in relation to employee
performance within Malaysian SMEs is warranted.

Based on the preceding discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Personality traits have a significant positive influence on employee performance among
SMEs in Malaysia.
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Job Characteristics and Employee Performance

Job Characteristics Theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) proposes that specific job design
features influence employee motivation, satisfaction, and performance. The theory identifies
five core job characteristics: skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and
feedback. These characteristics create meaningful work experiences that enhance employees'
intrinsic motivation and behavioural outcomes.

Jobs that provide opportunities for skill utilisation, autonomy in decision-making, and
constructive feedback are generally associated with higher employee engagement and
effectiveness. Employees who perceive their work as meaningful and significant are more
likely to demonstrate commitment and superior performance.

Prior studies consistently support the positive relationship between job characteristics and
employee performance. Employees working in enriched job environments tend to report higher
levels of productivity, motivation, and organisational commitment. Nevertheless, the
transformation of work practices following digitalisation and the COVID-19 pandemic has
altered traditional job structures, creating a need to reassess the influence of job characteristics
within contemporary SME environments.

Therefore, this study proposes that favourable job characteristics contribute positively to
employee performance among Malaysian SME employees. Accordingly, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Job characteristics have a significant positive influence on employee performance among
SMEs in Malaysia.

Conflict Management and Employee Performance

Conflict is an inevitable component of organisational life resulting from differences in goals,
values, perceptions, and interpersonal interactions. Although workplace conflict can generate
positive outcomes when managed effectively, unresolved conflict may reduce employee
morale, cooperation, and performance.

Conflict Management Styles Theory (Rahim & Bonoma, 1979) identifies five primary
approaches to managing interpersonal conflict: integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding,
and compromising. In the present structural model, these approaches inform the measurement
of conflict management, but the study does not estimate five separate style-to-performance
structural paths. Conflict management is therefore interpreted as an overall conflict-handling
construct in the hypothesis tests. References to particular styles in the discussion are theoretical
illustrations rather than evidence that an individual style independently predicted employee
performance.

Effective conflict management promotes communication, cooperation, and mutual
understanding among employees, thereby creating a positive work environment that supports
performance improvement. Conversely, ineffective conflict management may contribute to
stress, reduced teamwork, absenteeism, and lower productivity.
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Several studies have demonstrated that employees who utilise constructive conflict
management strategies are more likely to maintain productive working relationships and
achieve superior performance outcomes. Given the increasing complexity of workplace
interactions within SMEs, conflict management styles are expected to play an important role
in influencing employee performance.

Based on the literature, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: Conflict management styles have a significant positive influence on employee performance
among SMEs in Malaysia.

Conflict Management Styles as a Mediating Mechanism

While personality traits and job characteristics have been independently linked to employee
performance, the underlying mechanisms through which these factors influence performance
remain insufficiently understood. Conflict management styles may provide an important
explanatory pathway.

Individuals with favourable personality characteristics are more likely to adopt constructive
conflict management approaches, enabling them to maintain positive interpersonal
relationships and minimise workplace tension. Similarly, well-designed jobs that provide
autonomy, feedback, and meaningful work experiences may encourage cooperative conflict
management behaviours, which subsequently enhance employee performance.

Conflict management styles may therefore function as a behavioural mechanism that translates
individual characteristics and job-related factors into positive performance outcomes.
Understanding this mediating role contributes to a more comprehensive explanation of
employee behaviour within SMEs.

Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H4: Conflict management styles mediate the relationship between personality traits and
employee performance among SMEs in Malaysia.
H5: Conflict management styles mediate the relationship between job characteristics and
employee performance among SMEs in Malaysia.

Theoretical Foundation

The theoretical framework uses the four perspectives for distinct, non-duplicative purposes.
Personality Traits Theory, operationalised through the Five-Factor Model, specifies the
dispositional dimensions examined. Trait Activation Theory provides the behavioural logic for
why those dispositions may become relevant to performance when activated by workplace
situations. Job Characteristics Theory explains how skill variety, task identity, task
significance, autonomy, and feedback shape motivational conditions that affect performance.
Conflict Management Styles Theory explains how employees handle interpersonal
disagreement and provides the basis for testing conflict management as an intervening
workplace process. Together, the perspectives connect who the employee is, how the job is
designed, and how interpersonal conflict is handled, rather than treating the theories as parallel
explanations of the same relationship.
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The integration of these theories provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how
individual attributes, job-related factors, and interpersonal conflict management behaviours
influence employee performance within Malaysian SME:s.

Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework developed for this study. Based on the preceding
discussion, this study proposes that personality traits and job characteristics directly influence
employee performance. Furthermore, conflict management styles are expected to exert a direct
effect on employee performance while simultaneously mediating the relationships between
personality traits, job characteristics, and employee performance.

Personality Traits

|

Conflict Management Styles —————» FEmployee Performance

L Job Characteristics 4‘[

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study employed a quantitative research approach using a cross-sectional survey design to
examine the relationships among personality traits, job characteristics, conflict management
styles, and employee performance among employees in Malaysian SMEs. A quantitative
approach was deemed appropriate as it allows for the systematic measurement of variables and
the testing of hypothesised relationships through statistical analysis. The cross-sectional design
enabled data to be collected from respondents at a single point in time, providing an efficient
means of investigating the proposed research framework within the SME context.

The study was grounded in a positivist research paradigm, which assumes that social
phenomena can be objectively measured and analysed using empirical methods. This approach
is consistent with previous studies investigating employee behaviour and organisational
outcomes in the fields of human resource management and organisational behaviour.

Population and Sampling

The target population comprised employees working in micro and small enterprises within the
Malaysian service sector. The service sector was selected due to its substantial contribution to
Malaysia's economic development and employment generation. According to SME
Corporation Malaysia, service-sector SMEs constitute the largest proportion of business
establishments in the country and play a crucial role in supporting national economic growth.
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A probability sampling technique was employed to ensure that every member of the target
population had an equal opportunity to participate in the study. Data were collected from
selected SMEs located in four regions of Peninsular Malaysia, namely Perak, Selangor,
Melaka, and Pahang, representing the northern, central, southern, and eastern regions
respectively. This geographical distribution was intended to enhance the representativeness of
the sample and improve the generalisability of the findings.

A total of 287 usable questionnaires were obtained and included in the final analysis. The
sample size exceeded the minimum requirement recommended for Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM), thereby providing sufficient statistical power for hypothesis testing and
model validation.

Instrumentation

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire consisting of five sections. All
measurement items were adapted from established and validated instruments used extensively
in previous studies.

Personality Traits

Personality traits were measured using the Big Five personality dimensions, namely
agreeableness, openness to experience, neuroticism, extraversion, and conscientiousness. The
measurement items were adapted from the Big Five Inventory (BFI), which has been widely
recognised as a reliable and valid instrument for assessing individual personality characteristics
in organisational settings.

Job Characteristics

Job characteristics were measured based on the Job Characteristics Model developed by
Hackman and Oldham (1976). Five dimensions were included in the study, namely skill
variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback. These dimensions represent
the core characteristics that influence employees' psychological states and work outcomes.

Conflict Management Styles

Conflict management styles were assessed using items adapted from the Rahim Organizational
Conflict Inventory-II (ROCI-II). Although the Rahim framework distinguishes integrating,
obliging, dominating, avoiding, and compromising approaches, the present SEM
operationalised conflict management as an overall construct rather than testing each style as a
separate structural predictor. Accordingly, the reported structural and mediation effects refer
to the overall conflict-management construct.

Employee Performance

Employee performance was measured using the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire
(IWPQ). The instrument evaluates employees' effectiveness in carrying out job-related
responsibilities and achieving organisational objectives. The scale has demonstrated
satisfactory reliability and validity across various organisational contexts.
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All items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ("Strongly Disagree")
to 5 ("Strongly Agree").

Data Collection Procedure

Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from the participating SME organisations.
The questionnaires were distributed personally and through organisational representatives to
employees who met the study's inclusion criteria. Respondents were informed about the
purpose of the study, and participation was entirely voluntary.

To minimise response bias, respondents were assured that their responses would remain
confidential and would be used solely for academic purposes. Completed questionnaires were
screened to ensure completeness and consistency before being included in the final dataset.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24 and IBM SPSS AMOS
Version 24. Covariance-based Structural Equation Modelling (CB-SEM) with maximum-
likelihood estimation was used to evaluate the proposed model. Analysis proceeded from data
screening and descriptive analysis to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the measurement
model. Reliability was evaluated using Composite Reliability (CR), convergent validity using
standardised factor loadings and Average Variance Extracted (AVE), and discriminant validity
using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Model adequacy was assessed using y%/df, CFI, TLI, GFI,
and RMSEA. The structural model was then estimated to test the direct relationships, and
bootstrapping was used to evaluate the indirect effects through conflict management styles.

Third, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to evaluate the measurement
model. Reliability was assessed using Composite Reliability (CR), while convergent validity
was examined through factor loadings and Average Variance Extracted (AVE). Discriminant
validity was assessed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Subsequently, Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM) was employed to test the proposed hypotheses and evaluate the structural
relationships among the study variables. SEM was selected because it allows the simultaneous
examination of multiple relationships while accounting for measurement error.

Finally, mediation analysis was performed using the bootstrapping procedure to examine the
mediating role of conflict management styles in the relationships between personality traits,
job characteristics, and employee performance. The significance of indirect effects was
determined based on confidence intervals and probability values generated through
bootstrapping.

Measurement Model Evaluation

The measurement model was assessed using several goodness-of-fit indices commonly
recommended in SEM studies. Model fit was evaluated based on the Chi-square/degrees of
freedom ratio (y*/df), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Goodness-of-
Fit Index (GFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). The acceptance
criteria followed established recommendations in the SEM literature.
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Reliability and validity assessments were conducted before proceeding to structural model

evaluation to ensure the adequacy of the measurement instruments.

Table 1: Summary of Research Methodology

Component Description

Research Approach Quantitative

Research Design Cross-sectional survey

Research Paradigm Positivism

Population Employees of Malaysian micro and small service-
sector SMEs

Sampling Technique Probability sampling

Sample Size 287 respondents

Data Collection Method Structured questionnaire

Personality Traits Instrument Big Five Inventory (BFI)
Job Characteristics Instrument  Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS)
Conflict Management Styles ROCI-II

Instrument

Employee Performance Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ)
Instrument

Measurement Scale Five-point Likert Scale

Data Analysis Software SPSS Version 24 and AMOS Version 24

Statistical Techniques Descriptive Statistics, CFA, SEM, Bootstrapping

Mediation Analysis

Finding and Discussions
Respondent Profile and Preliminary Analysis

A total of 287 usable questionnaires were obtained from employees of micro and small service-
sector enterprises in Malaysia. Women represented 60.6% of the sample and men 39.4%. Most
respondents were below 30 years old (55.7%), Malay (64.1%), and held Sijil Pelajaran
Malaysia qualifications (72.5%). The largest employment group was food and beverage
preparation (64.8%), followed by wholesale and retail (33.1%) and accommodation (2.1%).
No missing values were detected. Harman’s single-factor test produced an unrotated first-factor
variance of 28.19%, below both the 50% and conservative 40% thresholds, indicating that
common method variance was unlikely to be a serious concern. Five observations exceeded
the Mahalanobis distance criterion, but the maximum Cook’s distance was .079, well below
1.00; consequently, these observations were retained.

Measurement Model Assessment
The measurement model was evaluated through confirmatory factor analysis.
Unidimensionality was supported because the retained standardized loadings ranged from .55

to .95. Composite reliability values ranged from .784 to .923, and all average variance extracted
values exceeded .50, establishing internal consistency and convergent validity.
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Table 1: Reliability and Convergent Validity of the Measurement Model

Construct Loading range CR AVE
Conflict management styles .60-.85 877 591
Task significance .75-.89 .870 .692
Feedback .80-.83 .890 .668
Task identity .85-.95 923 .800
Autonomy 77-.83 .836 .630
Skill variety .82-.90 901 752
Agreeableness .82—.89 911 719
Openness to experience .75—.89 906 .659
Neuroticism .55-.84 784 555
Extraversion .61-.94 .907 714
Conscientiousness .74-.87 .899 .692
Employee performance .85-91 .873 175

Note. CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted. All CR values exceeded .70 and all AVE
values exceeded .50.

Assessment of Normality

The observed-item skewness values ranged from —724 to .111 and the critical ratios for
skewness ranged from —4.322 to .661. Kurtosis values ranged from —.438 to .966 and the
corresponding critical ratios ranged from —1.308 to 2.885. Although several skewness critical
ratios exceeded +1.96, the raw skewness values remained well within the commonly applied
+3.00 criterion. The data were therefore treated as sufficiently normal for maximum-likelihood
SEM. Because some item-level departures were detectable, the use of bootstrapping for
mediation provided an additional robustness check.

Model Fit Assessment and Explanatory Power

The pooled CFA demonstrated satisfactory model fit. The model fulfilled the recommended
thresholds for RMSEA, CFI, GFI, and Chi-square/df, indicating that the measurement model
adequately represented the observed data. The individual CFA models showed acceptable fit.
The conflict-management model yielded y*/df = 2.164, CF1 =.940, TLI = .932, and RMSEA =
.056; the job-characteristics model yielded y*/df = 2.536, CFI =.947, TLI = .933, and RMSEA
= .064; and the personality-traits model yielded y*/df = 3.126, CFI = .908, TLI = .894, and
RMSEA = .075.

Table 2: Verified CFA Model-Fit Indices

Model 2 /df CFI1 TLI RMSEA Assessment

Conflict 2.164 940 932 056 Acceptable
management

styles

Job 2.536 947 933 .064 Acceptable
characteristics

Personality traits 3.126 908 .894 .075 Marginal-to-acceptable
Pooled CFA 1.891 901 .887 .065 Acceptable

Note. Common guidelines: ¥?/df < 5.00, CFI and TLI approximately > .90, and RMSEA < .08.
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The coefficient of determination for employee performance was R? = .723. Thus, conflict
management styles, the five personality dimensions, and the five job-characteristic dimensions
jointly explained 72.3% of the variance in employee performance, indicating strong
explanatory power.

Table 3: Overall Measurement Model Fit

Fit Index Recommended Value Result Decision
RMSEA <0.08 Achieved Good Fit
CFI >0.90 Achieved Good Fit
GFI >(0.90 Achieved Good Fit
?/df <5.0 Achieved Good Fit

Source: Developed from CFA results.
Convergent Validity and Reliability

The results indicated that all factor loadings exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.60.
Composite Reliability (CR) values ranged from 0.784 to 0.923, while Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) values exceeded 0.50 for all constructs. Therefore, convergent validity and
internal consistency reliability were established. The CR values exceeded the recommended
threshold of 0.70, while all AVE values were above 0.50, indicating satisfactory convergent
validity. Furthermore, discriminant validity was established as the square roots of AVE for all
constructs exceeded their respective inter-construct correlations. These findings suggest that
the measurement instruments were suitable for assessing the proposed constructs within the
SME context.

Table 4: Reliability and Convergent Validity

Construct CR AVE Decision
Contflict Management 0.877 0.591 Accepted
Styles

Conscientiousness 0.899 0.690 Accepted
Agreeableness 0.911 0.719 Accepted
Neuroticism 0.784 0.555 Accepted
Openness to Experience 0.906 0.659 Accepted
Extraversion 0.907 0.714 Accepted
Skill Variety 0.901 0.752 Accepted
Task Identity 0.923 0.800 Accepted
Task Significance 0.870 0.692 Accepted
Autonomy 0.836 0.631 Accepted
Feedback 0.890 0.667 Accepted
Employee Performance 0.873 0.775 Accepted

Discriminant Validity
Discriminant validity was assessed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. The square root of AVE

for each construct exceeded its correlations with other constructs, confirming adequate
discriminant validity.
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Table 5: Summary of Discriminant Validity

Construct VAVE
Conflict Management Styles 0.769
Conscientiousness 0.831
Agreeableness 0.848
Neuroticism 0.745
Openness to Experience 0.812
Extraversion 0.845
Skill Variety 0.867
Task Identity 0.894
Task Significance 0.832
Autonomy 0.794
Feedback 0.817
Employee Performance 0.880

Structural Model Assessment

Following the validation of the measurement model, Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was
conducted to test the proposed hypotheses. The structural model demonstrated acceptable
model fit and substantial explanatory power. The coefficient of determination (R?) indicated
that personality traits, job characteristics, and conflict management styles collectively
explained a substantial proportion of variance in employee performance.

The findings provide empirical support for the integrated model proposed in this study and
demonstrate the importance of individual characteristics, job-related factors, and conflict
management practices in enhancing employee performance within SMEs.

The Relationship between Personality Traits and Employee Performance

The structural results should be interpreted at the personality-dimension level rather than as
evidence that every personality trait has a positive effect. Agreeableness and openness to
experience positively predicted employee performance, extraversion showed a significant
negative coefficient, whereas conscientiousness and neuroticism were not significant
predictors in the final model. This differentiated pattern is consistent with the central premise
of Trait Activation Theory that trait expression depends on situationally relevant cues and
cautions against treating the Big Five as a uniformly positive predictor of performance.

The finding is consistent with Trait Activation Theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), which proposes
that individual personality characteristics influence workplace behaviour when activated by
situational factors. Employees with positive personality traits are generally more adaptable,
motivated, responsible, and capable of handling workplace demands effectively. The finding
also supports previous studies that identified personality traits as significant predictors of
employee performance. Employees with higher levels of conscientiousness tend to demonstrate
greater discipline, persistence, and commitment to organisational goals, while those with high
agreeableness often develop positive interpersonal relationships that facilitate teamwork and
collaboration.
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The significance of personality traits in the present study highlights the importance of
considering personality characteristics during recruitment and employee development
processes within SMEs. Given the resource limitations commonly experienced by SMEs,
selecting employees with appropriate personality profiles may contribute significantly to
organisational effectiveness and sustainability.

The Relationship between Job Characteristics and Employee Performance

The job-characteristic results were likewise dimension-specific. Autonomy and skill variety
were the significant positive predictors of employee performance, whereas the remaining job-
characteristic dimensions did not show equivalent direct effects in the final model. This pattern
is consistent with Job Characteristics Theory in showing that particular aspects of job design
can be especially consequential for employee motivation and effectiveness in small-firm
settings, while avoiding the assumption that all five dimensions exert identical direct effects.

The result is consistent with Job Characteristics Theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1976), which
argues that jobs possessing meaningful characteristics generate positive psychological states
that enhance employee motivation and performance. Employees who perceive their jobs as
meaningful and challenging tend to exhibit greater responsibility, commitment, and effort in
performing their tasks. Among SMEs, where employees often perform multiple roles and
responsibilities, job characteristics become particularly important. Employees who are given
autonomy and opportunities to utilise diverse skills are more likely to feel empowered and
motivated to contribute to organisational success.

This finding is also consistent with previous empirical studies that reported positive
relationships between job characteristics and employee performance. Meaningful job design
enables employees to understand the significance of their work and encourages higher levels
of engagement and productivity.

The Relationship between Conflict Management Styles and Employee Performance

The analysis demonstrated a significant effect of the overall conflict-management construct on
employee performance. Because the SEM did not estimate integrating, obliging, dominating,
avoiding, and compromising as separate structural predictors, the result should not be
interpreted as evidence that any one Rahim style independently influenced performance. The
finding instead indicates that conflict-handling behaviour, considered collectively in this
model, is associated with employee performance.

The finding supports Conflict Management Styles Theory (Rahim & Bonoma, 1979), which
suggests that conflict can be managed effectively through appropriate behavioural strategies.
Employees who utilise integrating and compromising styles are more likely to achieve
mutually beneficial solutions that enhance workplace harmony and productivity. Within SMEs,
interpersonal interactions occur frequently due to relatively smaller organisational structures
and closer working relationships. Consequently, employees' ability to manage conflicts
effectively becomes essential for maintaining positive working environments and sustaining
performance.

The finding is consistent with previous studies that reported positive associations between
conflict management practices and organisational outcomes. Effective conflict management
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enables employees to focus on task accomplishment rather than interpersonal disputes,
ultimately improving organisational effectiveness.

The Mediating Role of Conflict Management Styles

One of the primary objectives of this study was to examine whether conflict management styles
mediate the relationships between personality traits, job characteristics, and employee
performance. The results revealed that conflict management styles did not significantly mediate
the relationship between personality traits and employee performance. Consequently, the
mediation hypotheses involving conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness to experience,
extraversion, and neuroticism were not supported.

This finding suggests that personality traits exert a direct influence on employee performance
rather than indirectly through conflict management styles. Employees' personality
characteristics appear sufficiently strong to influence workplace behaviours and performance
outcomes without requiring conflict management mechanisms as an intermediary process.
Although personality traits may influence how individuals respond to conflict situations, the
present findings indicate that these effects do not significantly translate into improved
performance through conflict management styles. This result differs from some previous
studies that proposed conflict management as an intervening mechanism but supports
arguments that personality traits independently predict workplace outcomes.

In contrast, conflict management styles significantly mediated the relationship between job
characteristics and employee performance. Specifically, conflict management styles mediated
the effects of skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback on
employee performance. This finding suggests that well-designed jobs create favourable
working environments that encourage constructive conflict management behaviours.
Employees who experience meaningful and motivating job characteristics are more likely to
engage positively with colleagues, resolve disagreements effectively, and maintain productive
workplace relationships.

Consequently, conflict management styles serve as an important mechanism through which job
characteristics influence employee performance. This finding extends Job Characteristics
Theory by demonstrating that the effectiveness of job design may partly operate through
interpersonal processes within the workplace.

Following the establishment of validity and reliability, Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)
was employed to examine the proposed relationships.
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Figure 2: Final Structural Model

Coefficient Of Determination (R?)

The coefficient of determination (R?) for employee performance was 0.723, indicating that
personality traits, job characteristics, and conflict management styles collectively explained
72.3% of the variance in employee performance. This suggests substantial explanatory power
of the proposed model.

Table 6: Coefficient of Determination

Endogenous Variable R?

Employee Performance 0.723

Hypothesis Testing

The SEM results revealed significant relationships between personality traits and employee
performance as well as between job characteristics and employee performance. Furthermore,
conflict management styles demonstrated a positive influence on employee performance. The
findings support the argument that individual characteristics, job design, and workplace
conflict management contribute significantly to employee effectiveness within SMEs.
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Table 7: Summary of Direct Effects

Hypothesis Relationship Decision
H1 Personality Traits — Employee Performance Supported
H2 Job Characteristics — Employee Performance Supported
H3 Conflict Management Styles — Employee Performance  Supported
H4 Personality Traits — Conflict Management Styles Supported
H5 Job Characteristics — Conflict Management Styles Supported
Mediation Analysis

Bootstrapping procedures were conducted to examine the mediating role of conflict
management styles. The findings revealed that conflict management styles did not mediate the
relationship between personality traits and employee performance. Specifically, the mediation
effects involving agreeableness, openness to experience, neuroticism, extraversion, and
conscientiousness were not statistically significant.

However, conflict management styles significantly mediated the relationships between job
characteristics and employee performance. The mediation effects were supported for task
significance, feedback, task identity, skill variety, and autonomy. These findings suggest that
employees who perceive meaningful job characteristics are more likely to adopt effective
conflict management approaches, which subsequently enhance their performance.

Hypothesis Mediation Relationship Decision

Hé6 Agreeableness — CMS — EP Not Supported
H7 Openness — CMS — EP Not Supported
HS Neuroticism — CMS — EP Not Supported
H9 Extraversion —» CMS — EP Not Supported
H10 Conscientiousness — CMS — EP Not Supported
H11 Task Significance — CMS — EP Supported
H12 Feedback — CMS — EP Supported
H13 Task Identity — CMS — EP Supported
H14 Skill Variety — CMS — EP Supported
H15 Autonomy — CMS — EP Supported

Theoretical Contribution

The study contributes by integrating four perspectives. Personality Traits Theory explains
stable individual differences; Trait Activation Theory clarifies why the effects of those traits
depend on SME work cues; Job Characteristics Theory explains the motivational influence of
work design; and Conflict Management Styles Theory identifies an interpersonal mechanism
that translates selected traits and job characteristics into performance. The results demonstrate
that employee performance is not produced by a single class of antecedents. Instead, individual
dispositions, work design, and conflict-handling processes operate jointly, accounting for
72.3% of the variance in performance.
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Practical Implication

SME managers should prioritise autonomy and skill variety when redesigning jobs, while
ensuring that employees have adequate competence and clear accountability. Recruitment
systems may consider agreeableness and openness as context-relevant indicators, but
personality scores should not be treated as universal predictors because conscientiousness and
neuroticism were not significant and extraversion had a negative coefficient. Conflict-
management development should emphasise diagnosis, integrating, compromising, and
constructive communication. Training is particularly relevant where personality or job design
influences performance indirectly through conflict-handling behaviour.

Conclusion

This study examined the relationships between personality traits, job characteristics, conflict
management styles, and employee performance among employees of SMEs in Malaysia.
Drawing upon Personality Traits Theory, Job Characteristics Theory, and Conflict
Management Styles Theory, the study developed and tested an integrated framework to explain
employee performance within the Malaysian SME context.

The SEM findings demonstrate that employee performance in Malaysian SMEs is explained
by a selective combination of personality, job-design, and interpersonal factors. Agreeableness
and openness positively predicted performance, extraversion had a significant negative effect,
and autonomy and skill variety were the significant job-characteristic predictors. The model
explained 72.3% of employee-performance variance. Conflict management styles mediated
several personality and job-characteristic relationships, showing that performance is partly
shaped by how employees translate individual tendencies and work conditions into
constructive responses to disagreement.

The dimension-level findings provide a more qualified conclusion. Agreeableness and
openness to experience positively predicted employee performance, extraversion had a
significant negative effect, and conscientiousness and neuroticism were not significant direct
predictors. Among the job characteristics, autonomy and skill variety were the significant
positive predictors. These results show that the influence of personality and job design is
selective rather than uniform across all dimensions.

The mediation results further refine the integrated model. Conflict management styles did not
mediate the relationships between the personality dimensions and employee performance, but
did mediate the relationships between task significance, feedback, task identity, skill variety,
and autonomy and employee performance. This indicates that conflict handling is more clearly
supported as a pathway linking job design to performance than as a pathway transmitting
personality effects.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the human resource management and
organisational behaviour literature by integrating personality traits, job characteristics, and
conflict management styles into a single explanatory framework. The study extends existing
knowledge by demonstrating that employee performance in SMEs is influenced not only by
individual and job-related factors but also by interpersonal processes that occur within the
workplace. This integrated perspective provides a more comprehensive understanding of
employee behaviour and performance in the SME sector.
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From a practical standpoint, the findings offer valuable implications for SME owners,
managers, and human resource practitioners. SMEs should emphasise personality-based
recruitment and selection practices to ensure a better fit between employees and organisational
requirements. Organisations should also focus on designing jobs that provide greater autonomy
and opportunities for employees to utilise a variety of skills. Furthermore, training and
development programmes should incorporate conflict management competencies to equip
employees with the skills necessary to handle workplace disagreements effectively and
maintain productive working relationships.

Despite its contributions, the study is subject to several limitations. The use of a cross-sectional
research design restricts the ability to establish causal relationships among the variables. In
addition, the study focused solely on employees from service-sector SMEs in Malaysia, which
may limit the generalisability of the findings to other sectors or organisational contexts. Future
research may employ longitudinal research designs, include SMEs from different industries,
and examine additional organisational or behavioural variables that may further explain
employee performance.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that employee performance within Malaysian SMEs is
influenced by a combination of personality traits, job characteristics, and conflict management
styles. By recognising the interplay among these factors, SME organisations can develop more
effective human resource strategies that enhance employee performance, strengthen
organisational competitiveness, and contribute to the long-term sustainability of the SME
sector in Malaysia.
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