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How to Actively Prepare for, Engage and Overcome Project Conflict
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Introduction

Conflict.  The mere term evokes a strong response.  In today’s environment, examples of conflict are replete: Middle East, War on Terrorism, Political Divides.  Intra personal conflict also appears to be increasing.  An April 3, 2002 CNN / USA Today study found that rudeness is getting worse.  Project managers also encounter a variety of conflicts: inadequate resources, changing organizational direction, project direction, disagreement among stakeholder groups, clash with functional teams, team unity, and missed communication.
This article addresses two questions.  Is conflict inevitable in projects?  If conflict occurs how should a project manager, resolve it? 

The answer to the first question is yes – conflict will occur unless clear communication occurs at project initiation.  Sandra Crowe, author of Since Strangling Isn’t An Option, Dealing with Difficult People – Common Problems and Uncommon Solutions (see www.pivpoint.com for more information) offers this perspective on whether conflict is inevitable in a May 28, 2002 interview. 

Conflict is not inevitable, if you think about all of the potential scenarios ahead of time.  One of reasons people get into conflict is they do not think of all scenarios.  A root issue is communication and approvals.  

An example is when you have multiple clients such as a government agency and sub contractor.  The government is paying.  The knowledge base is with sub contractor.  Who makes the decision: government or contractor?  The decision-making chain of command may have been written at the beginning, but is not followed.  It was never fully discussed ahead of time.  No one signs off.  Power struggles occur.  

Crowe adds that

Once people become emotionally involved, issues of right and wrong, power struggles and control take over.  You need to discuss before the issue becomes emotionally charged.  What are all the things that went wrong in the past? What questions should we ask before we begin this time?” 

The answer to the second question follows in the next several paragraphs. Crowe offers that if conflict occurs the project team should take a step back.  “The approach should be, let’s talk about this, what happened?  Give it space.  As soon as it happens, the tendency is to act right away and fix it.  When conflict happens, you need to move the emotional brain (upset) to the logical side.  The way you do that is to ask questions.” 
The PRE-EMPT method explains how conflict can be preempted through communication and preparation at project initiation.  If conflict does occur, it also provides a framework for early detection and resolution.


PRE-EMPT

The underlying premise of the PRE-EMPT method is that conflict resolution is a parallel activity to risk management.  It is a daily, intentional effort.  Just as risk, action items and issue logs should be addressed daily, so should the framework for resolving conflict.  Conflict occurs on two levels in the project environment: micro and macro.  Micro conflict is defined as conflict that occurs between individuals or within a team.  Macro conflict occurs between the team and key stakeholders or external forces.

Prepare

Learn from past projects.  Historical information is an essential input to five of the nine PMBOK® knowledge areas.  Use it.  Understanding and learning about past project flows in general and conflicts in particular provides a powerful insight to a current project.

Know your own standing as a project manager.  Are you new to project management, new to the organization, or a veteran of several successful campaigns?  Regardless of the entry point, it is vital to understand your strengths and weaknesses as well as how you are perceived by the team, stakeholders and organization.  What are the teams strengths and weaknesses?  If the team is newly assembled, then time spent seeking this at the beginning pays dividends.  The section on Evaluate team’s pulse provides some techniques to learn about your team.

At some point, as with other best practice areas offered in the PMBOK®, a project manager must decide whether to apply conflict resolution techniques or leave it to chance.  Denial is the worst course of action.

Risk assessment

If the team environment permits, include conflict elements in risk assessment as risk items or conflict items in a separate section.  If the team or organizational culture does not permit, write down conflict areas and monitor.  

The following table is taken from a project at a dot.com company.  As with other projects at this start up, the project was ripe for conflict and full of risks.  The purpose of this project was to deliver an innovative solution to a large software company.  It required an “all hands to one side of ship” approach using brute force to complete.  

Unique was that resources were distributed across three locations, Silicon Valley, Shanghai and a Midwest Operations Center.  Absence does not make the project team's heart grow fonder. 

Conflict was included as a potential risk element and mitigated through structured, consistent communication (via conference call, Internet chat, web conferencing and shared, online document folder).  This approach helped achieve an ambitious and risky release to market in mid 2001.  

See Table 1.

Table 1.  Risk assessment with conflict element

#
Short Name
Risk Description
Probability of Loss
Size of Loss (Days)
Risk Exposure

1
Ambitious schedule
Project schedule crafted in proposal stage has a firm RTM date but was not balanced to existing resources.  
75%
15
11.25 days

2
Coordination and conflict among disparate locations
Recurring risk across all company projects.  Real possibility of location and functional group conflict.  Other projects have experienced delays across time zones in terms of communication and code delivery.
75%
20
15 days

Environment IQ 

A stakeholder’s interest may be acknowledged and formalized – corporate board, supervisor, project team and internal or external customer.  It also may be unacknowledged and informal -- parallel project teams; teams up or down stream of the project's production flow (e.g., Shipping), or through a functional group associated but not directly affected (e.g. accounting or marketing).

A stakeholder’s analysis is typically an informal data gathering process.  It may be performed during a project team meeting.  There are typically four steps: (one) identify who will be impacted by the project inside and outside the organization; (two) identify outcomes, desirable (+) and undesirable (-); (three) identify how frequently a group should receive information and (four) seed this information into the project’s responsibility assignment matrix (RAM).

Evaluate team’s pulse 

While environmental IQ through stakeholder’s analysis addresses the outside / in part of the equation, evaluate the team’s pulses addresses the inside / out.  When the two are balanced through an equal amount of attention and thought, then the conflict potential is low.

There are two steps for knowing a teams pulse.  Start by helping the team get to know each other better.  There are several useful tools help a team know each other and work together better.  Two recognized ones are the Keirsey Temperament and Myers Briggs (EI / SN / TF / JP) (See www.keirsey.com) as well as StrengthsFinders® developed by The Gallup Organization.  (See www.strengthsfinder.com).
 

Absent those tools time spent learning about team members, inside formal meetings as well as through informal activities has a significant payoff.  A project manager should know each team member’s strengths, weaknesses, competencies, preferences and obligations.  Do not assume a job title or role translates into a competency (although it is desirable if it does).

The second step is to ensure a clear, consistent and shared mission exists.  Project charters may have little or no input from the team assembled to implement the charter.  Take time at initiation to ensure understanding of the project’s purpose by all team members.  Go beyond the organization’s traditional workflow and communication procedures to provide sufficient communication coverage.  


Monitor— risks, environment, and team

The stage is set.  Successful conflict resolution now depends on actively monitoring the three essential legs – risk, environment and team.  Update the conflict elements on a weekly basis.  If conflict does surface, determine the threshold for engaging the contingency plan and corrective action.

Another effective way to monitor conflict is to talk about it.  Validate formal reports and approvals with informal conversations.  What is the conversation or “buzz” concerning the project?  Does it even appear on the radar screen?  People outside the project team or informal stakeholders can provide a valuable source of intelligence regarding the project’s perceived success.  

In the dot.com company example discussed in risk assessment, weekly monitoring helped to identify early conflict areas over role responsibility between the start-up and the large software company.  It more than identified; it paved the way through open dialog to navigate through sticky quality and beta release issues.

Prove it
Maneuvering the political gauntlet through artful conversation and word-smithing will not resolve conflict.  Nothing will stop conflict the like graceful execution and control of a project that leads to on time, on budget completion. 

This is the area where the project management fundamentals are a focal point.  Earned value may not be glamorous, but it is a precise and proven way for communicating good and bad information to all stakeholders in a factual way.  Also, ensure your project allows for real milestones no more than one month apart.  Separate long duration projects, greater than six months, into discrete phases.

Triumph 

This step is targeted at the team with some horn blowing to stakeholders as well.  Use post milestone or project reviews as learning experiences and times of celebration.  As a project succeeds, remember to include as many people as possible.  Inclusiveness in times of success builds bridges in times of difficulty.

Milestone celebrations are a group experience.  The role of project manager also requires giving one on one feedback.  Feedback is best accomplished by focusing on tangible results of performance.  Plan for evaluating performance during the project’s planning phase.  Define up front the quality, quantity and timeliness standards for the project and individual team members.  Use those pre-defined standards for an objective benchmark.

Wrap up

This article has touched on some leading literature in the area of conflict resolution, offered common conflict areas and proposed a seven step method called PRE-EMPT for anticipating and preempting conflict.  This is an intentional approach.  It is aimed at reorienting conflict resolution into a proactive, daily activity.  Managing conflict will help ensure optimum project performance.
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