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Why This? Why Now? 

Conflict management is one of the next frontiers in software development productivity 
improvement. Given the rate of technological change over the last three to five years and the 
projections for the continuance of this trend, perhaps you find it strange to highlight conflict 
as the next frontier. Or, perhaps you have recently experienced a project or corporate failure 
that was due to conflict between people, as opposed to software components, and you are 
not at all surprised. 

Usually it takes something like a catastrophic failure or a continuing underperformance in 
the market to get us to pay attention to the obvious. Poor conflict skills at all levels of the 
technology development environment are the basis for tremendous loss of revenue every 
year.  We executed this survey of the literature on conflict as it relates to technology 
development environments, particularly software, as part of the preparation for the 
workshop entitled “The Link Between Creative Product Development and Conflict 
Management:  Problem Solving for Project Teams” to be offered at the Pacific Northwest 
Software Quality Conference 2000.  This paper provides a context for that workshop.  Based 
on our observations of the industry, focusing on conflict management skill building is an 
idea whose time has come. 

Poorly managed conflict is related to impaired productivity. Employees spend more time in 
meetings trying, usually unsuccessfully, to make decisions – any decision, let alone a good 
one. The meetings end, the employees go back to their offices or cubes and shortly reform in 
virtual or actual knots of combusting humanity, rehashing the meeting, reviewing the 
problem, placing blame – and wasting precious time and bandwidth.  

They rehash and blame because they either don’t know how, or don’t feel that they can, do 
anything else. And while they are paralyzed with indecision, frustration, rage, and fear, 
they’re not focusing on getting the product to market with any degree of efficiency. They’re 
wasting time and money and, quite possibly, polishing their resumes. Maybe they’ll make a 
quick call to the shop down the road with five positions open for folks just like them, and 
tell their buddies on the team about the prospective financial packages available if they bail 
out on this lousy project that isn’t going anywhere anyway. Or, just as likely, they’re sitting 
and churning, developing chronic colds and flu, not to mention ulcers, heart disease, 
hypertension, and migraine headaches – all of which translate into recurring paid time off, 
again impeding the project. 

We all know this. If you’ve been around the block for even a couple of years, you’ve 
probably spotted the pattern. But what’s the cause? Skillful conflict management is not part 
of the dominant high tech culture. Technology development is still largely a U.S. 
phenomenon, and the dominant culture is known to be short on good conflict skills.  
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From good old Daniel Boone, who felt compelled to move on whenever he saw the smoke 
from the neighboring cabins, to weapons packing, gang leaders at the local middle school 
the hard, cold, isolate individualists that Thoreau wrote about have made this country great 
through their highly competitive brand of capitalism. They have carved out and legitimized 
a way of working that has little to do with collaborative problem solving and very much to 
do with conquering the guy next door, even if he’s ostensibly on your team. Because, in 
today’s technology development environment, today he’s on your team, next month he’s on 
your competitor’s team. 

Improving conflict management skills across the workforce holds great potential for 
increased productivity. When people know how to operate effectively in the face of the 
conflicts that will inevitably come their way, they can more easily make decisions quickly. 
Those decisions will more often be good decisions, stripped of the baggage that 
accompanies dysfunctional conflict. Engaging in conflict effectively, or functionally is the 
key. Eradicating conflict from the environment is not only impossible, it is undesirable. It is 
no better than leaving it unaddressed to run rampant through the team. Technology 
development is all about creative problem solving; a certain level of conflict is essential to 
any creative endeavor. 

Overview of the Paper 

This paper reviews the current literature on: 

• Conflict response styles and their subsequent relationship to successfully managing conflict. 

• The financial cost of conflict in technology development organizations, particularly as that 
relates to retention and project failure. 

• The current thinking on ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) system design in 
organizations.  

• How systemic and targeted ADR solutions can most effectively address conflict 
management issues in the current market and drastically cut the costs of conflict in your 
organization. 

This paper includes an annotated bibliography of sources as well as an interpretation of the 
research. In addition, it presents the data upon which the workshop, "The Link Between 
Creative Product Development and Conflict Management: Problem Solving for Project 
Teams" is based.  

We hope it in the remainder of this paper to raise your awareness of the connection between 
conflict management strategies and high tech project success and stimulate discussion 
around conflict management in technology development environments. 

Responding to Conflict 
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They say it takes two to tangle. Conflict can exist in any given situation without it being 
necessarily dangerous to relationships, communication, or productivity. However, we often 
equate conflict with damage and negativity.  In a classic work on mediation, Folberg and 
Taylor give us two reasons why conflict can be damaging. 

“Although conflict is not necessarily bad, wrong, or intolerable, our society often views 
conflict negatively because it is equated with win/lose situations….and conflict is 
commonly viewed by the participants as a crisis.  A crisis mentality lends itself to 
destructive processes because people will often rush to use anything (usually not the best 
process) they believe will relieve the conflict.”1 

But to prevent damage, it’s essential that at least some of the participants in the conflict 
respond in a productive manner. The more team members there are who are skilled in 
responding to conflict, the more likely the conflict will be productive and short-lived.  

Conflict is also very complex even though it may appear very simple on the surface.  
Underneath every conflict is a host of possible competing and compatible reasons for the 
conflict.  Fisher and Ury, outline some possible underlying reasons why people may be in 
conflict.   

• Form vs. Substance 

• Economic Considerations vs. Political Considerations 

• Internal Considerations vs. External Considerations 

• Immediate Future vs. More Distant Future 

• Ad hoc Results vs. The Relationship 

• Hardware vs. Ideology 

• Progress vs. Respect for Tradition 

• Prestige and Reputation vs. Results2 

The list above illustrates why we often begin believing we are in conflict about the same 
thing, but we end up fighting over apples and oranges.  

We’ve researched the literature on conflict response styles and their subsequent relationship 
to successfully managing conflict, paying particular attention to software development 
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environments. For a complete listing of sources consulted, see the attached annotated 
bibliography. 

As we did this research, we considered the following: 

• A certain level or volume of conflict is needed in an organization to motivate change and 
encourage creative thinking. Conflict is inevitable, and it can also be beneficial.  

• There are particular styles of responding to conflict that are successful in any given situation. 
The skill in managing conflict is to assess the effective response given the situation.  

• The degree to which technology development personnel as a population can be characterized 
as both highly competitive and conflict avoidant. 

• How people can gain conflict management skills. 

• That team members perceive a relationship between skillfully dealing with conflict, job 
satisfaction, and high performance.  

Conflict and Creativity 

A certain amount of conflict is needed in an organization to motivate change and encourage 
creative thinking. Several sources speak to the issue of the importance of allowing conflict 
to flourish to stimulate creativity. 

In Managing Technical People Watts Humphrey notes that “Nothing can destroy the 
effectiveness of a team more quickly or more completely than unresolved conflicts between 
the members. Inevitable differences and disagreements will crop up in any fast-paced 
organization, but the members themselves can generally work them out. Occasionally, 
however, the problems are too complex or pervasive, and a highly destructive process 
ensues. Rather than face the continuing unpleasantness, the disagreeing parties start to avoid 
each other. The reduced contact that results causes a total break in communication. This 
temporarily reduces the unpleasantness, but it also makes it almost impossible for the parties 
themselves to resolve the problem.”3  

Though communication is often fostered by standard organizational practices such as team 
meetings, status reports, and the like, human communication is a very subtle thing, and 
robust communication cannot be coerced. The most important subtleties of communicating 
and relating to others typically attended to by proactive team members drop away when 
unacknowledged conflict is present. For example, the very thought of approaching Bob 
regarding a design change in the new calculator interface becomes abhorrent to Jane as she 
remembers how she felt the last time she talked to him. She may not put the word “conflict” 
to her reluctance, but unacknowledged conflict is present. And, Bob doesn’t find out about 
the design change until the application goes to field test, far too late for him to respond 
productively. He now has more fuel for the fire he intends to build under Jane. 

The first rule of resolving conflict at any level, interpersonal to intergovernmental, is to keep 
the lines of communication open, even if shuttle diplomacy using a third party is required. 
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Humphrey goes on to say, “Under these circumstances outside intervention is generally 
required.”4  This indicates the need for trained mediators to be engaged as a means of 
reestablishing communication between disputing team members. Humphrey further states 
that third party conflict resolution can be helpful because the mediator can help move parties 
off their polarized positions, can help the participants see what they both have to gain from 
reaching an agreement and can help reduce the stakes so that nether party feels pressed to 
give up too much.  Mediators can also help people in conflict surface the underlying reasons 
for their conflict (see the Fisher and Ury list above) which can broaden the number of 
settlement options.   

Additionally, Humphrey contends “no conflict between team members can be resolved by 
dealing with them separately. They both must be equally involved and must openly accept 
the conclusions. Since silence is not a reliable indicator of consent, both parties should air 
their opinions and restate the final agreement.”5 A skilled facilitator is required when either 
party is in any way conflict avoidant or hesitant to engage in direct communication. 

Regarding conflict and performance, Humphrey states “No group of active and intelligent 
professionals can function for very long without generating friction of some kind. 
Disagreement is natural, and…it often stimulates performance. When a group of 
professionals are personally compatible but intellectually competitive, friendly rivalry 
generates the highest overall group performance. When the disputes become personal, 
however, performance invariably suffers.”6  

Humphrey’s theory of “contention management” indicates that managing conflict is an 
ongoing process that “…leads to the most effective group performance.”7 Contention 
management makes sure all decisions to be made are “out on the table.” People who 
disagree with a decision are responsible for escalating their opinion in the team, and if there 
is no opposition to a decision, the issue is deferred until sufficient opposition and contention 
is voiced. 

According to Humphrey “The reason contention is so effective is that it both exposes the 
organization’s latent conflicts and helps keep the discussions on a rational plane. When 
decisions are made in secret, the debates become political, and a feeling of distrust 
invariably develops among the top managers (and team members).”8 This approach works 
well in an environment where most or all team members respond well to conflict. However, 
without good conflict skills, dialog can quickly devolve to argument and debate.  

This seems to be the ideal form of conflict resolution to Humphrey, but we question how 
management by contention works for team members and managers who are conflict 
avoidant or who see expressing disagreement as disrespectful or unpleasant, as this author 
articulates in an earlier chapter. As we will show in a later section (see Effective and 
Ineffective Responses to Conflict on page 14) Gobeli and Koenig indicate that confrontation 
(which we map to collaboration) and give and take (which we map to compromise) will 
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likely increase team member satisfaction, thereby proving a more effective response to 
conflict. 

In  “Corporate Culture in Internet Time” Art Kleiner discusses the case of an e-commerce 
consulting firm that he feels typifies the difficulty of managing conflict in small technology 
development firms.  In the case he cites, conflict has permeated the organization and has 
even leaked outside to the customer.  He recounts the woes of one of his former students as 
she tries to manage the disputes in this small start-up.9 

Kleiner postulates that there are two cultures present in every e-commerce organization; he 
identifies these as the cultures of “hype” and “craft”.  In this analysis, he draws a division 
similar to that found in William E. Souder’s “Managing Relations between R & D and 
Marketing in New Product Development Projects.”10 Both authors point to what common 
sense indicates, that the personality and culture of the engineering department is markedly 
different from the marketing department. 

The participants in the culture of hype are those who raise the capital, articulate new 
ventures, and sell the product.  Kleiner finds this group in direct and necessary conflict with 
the participants in the culture of “craft”.  The culture of craft includes  

Programmers, designers and practitioners of the new profession of information  
architect . . . all artisans at their core. Like members of a craft guild, they like to 
delve deeply into a project, come to an understanding, and deliver an elegant 
solution. Even when individual artisans are sympathetic to the hype ethic (or when 
they stand to make millions from it), the culture of craft is innately persnickety, 
recalcitrant and suspicious. (It has to be, because craft work requires moving into a 
hype-free, reflective mental space where there is nothing but the hum of the work, 
where effort takes place on a semiconscious level, where the writing and design 
flow through the mind in a way that will not suddenly shift gears just because a 
new, more insistent client has arrived.)11 

Kleiner then points out that software development is not exceptional in that these cultures 
have existed within new organizations for hundreds of years. It is exceptional in that these 
cultures are currently dominant.  

These cultures of hype and craft, of course, aren’t limited to Internet and e-
commerce businesses . . . Only in a few industries have hype and craft remained 
prominent as corporate cultures. Whether by coincidence or from some 
fundamental reason, these have included the most critical industries of the Internet 
Age: personal computers, Internet technology (but not mainstream 
telecommunications), software and media content.12 

Some would argue that this is because the business of software development, though it has 
had a huge cultural impact so far, is still in its infancy. 
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The author holds out hope for reconciling these two conflicting cultures and points out why 
this reconciliation is relatively uncommon.  

The hype people, if they're smart, learn to protect the craft people, instead of 
draining them. They know that sophisticated craft people need clear boundaries 
within which to make choices time for reflection, and a chance to express their 
ideas. Similarly, smart craft people gradually learn, sometime during their career, 
to value the strategic primacy, and the groundbreaking audacity, of the culture of 
hype. They even learn to speak effectively to the strategists. But HTML and Java 
wizards in their early 20's typically haven't learned how to do that yet, and they 
won't learn it while under the gun of a Christmas Web site deadline.    

The result is debilitating and thoroughly unnecessary culture clashes. The 
management style that brings hype people success in their world makes it difficult 
for them to manage craft people effectively. 13   

Elsewhere in this same article Kleiner describes why and how a vicious cycle of intensifying 
conflict can build between these two cultures over the life of the organization. 

As Gruber points out, we “often view conflict as the problem child…something to 
eliminate” yet “students of creativity often view conflict as it’s necessary companion.” We 
know that “conflict resolution requires collaboration, if not as the goal than at least as the 
means. Creative work has been treated, by and large, as an individual effort, sometimes 
painfully isolated.” 14 This link is important to software development teams, as software 
team members must work with other team members from different professional 
backgrounds, and they all must creatively and collaboratively solve project problems on a 
daily basis. 

Johnson, Johnson, and Tjsvold advocate constructive controversy as a necessary source of 
creativity. “Constructive controversy occurs when one person’s ideas, information, 
conclusions, theories, and opinions are incompatible with those of another, and the two seek 
to reach an agreement.”15 “Constructive controversy tends to promote creative insight 
influencing individuals to (1) view problems from new perspectives and (2) reformulate 
problems in ways that allow new orientations to a solution to emerge.” They have hit upon 
exactly the kind of problem solving required in software development. Further, the authors 
say “…constructive controversy increases the number of ideas; quality of ideas; creation of 
original ideas; use of a wider range of ideas; originality; use of more varied strategies; and 
the number of creative, imaginative, and novel solutions.” 16  

Coleman and Deutsch also speak to the necessity of conflict in creative endeavors. “One of 
the creative functions of conflict resides in its ability to arouse motivation to solve a problem 
that might otherwise go unattended.” 17 Supporting the findings of Gobeli and Koenig, the 
authors state that “…a competitive, as opposed to cooperative approach to conflict leads to 
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restricted judgement, reduced complexity, inability to consider alternative perspectives, and 
less creative problem solving.”18   

During the course of a project, team members tend to experience what might be 
characterized as “creative highs”, those endorphin-laden periods that keep us working 
productively into the wee hours of the morning oblivious of the time, and “conflict lows”, 
those points at which we “hate computers” and wonder what motivated us to join this house 
of horrors.  Coleman and Deutsch help make sense of this experience. “Tension is the 
primary link between conflict and creativity. Conflict signals dissatisfaction with something 
or someone. This dissatisfaction brings tension into the system. If standard approaches to 
reducing tension are ineffective, it increases. This increase can eventually motivate people to 
seek new (creative) means of reducing the tension.”19 

Coleman and Deutsch point to using someone skilled in managing conflict to nudge 
participants stuck in an unproductive conflict into a more creative space. “A third party, 
such as a mediator, can bring new thinking (creativity) into a stuck conflict. Also, by making 
the parties aware of their potentially “creative” differences in what they value, their 
expectations, their attitude toward risk, their time preferences, and the like, we help them see 
that their differences can facilitate mutually satisfactory agreement.”20  

William Bridges also addresses the connection between creativity and conflict in Managing 
Transitions: Making the Most of Change. He distinguishes between change and transition 
(transition being the human process, or response to change), and calls attention to ”the 
neutral zone”, the place in between the ending of the old and the beginning of the new. 
“Transition is like a low pressure area on the organizational weather map. It attracts all the 
storms and conflicts in the area, past and present.” 21 

He argues that change happens, and the related transitions must be well-managed in order 
for the change to “take”. He draws our attention to “the neutral zone” as a critical aspect of 
change, one that is often ignored. He contends that individuals, organizations, and even 
whole nations deal with the discomfort of the neutral zone during times of change. In an 
organization, the neutral zone can be described by rising anxiety, falling motivation, and the 
re-emergence of old weaknesses and disputes. However, Bridges also points out the more 
positive opportunities inherent in the neutral zone, most significantly, that it is a time that is 
“ripe with creative opportunity.” Properly managed, it can be mined for creative solutions 
and new innovations. He goes on to offer a laundry list of management suggestions, as well 
as commentary on managing in a world of non-stop change. 

So, given that conflict is necessary to the creative process and software development is 
heavily laden with demands for creative problem solving, why do we need to manage 
conflict? Can’t we just bulldoze our way through a conflict and figure that those who can’t 
take the heat should get out of the proverbial kitchen? 
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Well, suppose that there is a way to minimize the potential damage of that approach. Some 
ways of dealing with conflict are very effective, increasing productivity, while others are 
actually destructive and can send a project into a tailspin. 
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Responses to Conflict 

There are particular styles of responding to conflict that are successful in any given 
situation. The skill in managing conflict is to assess the appropriate response to conflict 
given the situation. 

Some of the many styles of responding to conflict include avoiding, accommodating, 
competing, compromise, and win/win, as shown in the table below.22 

Style Purpose Effect 

Avoidance I don’t want to deal with the conflict. “You win.” 

Accommodation I’ll let you have your way and it’s 
O.K.  

“You win.” 

Competition I’m going to get what I want and 
you’re not.  

“I win, you 
lose.” 

Compromise I’ll give a little and you give a little.  “We both win a 
little and lose a 
little.” 

Win/Win, or 
Collaboration 

We both get what we need when we 
listen to each other and work 
together.  

“We both win 
the most.” 

Each of these styles is described in more detail below. The details help you identify when a 
team member might use this response and what that might look like behaviorally. 

Avoiding  

When a team member avoids a problem, he knows there is a problem but he acts like there 
is no problem at all. He would rather ignore the problem or walk away from it than confront 
it. The result is that the problem is still there, and he may feel guilty for not dealing with it.  

However, avoidance has it uses. It can be useful when: 

• The issue is trivial. Some things aren’t worth fighting about. 

• The avoider has little power or feels that he does in this dispute. He may work the overtime 
rather than speaking to upper management about unrealistic deadlines. 
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• The perceived potential damage of confronting outweighs the benefits. If he confronts upper 
management unskillfully, he could lose his job. 

• People need to "cool down". There has been a yelling match, and he perceives that the 
conflict has become personal rather than about the issues. 

• Time is needed to gather more information. He can make a better case later if he can do 
more research before addressing the conflict. 

• Another person can resolve conflict more effectively. He does not feel that his skills, 
position in the organization, or perceived role is seen as appropriate credentials for 
addressing the conflict. 

Accommodating  

When a team member uses accommodation to respond to conflict, she lets the other person 
“win” just to end the confrontation. She lets the other person have or do what they want in 
order to preserve and enhance her relationship with a co-worker. The other person may not 
have heard or understood what she was trying to say or what her interests were.  

Accommodation can be useful if she wants to: 

• Learn from others. She may need to change her lunch date in order to go to a noontime 
brown bag session on a new technology. 

• Show she is reasonable, as in making a goodwill gesture. For instance, to invite participation 
in a negotiation, the team member may accommodate another team member’s request for 
information or other resources. 

• Acknowledge that an issue is more important to the other person. If she is in conflict over 
the deadline that a user documentation review will be returned to the writer, she may 
reprioritize her task list and arrange to do the review sooner than she had planned. 

• Build up "social credits". This can be like trading favors. I accommodate you on this issue 
this time; implicitly, you will accommodate me on another issue in the future. 

• Allow others to learn from mistakes. She may let her team member “win” even though she 
knows the solution will fail in order to give her team member an opportunity to learn a 
needed lesson. 

Competing 

The team member will likely compete when she is out to “win” and make the other person 
“lose.” Sometimes a team member feels she must get her point, her interest, across to the 
other person no matter what! The result is that she may get what she wants but she may 
also damage the relationship with the other person in the process.  

Competition works as a response to conflict when: 

• A quick response is necessary. The product is two months from shipping; she believes there 
is no time for negotiation. 



Conflict Management in Software Development Environments 
 

      Page 13 

• An unpopular course of action is needed. There are staff cutbacks coming; those who 
perform stay employed. 

• Protection against aggressive behavior is desired. Someone has his eye on her role as a team 
lead. 

• The rules demand competition and the rules of the competition are clear. Individual bonuses 
are paid out based on ranking system that gives the highest performers the biggest bonuses. 

Compromising 

A team member is compromising when he gives up something and the other person gives up 
something. They don’t necessarily discuss what the reasons are or what the impact is of 
what they are each giving up. Each person does not know the full perspective of the other’s 
point of view. Each person gives a little and gets a little. The result is that the situation may 
be resolved quickly but it may not be the best resolution, and it may not last. It also can be a 
lose/lose situation where people “give in” and neither achieve their goals. 

Compromising can be useful when: 

• Goals are moderately important but not worth the time and effort of a more assertive style. If 
preserving the relationship with his supervisor is more important than the goal of not 
working overtime, he will compromise and work at least some overtime. 

• The participants in the conflict have equal power and are committed to a mutually exclusive 
goal. His goal is to debug the component he is working on and rebuild by 5:00p. Jane’s goal 
is to get bug 3285 fixed before the beta test of the software. They agree that he will update 
the problem report today, but he will not do the work until tomorrow. 

• Temporary agreements and quick solutions are needed. Team members don’t have time to 
go into elaborate detail about a solution so they agree to do a “quick fix” now and develop a 
more detailed solution later. 

• Collaboration/competition fails and a back up plan is needed. Compromising can be a “Plan 
B” or part of an interim plan, as described in the example in the bullet above. 

Collaborating  

When a team member collaborates, she listens to each disputant’s point of view. All team 
members state their interests, give each other explanations and reasons why they feel the 
way they do (interests), and advocate for their version of the solution to the problem. Then 
all disputants research and communicate to figure out what the best solution is for all 
concerned. The result is that all disputants understand the reasons behind what each wants. 
The resulting solution is based on those reasons (interests), and will probably be the best for 
both the team and the organization as a whole. Collaboration gets the most for all involved 
in the problem-solving process. 
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Collaboration works well when: 

• The issues are too important to be compromised. She is participating in a feature set 
definition process. The features they include in the release being planned directly impact the 
organization’s bottom line. 

• People want to preserve/improve relationship. She found the poor relationship with 
marketing in the past resulted in marketing not sharing information about the customers that 
directly impacted the success of the last release. 

• There is a desire to get insights from others who have a different perspective on a problem. 
She needs the customer information that marketing routinely gathers and stores only in the 
heads of it’s specialists. 

• It is important to gain commitment from all involved. She doesn’t want the feature set 
changed after implementation has begun. 

• An increase in follow-through is desired. When team members invest their time in a 
collaborative solution they are more likely to invest time in the implementation of the 
solution. 

All of these modes of response to conflict are valid in some situations. However, two 
modes, avoidance and competition, are more harmful in work teams. One mode, 
collaboration, facilitates better decisions faster. Collaboration also improves team member 
relationships, performance, and follow through.23 

Effective and Ineffective Responses to Conflict 

As show above, competition and avoidance tend to be effective under some circumstances, 
but they are antithetical to collaboration, which is what is needed on cross-functional teams, 
the norm in technology development environments. According to Gobeli and Koenig24 in 
their 1998 study of conflict in software companies in the Pacific Northwest,  

• Unresolved conflict has a strong, negative impact on overall software product success and 
customer satisfaction. 

• Managing conflict well will increase the chances of success; not managing conflict well will 
worsen the conflict, decreasing the chances of success. 

• Confrontation (collaboration) and give and take (compromise) will likely increase team 
member satisfaction. 

• Withdrawal (avoidance) and smoothing (accommodation) will have marginal effects, and 
forcing (competition) will decrease member satisfaction. Forcing appears to have an even 
greater negative impact at the project team level as opposed to the organizational level. 

• To the extent that management style affects success via conflict intensity, project level 
management should emphasize confrontation over give and take when conflict surfaces. 

• In general, a sign of trouble for management to monitor is frequent use of the dysfunctional 
conflict management styles including withdrawal, smoothing, and forcing rather than the 
more functional approaches of give and take and confrontation. 
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The link between conflict and project success and team member retention is of particular 
interest to us. After reviewing Gobeli and Koenig’s research, we felt it was important to 
attempt to uncover another layer of the team member experience strata where conflict is 
concerned. To do this, we surveyed 261 students who have attended the Project 
Management series at the Portland State University Professional Development Center series 
on project management, where Lisa Burk is an adjunct faculty member. In informal surveys 
of classes in this program it appeared that one third to one half of the students work in high 
tech and one third of the reasons cited for project failures is the unsuccessful management of 
conflict and poor or lack of communication. 

Of the 261 students who received the survey, 180 were estimated to be working in 
technology development. We received 56 responses from qualifying recipients. The data 
gathered (discussed in Appendix A) was interesting in that it seems to validate two of the 
expectations that caused us to initiate this review of the literature: 

• Conflict is not recognized as a cause for project failure, but rather “part of the job to 
be endured”  that it “comes with the territory”.   

• Conflict skills training is “not on the radar” in this industry as a possible solution to 
communication problems, though human communication experts have long 
acknowledged conflict skills as trainable and a key component in effective 
communication. 

As will be shown later (see Conflict is Related to Increased Costs on page 34), job 
satisfaction criteria far outrank financial rewards with regard to retention, and we believe 
that low staff retention is an indicator of a high rate of unmanaged conflict in an 
organization. The details of our research and the questionnaire we used appear in Appendix 
A of this paper. 

Our conclusions include the following: 

• As Gobeli and Koenig found, effective conflict management is related to team member 
satisfaction. 

• There is a high correlation between ineffective conflict management and project failure. 

As will be shown later, job satisfaction relates more closely to an employee’s choice to stay 
with the organization than does financial reward. When conflict is managed poorly, the risk 
that the team member will seek work elsewhere dramatically increases. But does this mean 
that there needs to be a conflict manager on every team?  

No, we don’t think that’s the answer. Rather, increasing the conflict response skill level of 
the entire team is more effective. Conflicts are ubiquitous. They arise quickly and usually 
between two individuals. Take for example, the “flare up” between two individuals at the 
fictitious Megatroid project.  (The underlying reasons, or interests, are provided in italics.)  
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Usability Engineer 
“Here is my proposal for a series of customer site visits to help us gather data to 
feed into the requirements definition phase in the development of the new 
Megatroid project.” 

 
Product Manager 
 “Why do you need to do this?” 
 
Usability Engineer 
[Thinking]  Isn’t it obvious?  Haven’t we talked about this before?  This is my job! 

“This process will gather the data we need to understand our customer’s 
environments and work styles as well as how they use our current products, our 
competitors products, and any homegrown solutions they’ve created.  Knowing 
this kind of information will help us create a set of requirements that are more 
reflective of the marketplace and therefore, result in a more saleable feature set.” 

 
Product Manager 
What is she talking about?  If we didn’t know that the customer needed this new product, 
we would never have funded a development team to build it.  It’s my job to know this kind of 
stuff! 
 “Like I said, why do you need to do this?” 
 
Usability Engineer 
This guy is nuts?  What’s wrong with him?  Doesn’t he think I know what I’m doing? 

“In the past we have only done usability testing.  That’s reactive, and at best, can 
only find problems in the design after they are already present.  That’s far more 
expensive than developing a sound set of requirements based on user and task 
analysis which results in a feature set and implementation criteria that prevents 
the problems we might identify in usability testing on the back end.” 

 
Product Manager 
That’s it, she’s operating in my area.  I’m sick of this. 

“Listen, we’re about out of time for this topic in this meeting.  What I want to see is 
a list of the top five questions you are going to ask the users – by next week.” 

 
Usability Engineer 
What the hell does he think he’s doing?!  He’s not my boss. 
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 “Why do you need this?” 
 
Product Manager 
Now I’ve got her. 

“Because my budget is funding this, and I need to understand what the benefit is 
here.  I need to have more information before I can decide whether it makes 
sense to do this.” 

 
Usability Engineer 
Damn.  It is his budget. 
 “Okay, fine.  I’ll send you something by next Wednesday.” 
 [Departs in a subdued huff.] 

Often those individuals are interacting without an audience or immediate supervision, as 
exemplified in our characters above. The point of the flare-up is where the flame must be 
tempered. All team members need proper conflict response skills. In our example above, 
this conflict could have been easily managed if both people had used effective conflict 
management skills, in this case, communicating the real reasons beneath their conflict. 

Conflict Skills Development 

How do people who do not currently have good conflict response skills gain those skills? As 
with most adult learning, they internalize theory through practice. Raider, Coleman, and 
Gerson address this issue most concisely. They describe six insights gained from teaching 
negotiation and mediation to adult learners: 

• The first pedagogical insight is that each learner has a unique and implicit “theory of 
practice” for resolving conflicts. 

• Second, learners need both support and challenge to examine their own theory of practice. 
Intellectual and experiential comparison of competitive and collaborative processes can 
create challenging internal conflict for learners. 

• The third insight is that experiential exercises shift the responsibility for learning from the 
trainer to the participant. 

• Fourth, self-reflection based on video or audio feedback gives many learners motivation to 
modify problematic behavior. 

• Fifth, user-friendly models and a common vocabulary enable a group of learners to talk 
about their shared in-program experience. 

• The final insight is that learners need follow-up and support after workshop training to 
internalize new concepts and skills.”25  
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The authors also give seven workshop modules for conflict resolution training, which we 
support. These modules are: 

• Overview of Conflict 

• The Elements of Negotiation 

• Communication Behaviors 

• Stages of Negotiation 

• Culture and Conflict 

• Dealing with Anger and Other Emotions in Conflict Situations 

• Introduction to Mediation26 

Slaikeu and Hasson see conflict resolution skills training for all employees as a method to 
reduce stress and save time, and as critical component to a successful conflict management 
system.27 They suggest two types of training.  

• An orientation to the approach the organization or team is taking regarding managing 
conflict.  

• Skills training for all employees, managers and specialists in communication and conflict 
resolution similar to the outline listed above.  

They also suggest that managers with supervisory authority need additional training in 
“coaching” and “informal mediation.”28   

Slaikeu and Hasson provide several suggestions for best practices in conflict skills training: 

• First, distinguish between orientation and skills training, neglecting neither. 

• Second, review existing skills courses. 

• Third, target skills-based training to individual job functions. 

• Fourth, consider several training formats geared towards the needs of participants. 

• Fifth, Coordinate with other training programs in the organization.  

Conflict Skills and Professional Mastery 

Given how difficult dealing with conflict is for almost everyone, why would a team member 
be interested in gaining conflict resolution skills? And, why would an organization be 
interested in encouraging the team member to take time away from designing and 
implementing a new product to spend it on learning how to respond to conflict? 

The answer from the organization’s point of view is fairly straightforward: Conflict-skill-
competent team members are more likely to be contented team members. Contented team 
members are less likely to leave the organization. Hiring and training cost a great deal of 
money (see Conflict is Related to Increased Costs on page 34). 
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“…If your organization is more like the norm, there will be line managers who are 
clueless about what people really want and what makes them vulnerable to talent 
theft. According to the Harvard Management Update (June 1988) 9 out of 10 
managers think people stay or go because of money. We know that’s not the case. 
Money and perks matter, but employees tell us again and again that what they want 
most are challenging, meaningful work, good bosses, and opportunities for 
learning and development. 

A 1999 Hay Group study of more than 500,000 employees in 300 companies 
found that of 50 retention factors, pay was the least important. Our research of 
more than 2,000 respondents from diverse industries and functions shows similar 
results….The top three reasons people stay are: 1) career growth, learning and 
development; 2) exciting work and challenge; and 3) meaningful work, making a 
difference and a contribution…. 

Once people attain a certain level of material comfort, they care most about what 
they do every day and who they do it with. They care about the content of their 
work and whether there are opportunities to stretch and grow in the job and in the 
organization. They want feedback, recognition, and respect from their bosses.29 

The above studies were not specific to software development environments. And, to be sure 
there are individuals who do migrate after dollars. However, according to the multiple 
studies cited in “Retention: Tag, You’re It!”30 money is not the primary motivator for the 
vast majority of people.  

 The answer from the team member’s point of view relates to employability and professional 
mastery. People in pain, as people in conflict frequently are, do not typically care to 
perpetuate that pain. Given the choice, they’ll take an aspirin, submit to surgery, even make 
far reaching lifestyle changes – including, perhaps, building a new set of conflict resolution 
skills to help them be safe, happy, and more successful in their careers. 

Employability 

Technical skills are the stock in trade of technical professionals. However, skills such as 
conflict management make those technical skills accessible to the organizations employing 
these team members, much as the transmission in your car requires hydraulic fluid in order 
to transmit the power from the engine to the wheels. 

According to a recent survey, more than one-third of the skills identified by managers as 
important are non-technical skills such as good communication, problem-solving, and 
analytical skills, along with flexibility, and the ability to learn quickly. Training after the 
employee is hired is rated as significantly more effective than pre-hire methods of training; 
84 percent of the managers rated on-the-job training as effective or very effective compared 
to 41 percent rating pre-hire training as high. Managers strongly prefer on-the-job training 
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when it has a structured format and a defined curriculum..31 This will be true of conflict 
skills training as well as technical training inasmuch as organizations have identifiable 
personalities and typical conflict styles just as individual people do.32 It is best to train team 
members in the environment in which the conflicts will occur. 

About 35 percent of the companies taking part in another survey said they are actively 
looking for people with the right mix of technical abilities and business savvy. Included in 
this chief information officers' wish-list of skills requirements is an understanding of 
business modeling, project management, leadership, the ability to work as part of a team, 
and communication abilities. 33 

The most valuable technical professionals are those who get results, the people who work 
well in groups to quickly execute complex product designs. These people are either good 
conflict managers or they are team-eaters who burn out their people, cycling through a new 
team every project or so, bad risks in terms of cost to the organization (see Conflict is 
Related to Increased Costs on page 34). 

Health and Safety 

Perhaps you’ve witnessed extreme examples of unhealthy responses to conflict on the job: 
heart attacks, fist fights, shouting matches, and chronic stress-related illnesses resulting from 
a depressed immune system. Modern medicine has established beyond contention that 
emotional stress directly relates to physical stress and disease. When people are in conflict 
and they see no way to resolve the conflict and maintain their sense of personal and 
professional safety, they are under tremendous stress. Over time, this stress can, and often 
does, culminate in physical illness, which impairs the productivity of the team member, in 
extreme cases, even ending his or her career. 

Two physicians, Drs. Brinkman and Kirschner, have become so convinced of the link 
between job stress and poor physical health that they have developed a training program and 
written a book to help people develop skills to minimize job stress. They say, “Time and 
again, we found that when people clarify their values, update their concepts, learn effective 
communication and relaxation skills, set and then work to fulfill their goals, they feel better. 
And as their mental and emotional health improves, many of their specific physical 
symptoms disappear.”34 

Professional Mastery 

Skill in responding to conflict situations is one that crosses all occupations. However, in 
high pressure positions such as most technical professionals in software development hold, 
this skill is vital. It can easily mean the difference between personal and professional success 
or failure. People in positions of leadership are under even more intense pressure to quickly 
master and apply conflict skills. 
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One of the most common responses of project managers to team conflict is panic. … 
Consequently, any evidence they interpret as damaging to the prospects of project 
success, such as team conflict, represents a very real source of anxiety. In reality, 
however, these interpersonal tensions are a natural result of putting individuals from 
diverse backgrounds together and requiring them to coordinate their activities. Conflict, 
as evidenced by the stages of group development, is more often a sign of healthy 
maturation in the group.35 

Clearly, developing a strong set of conflict skills is of benefit to both the team member and 
the organization she works within.  The team member stands to safeguard her health, 
increase her job satisfaction, and attain greater perceived value in her field. The organization 
is more likely to retain the team member, to have a much more productive team member, 
and to more efficiently execute projects – all of which translate in to tremendous cost 
savings. 

An ADR System Design Perspective  

In this section, we will introduce you to the concept of integrating conflict management into 
a system within an organization. This concept is a fairly recent one, being introduced into 
organizations within the last seven to ten years. We will discuss three books written on this 
subject, and will highlight a local example of a conflict resolution system that is currently 
being utilized by federal and local agencies in Oregon and SW Washington. As stated 
earlier, managing conflict effectively can increase your bottom line, therefore it might be 
useful for software development organizations to examine and adapt some of these 
strategies to fit your particular environment.   

Dispute system design (DSD) grew out of the ADR movement in the late 1980’s. At about 
the same time, the first book on DSD was published: Getting Disputes Resolved (Ury, Brett 
and Goldberg, 1988). This book provided the first framework and core principles for 
designing conflict management systems in organizations. Two subsequent books followed. 
First, Costantino and Merchant in their book Designing Conflict Management Systems 
(1996) advance the field of system design by integrating organizational development 
principles into management of conflict in organizations. Next, Slaikeu and Hasson write the 
most recent book on system design: Controlling the Costs of Conflict (1998). This book 
further advances the field by providing readers with a cost effective blueprint on how to 
design systems that control and manage conflict in your organization. Costantino and 
Merchant describe why DSD is such a recent phenomenon.  

Typically, organizational leaders do not view the management of conflict as 
systematically as they do information, human resource and financial management 
systems. Rather, conflict in organizations is viewed and managed in a piecemeal, 
ad hoc fashion, as isolated events, which are sometimes grouped by category if the 
risk exposure is great enough but that are rarely examined in the aggregate to 
reveal patterns and systemic issues. In a sense, most organizations regard disputes 
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as “local” events. Viewing the management of conflict systematically provides 
unparalled opportunities for an organization to learn critical information about its 
operations, its population, and its environment – that is, to achieve a more global 
perspective.36  

All three books are based on the premise that there is something wrong with the way most 
businesses manage conflict. The failure lies in a systemic reliance on higher authority, 
power play, conflict avoidance, and weak or only partial use of collaborative options. They 
also examine the relationship between interests, rights, and power. They advocate interest-
based, collaborative negotiation, and detail the practical realities and costs when power or 
rights dominate a conflict management process. 

Ury, Brett and Golberg37 describe interests, rights and power as:  

• Reconciling interests - negotiation and mediation; also called interest-based problem 
solving.  

• Determining who is right –adjudication; courts, administrative agencies, arbitrators. 

• Determining who is more powerful – coercive; imposing costs or threat thereof; acts of 
aggression (sabotage/attack) or withholding the benefit of a relationship (strike, divorce). 

They the go on to say that a “distressed” system allows power to dominate rights and rights 
to dominate interests.  An “effective” system is the reverse; most disputes are resolved by 
interests, some by rights, and the fewest by power. 

Slaikeu and Hasson state “most conflicts start small and present many opportunities for 
resolution before growing into full-blown disputes.” They continue: “Our experience 
suggests that many organizations focus more on full-blown disputes than on creating 
procedures geared to reveal conflicts early and resolve them in the most efficient and 
productive manner.” 38  

Do these symptoms “play out” in software development environments? We found two 
recent examples. 

One author sites how conflict impacted their system at LookandFeel New Media, a dot com 
start-up in Kansas City.  

Territorial issues sprang up between departments. These issues began to have an 
impact on the quality of our work. Deadlines slipped, the quality of our work 
dropped, clients called to voice their disappointment, and employees began to 
leave. …we had always operated on the belief that if we hired good people and 
gave them a good environment that good work would result. Individually, 
everyone on the team was a solid professional. Collectively, however, we were 
dysfunctional. We wondered how we had fallen short of our ideals. 39 
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 Kleiner, in his article “Corporate Culture in Internet Time,” cites a recent trend in e-
commerce businesses to turn to more traditional organizational development systems and 
techniques.  

In the last few months in particular, there’s been a growing sense that something is 
wrong. Dot-com company executives are beginning to try the same kinds of 
“employee empowering” measures that their mainstream, Fortune 500 counterparts 
have tried: Talking about values, building shared vision, even hiring facilitators to 
run meetings. Six months ago most of these ideas would have been dismissed out 
of hand as hopelessly old-fashioned. 40 

We certainly could add DSD to Kleiner’s list of suggestions above.  

Costantino and Merchant differentiate between dispute and conflict (which many people use 
interchangeably).  

Conflict is a process; a dispute may be one of several products of conflict. Conflict 
is the process of expressing dissatisfaction, disagreement, or unmet expectations 
with any organizational interchange; a dispute is one of the products of conflict. 
Collections or clusters of disputes are simply one of the many ways that conflict 
manifests itself in an organization.41  

They believe that an organization’s response to disputes and its overall strategy for 
managing conflict is directly related to the overall “culture” of the organization, or the 
informal and formal “rules” of the organization. 

They also provide us with examples of how conflict shows up in many ways in an 
organization: 

• In individual disputes such as grievances, disciplinary action, complaints 
and disagreements with internal or external people. 

• As unhealthy competition within teams or between internal departments. 

• Sabotage efforts (an extreme form of unhealthy competition), where 
individuals engage in covert actions to undermine or “get back” at an 
individual or an organization. 

• Poor or slow performance and low morale can also be a symptom of 
conflict in an organization. 
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•  Individuals or groups can withhold knowledge, particularly in an 
organization where knowledge is power.42  

Constantino and Merchant then conclude that “…though conflict is a given (in 
organizations), weak systems are not. You can strengthen the system and thereby reduce 
costs associated with unresolved conflict.” 43  

Some organizations have moved towards more systemic approaches to conflict 
management. Others continue to use fight (competition) or flight (avoidance) 
methods to deal with conflict or avoid it. In the middle are those organizations that 
have designed an alternative dispute resolution (ADR) approach or program to deal 
with particular types of disputes. 44 

The authors site the following interests behind the growing movement in ADR: 

• Backlash against attorneys, lawsuits, and legal costs, 

• Societal movement to more natural and humane methods of dispute resolution, 

• Increasing interest in flexible dispute resolution, and 

• Interest in confidentiality and avoidance of publicity.45 

How might this growing interest in ADR and DSD transfer to software development 
environments? Costantino and Merchant give a pertinent hypothetical example of Montro, a 
leading manufacturer of word processing software whose consumers are both home users 
and commercial businesses. 

Last year, Montro introduced “Hole in One,” a new “umbrella” software package 
that includes word-processing, graphics, spreadsheets, and presentation 
applications. It is Montro’s first entry into the spreadsheet and presentation 
software market. Recently, Montro has begun to receive complaints, particularly 
from home users, that the presentation package does not interface properly with the 
word processing package, with the result that certain categories of presentation 
data (particularly bar graphs and pie charts) are deleted in certain modes of 
operation. Yesterday, an irate home user who runs her own business called the 
Montro CEO, complaining about a large presentation file (and, she claims, a 
potential client) she lost because of this problem. The CEO, sounding annoyed, 
immediately called Ms. Jones, the director of the Consumer Service Department. 
He instructed her to meet with Mr. Tate, director of research and design, to deal 
with the customer, to explore the problem, and to come up with some solutions 
“once and for all.” Ms. Jones is not looking forward to today’s meeting since she 
and Mr. Tate have a strained working relationship based on several problems on 
which they have worked together in the past.46  
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The authors use this example to illustrate that conflict can take the form of either an internal 
or an external distress signal that comes from either inside or outside the organization. 
Organizations can choose to ignore the distress signal and hope it “goes away” or develop 
systems that assess the need to pay attention to the signal and appropriate solutions.  

Organizational Differences 

Although all the system design sources we evaluated offer a template or blueprint for 
developing conflict management systems, they acknowledge that every organization is 
unique and needs it’s own “game plan.”  

Kleiner also notes that each company has a unique culture and that “…anyone who has tried 
to create a culture, however, knows it can’t be done on Internet time. Cultures aren’t 
designed. They simmer; they fester; they brew continually, evolving their particular 
temperament as people learn what kind of behavior works or doesn’t work in the particular 
company.” 47 

In order to understand organizational differences, including how they respond to conflict, we 
have found the work of William Bridges to be very helpful. Organizations, like individuals, 
have inherent characteristics that must be understood and respected if real growth or change 
is to take place. Based on the work of Carl Jung and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
(MBTI), Bridges explains why organizations act the way they do and how an understanding 
of organizational character benefits an organization as well as the individuals in an 
organization. Bridges looks at growth, change, response to conflict, and organizational 
development through the myriad perspectives held by different “types.” Costantino and 
Merchant shed additional light on how the MBTI can characterize an organization’s 
response to conflict.  

The application of MBTI information about individuals in an organizational setting provides 
immensely valuable and otherwise unavailable insights into why individuals and groups 
either do or do not work together effectively. “One possibility is that where the 
organizational response to conflict differs markedly from a particular individual’s preferred 
response to the same conflict, dissonance results.”48  

The opportunity to design a dispute resolution system most often arises in one of three 
situations: there is a crisis, an insider has “a better idea”, or new relationship or organization 
is being formed. In crisis, designers are usually called in to fix the situation (do a training, 
make recommendations, or resolve a particular dispute), not to redesign the system. The 
opportunity to redesign the system comes only after the designer has gained credibility and 
familiarity with the parties. Insiders can be the sparks for system overhauls. They may even 
be the designer and lead person implementing the change. For example, grievance mediation 
has been effectively introduced by both companies and unions, not because of a crisis, but 
simply because it’s a better way to handle disputes. Both the real time company, 
LookandFeel New Media, and Costantino and Merchant’s hypothetical company, Montro, 
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were in crisis and could have used their crises to springboard the development of a conflict 
management system. 

Costantino and Merchant link, for the first time, conflict management principles with the 
principles of organizational development. In other words, conflict resolution tools 
(mediation, arbitration, facilitation, etc.) have been used to resolve isolated disputes for over 
twenty years in workplace environments, it is only in the last five to seven years that some 
organizations are looking at managing organizational conflict as a system issue – not just 
housing it with HR or a legal department.    

When you look at managing conflict through the lens of organizational development, 
conflict management is viewed systematically, it is planned and intentional, it is tailored to 
“fit” the organizational culture, and it is as durable as possible over time. Unfortunately, this 
takes time –in two ways. First, in all three books reviewed for conflict management system 
design, they suggest a process that could take up to two years to design. Second, an 
organizational development “rule of thumb” regarding changing an organizational system is 
three to seven years. This means that once the system is designed, successful 
implementation takes another chunk of time for the individuals in the system to successfully 
use it.  

A classic organizational development text states, “The key elements (in organizational 
development)…are long range, planned and sustained, and strategy. There is a long-range 
time perspective on the part of both the client system and the consultant in OD programs. 
Both parties envision an ongoing relationship of one, two, or more years together if things 
go well in the program. The reasons for OD practitioners and theorists conceptualizing OD 
programs in long-range are several. First, changing a system’s culture and processes is a 
difficult, complicated, and long-term matter if lasting change is to be effected. OD programs 
envision that the system members become better able to manage their culture and processes 
in problem-solving and self-renewing ways. Such complex new learning takes time. Second, 
the assumption is made that organizational problems are multifaceted and complex. One-
shot interventions probably cannot solve such problems, and they most assuredly cannot 
teach the client system to solve them in a short time period.”49   

System Design Methodology 

All three of our primary sources on conflict resolution system design outline blueprints that 
would involve intensive staff involvement in developing a system over a year or more 
period of time. The organization should be an active participant in all phases of the system 
design process, involving team members from the outset in both the diagnosis and the 
design. Establish a design committee: they serve as liaison and representative for the 
organization, creating more ownership, easier acceptance and higher commitment to joint 
problem solving. In a good design process, end-use acceptance is built in by involving 
people in the design process. 
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Slaikeu and Hasson outline four basic principles for designing conflict management systems 
in organizations: 

• Acknowledge that there are different options for dealing with conflict, and choose the option 
you want to reward more than others. 

• Create options that prevent conflict from escalating. 

• Develop clear, internal systems that support collaboration – policies, roles and 
responsibilities, documentation, selection, training, support and evaluation. 

• Use mediation techniques (consensus and collaboration) to build the internal conflict 
resolution system.50  

Ury, Brett and Goldberg offer the following suggestions for designing systems: 

• Gain the support of key stakeholders. This may involve canvassing potential users of the 
system to understand their motivations. 

• Expect to make adjustments as the system is implemented. Adjust to keep parties motivated 
in using new procedures, and help them develop the skills to do so. 

• Make the new procedures attractive to disputants. Demonstrate procedures, use leaders as 
examples, use peers as proponents, set goals, provide incentives, and publicize early 
successes. 

• Training the parties together is valuable. It gives the parties a common vocabulary, instills 
common expectations, and offers a safe environment to try out new procedures. Provide 
continuity by establishing an ongoing program for familiarizing and training new people. 

• The designer is a temporary support in the construction of a new system. Balance benefits of 
managing implementations vs. risks of over-reliance on the designer. At some point, the 
system has to stand on its own. 

• Evaluate the system. Are the costs reduced? Are benefits realized? Are there any unintended 
consequences? Fine tune changes. Learn from initial experiments. Does the new system 
work? What are the limits of the effectiveness of the changes? Why do the changes work?  
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Essentials of System Design 

When designing a conflict management system, the designer embarks on a system 
diagnosis. A system designer looks at: 

• What kinds of disputes are likely to arise, how often, and between whom?  

• How are disputes being handled currently, and where might lower cost procedures be used? 
(Establishing current costs also sets a base line against which to measure costs of new 
system.)  

• Why are current procedures being used? New system must match or beat motivations and 
benefits met by current system.  

• Identify who needs to be trained, coached and/or replaced.  

• What resources are available to assist disputants (people, information, institutions)? Are 
more resources needed? 

• What type of organization are you looking at? An organization can avoid its weaknesses, 
compensate for its weaknesses, develop new strengths, and/or capitalize on its existing 
strengths. 

Throughout the design process, the system designer plays many roles: 

• Coach 

• Evaluator 

• Expert 

• Mediator 

• Negotiator 

• Evangelist51  

System Design Options 

Slaikeu and Hasson advocate for the use of system options that range from site-based 
resolutions between employees with a higher authority back-up, to internal support people 
(HR, Peer Review Panels, internal mediators), to external ADR resources, to external higher 
authorities (Courts, unions, administrative hearings). Good systems should start with 
encouraging the least intrusive option and the option that keeps the most control of the 
outcome in the parties’ hands, and feature “loopbacks” to lower interventions at any time.  

Another author stresses that organizations need to pay attention “to characteristics of the 
conflicts (content, relational and situational dimensions), desired outcome of the 
participants, and awareness of available conflict management strategies when choosing 
conflict management strategies.52  This author also identifies three internal options for 
resolving conflict: face-to-face discussions with no third party intervening, an intervening 
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manager or intervening other in the organization (HR, internal mediator), as well as turning 
towards external third parties for intervention. 

Ury, Brett and Goldberg list the six basic principles dispute system design… 

• Put the focus on interests. Use negotiation and mediation. 

• Provide rights and power procedures that loop back to negotiation. 

• Provide low-cost rights and power backups (low cost means for resolution if interest-based 
procedures fail). 

• Build in consultation before disputes arise, and feedback after they are resolved. 

• Arrange procedures in low to high cost sequence. 

• Provide motivation, skills and resources needed to make all these procedures work. 

There are many types of ADR techniques that could be part of an organizational conflict 
management system. As shown in the table below, they range from preventative (partnering, 
conflict resolution training) to negotiation (parties involved in conflict directly negotiating a 
settlement) to facilitattion (mediation, ombudsperson) to fact-finding (settlement 
conferences evaluation, non-binding arbitration) to imposed ADR (binding arbitration). We 
have defined these ADR techniques in more detail for you in a chart below. As one can see, 
the techniques are listed in order from the least invasive (parties have more control of the 
process and the outcome) to the most invasive (parties have less control of the process and 
the outcome).   
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Alternative Dispute Resolution Ladder53 
 

Communication  Verbal and non-verbal behaviors, or events that are perceived 
by one or all parties to have meaning assigned to it. The parties 
may be experiencing conflict or no conflict. 

Partnering A preventative approach to deal with potential conflict that 
features a negotiated “partnering agreement” that states how 
people will resolve future problems. It often includes joint 
training in conflict resolution and communication.  

Negotiation A process whereby, disputants communicate with each other, 
either directly or indirectly, about issues in disagreement. 

Facilitation The use of a third party (insider/partial or outsider/impartial) to 
help multi-party groups accomplish their work by providing 
process leadership and expertise. The group may be 
experiencing conflict or no conflict. 

Mediation The use of a third party (insider/partial or outsider/impartial) to 
facilitate communication between negotiating parties which 
may enable the parties to reach settlement.  

Settlement 
Conference 

A neutral and impartial third party conducts an informal 
assessment and negotiation session, with the goal of settling the 
dispute. The third part may advise the parties and suggest a 
settlement of the dispute. 

Med-Arb A neutral and impartial third party facilitates communication 
between negotiating parties, and failing settlement, receives 
evidence and issues a binding decision. 

Arbitration One or more impartial third parties hear and consider the 
evidence and testimony of the disputants and issue a binding or 
non-binding decision. 

Litigation An impartial judge or jury consider the evidence and testimony 
presented by the disputants and issues a binding, enforceable 
court order. 
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We would now like to highlight two of the ADR techniques that have been working in other 
workplace environments: 

Partnering 

The construction industry has been using a technique known as “partnering” for over ten 
years to prevent problems from escalating before, during, and after construction projects. 
“Partnering is a structured management approach to facilitate teamworking across 
contractual boundaries. Its fundamental components are formalized mutual objectives, 
agreed problem resolution methods, and an active search for continuous measurable 
improvements. It should not be confused with other good project management practice, or 
with long-standing relationships, negotiated contracts, or preferred supplier arrangements, 
all of which lack the structure and objective measures that must support a partnering 
relationship. The critical success factor for partnering is the commitment of all partners at all 
levels to make the project a success. The result is that the partnering agreement drives the 
relationship between parties rather than the contract document.”54 

Developing Internal Mediators 

Shared Neutrals is a remarkable local example of how an ADR program can work. Shared 
Neutrals is a cooperative arrangement between several federal and local agencies in Oregon 
and Southwest Washington. Member agencies share “neutrals” – employees who have been 
trained and mentored in communication, conflict facilitation, and mediation. Neutrals 
mediate employee and agency/public conflicts outside of their own department or agency. 
These neutral individuals are called in to handle interpersonal conflicts (disagreements, 
harassment, communication problems), discrimination allegations, sexual harassment issues, 
contract disputes, policy disputes, and agency/client disputes. They have no personal stake 
in the outcome and remain impartial in resolving the conflict. Their purpose is to help the 
disputing parties arrive at an outcome acceptable to all parties involved. 

In the Shared Neutrals program, participating agencies each “contribute” a staff member or 
members. By interagency agreement, these staff members are also available for service in 
another agency or department as a Shared Neutrals mediator. (Time limitations apply – 
cases are not to exceed 35 hours; a normal case take 4 – 6 hours to resolve.) Staff members 
undergo thorough training and mentorship to prepare them for their role as mediators.  

Costs for implementing an ADR program such as Shared Neutrals are minimal, especially 
when compared to the savings such programs deliver. “We’ve saved a ton of money,” says 
Julie Wells, US Forest Service Regional Manager for Employee Relations in Oregon and 
Washington. Ms. Wells signed her agency onto the Shared Neutral program.  She 
enthusiastically reports, “I have no regrets. The average discrimination complaint costs us 
$5,000 just to investigate. We’ve been resolving many of those cases much more cheaply 
and successfully using mediation.” 55 
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“In-house” mediation networks, such as the Shared Neutrals program, are a recent 
development. Assessment on these programs is favorable, so much so that the Federal Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission has mandated implementation of ADR programs in 
all federal agencies by the year 2000.56  

Developing Your Own System 

How might a software development company develop an ADR program? Let’s re-visit our 
friends at LookandFeel New Media, our real time e-commerce company. 

First, this company found itself in a crisis state – “Many of the problems we faced seemed to 
be steeped in emotion and had defied our attempts at rational analysis and solution.”57 Next, 
they hired a former psychologist, turned communication consultant (a quasi system designer 
and mediator/facilitator) who interviewed employees privately to assess the communication 
and problem-solving issues the company faced (a system diagnosis). They then had a retreat 
and had a discussion where a sense of confusion prevailed, but were able to identify they 
needed to do something in the organization to better deal with conflict - “And almost 
universally, people felt that when problems were identified, they took too long to be 
solved.”58  

At the one day retreat mentioned in Logan’s article, employees, managers and partners (it 
is important to have all involved) developed some basic guidelines (a minimal, but effective 
conflict management system) for resolving problems more effectively: 

• Understand that problems arise every day: Nothing is more natural. The way we respond to 
problems is what differentiates us. 

• If you see a problem, address it. Nobody has permission to stay silent. Everybody is 
obligated to address issues as soon as possible. 

• If you have a problem with someone else, address it with that person directly, privately and 
as constructively as you can. 

• If that doesn’t work, bring in a third party, a manager, or the partners to arbitrate. 

• And most importantly, except in the framework of this process, talking about problems with 
anyone other than the person involved is strictly forbidden.59  

They then established a “leadership council,” comprised of all levels of employees and 
representative of all departments to monitor the above system evaluation. 

The author then goes on to state his positive assessment of the process: 

Because building this kind of culture (the above problem-solving process) requires 
an ongoing commitment, Cone (the consultant) continues to serve as a company 
counselor (facilitator/mediator), helping us identify problems and brainstorm 
solutions. Having an objective counselor has been one of the biggest benefits of the 
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entire process. When this began, we were all really excited about creating a culture 
of open communication, but none of us had really seen it in any workplace. Being 
able to talk honestly to an objective, outside source made it easier to do the same 
thing with my peers. The result of this investment (in an objective, outside 
consultant) in effort and time has been a remarkable turnaround in almost all facets 
of our work. The quality of our culture is reflected in not only our employees’ 
morale, but in our client satisfaction as well. And these improvements have had a 
definite impact on our bottom line – revenues have more than doubled from last 
year.60  

The Costs of Conflict 

This section discusses the how conflict impacts your bottom line. We have come to take 
high turnover rate for granted in technology development. We may suspect other 
organizations of “pilfering” our human resources. Often we see companies throw money at 
the problem of retention: stock options, signing bonuses, performance bonuses, and salary 
increases. However, the literature indicates that tangible rewards do far less to retain 
employees – including the star performer – than overall job satisfaction. Skillful conflict 
management drastically increases job satisfaction. 

The Big Picture 

There are costs associated with conflict. People pay, teams and projects pay, and companies 
pay.  

Costs can be computed quantitatively and qualitatively. In the examination of conflict 
resolution skills and conflict management in the software development arena, qualitative 
criteria – how people feel about and experience workplace conflict – translate into 
quantitative factors, i.e. dollars. Specifically, job satisfaction rates, project success, and team 
member retention rates all impact the bottom line. 

Organizations pay the price for poorly managed conflict: when projects and products “fail”, 
and when good people walk. Both scenarios are commonplace, and expensive. If you 
consider that turnover costs are generally estimated at 150 – 200% of salary61, you can see 
the problem when workers are lured away. Turnover rates continue to be high, in the 15 – 
20% range (see below for details). Combine these turnover costs with the big hits companies 
take when projects and products don’t meet expectations or requirements, and the costs 
really add up.  

Individuals also fare much better when conflict is skillfully addressed. People (managers, 
staff, and individual contributors alike) bear the costs of conflict in a much more personal 
manner – they pay with loss of quality of life, and, too often, their health. The relation 
between stress and health is well documented: as stress increases, quality of life decreases, 
and potential impacts on health increase. When you add it up, it pays to deal with conflict 
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constructively, creatively, and proactively. Ideally, you want to move beyond managing 
flare-ups; you want to set up conflict resolution systems in advance. Setting up systems to 
resolve conflict creates a safety net. You can catch and constructively deal with conflict. 
You can minimize costs, and even derive some benefit from conflict if you set up effective 
systems for dealing with it. (See Conflict and Creativity on page 5 and An ADR System 
Design Perspective on page 21.)  

Conflict is Related to Increased Costs  

The benefits of collaborative conflict resolution stand in stark contrast to the costs of poorly 
managed conflict. Consider the following: 

The economic impact of the software industry is significant; employment numbers as a 
percentage of the workforce keep growing:  

• Software development is a component of “high technology” – which accounted for 14% of 
all employment in the U.S. as of June, 1999.62 

• In 1999, “high technology manufacturing” accounted for 44,800 jobs in the Portland-
Vancouver area (including Clackamas, Columbia, Multnomah, Washington, and Yamhill 
counties in Oregon and Clark County, Washington), up 48% from 1990.63 

• In Oregon, there were 1,675 companies associated with the software industry employing 
16,987 people in 1998. The average wage was $51,875.64 

• Software development is a piece of the larger IT pie. (IT occupations include database 
administrators, computer support specialists, and all other computer scientists; computer 
engineers; and system analysts.65)  The IT worker shortage, well documented and lamented, 
is expected to escalate in the U.S. and worldwide. Projections vary, but all reports predict 
increasing shortages of IT workers, for the next few years at least.66 This is bad news for 
companies. It’s also bad news for the managers and workers who get caught in the crunch 
and have to take up the slack. 
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Salaries and bonuses keep increasing: 

• Compensation programs within IT companies increased from about 30 percent of the entire 
IT budget in 1998 to 40 percent or more in 1999. In addition, 15 percent "skills bonuses" are 
not uncommon as companies struggle to retain employees.67 

• In April, 1999, Information Week reported, “The median annual [IT] salary increase across 
the board was a hefty 8.9% compared to all industry average of 5.9% reported by the Labor 
Department. Internet managers report the second-highest median annual percentage 
increase--12.9% over last year--among all managers surveyed. They also enjoy a healthy 
median annual salary of $70,000. This study was based on 21,398 responses.”68 

• IT professionals with the hottest skills are often receiving base pay increases in the 10-20% 
range per year, compared to national average annual increases of 4-5% for non-IT salaried 
exempt U.S. employees.69 

• IT salaries are a factor in staffing problems, with an average 20 percent annual increase. That 
contrasts with 4 percent annual increases for non-IT salaries (as of a February, 1999 
report).70  

Attrition costs more than retention. 

Retention is a big problem for U.S. corporations in all sectors, software development 
included. People walk, frequently. A sampling of turnover statistics: 

• A survey of 1,400 Chief Information Officers, released in December, 1998, reported 
turnover in IT departments averaging 19%, with one-fifth of respondents citing attrition rates 
more than 25%.71 

• A February, 1999 survey reported IT turnover averaging 11 – 20%, and hitting as high as 
50% in some corporations.72 

• Turnover among technical workers is high: 15% as of 6/99, according to a Meta Group 
study.73 

• Turnover of IT employees averages just below 16%, but some companies in the study 
reported turnover rates as high as 35%. The average time reported for filling an IT position 
was three months. Twenty-eight percent of companies reported at least 10% of their high 
tech positions were vacant, and while the vacancies are down from 1998 reports, 75% 
reported using contract IT employees in some capacity.74 

While it is not the only factor related to low job satisfaction, we do know that poorly 
managed conflict is, indeed, strongly associated with low job satisfaction levels. Common 
sense indicates that low job satisfaction levels are associated with retention problems, and 
the literature supports this: 

“Money and perks matter, but employees tell us again and again that what they 
want most are challenging, meaningful work, good bosses, and opportunities for 
learning and development.” 
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People who are not satisfied with their jobs are easy targets for recruitment, and turnover is 
expensive. Estimates vary. One source put turnover costs at 70 – 200 percent of that 
employee’s annual salary.75 Another source cited turnover costs as much as one and one-
half to two times salary.76 Consider the impact of a 150 - 200% turnover cost, multiplied by 
some average salaries in Oregon:  

Position Avg Oregon salary ’9877 Multiplier Cost of Turnover 

Computer 
programmer 

$51,600 150 – 200% $77,400 – $103,200 

Computer 
systems analyst 

$54,000 150 – 200% $81,000 – $108,000 

Computer 
engineer 

$65,000 150 – 200% $97,500 – $130,000 

Technical writer $48,000 150 – 200% $72,000 – $96,000 

Computer support 
specialist 

$35,490 150 - 200% $53,235 –$70,980 

Database 
Administrator 

$49,810 150 - 200% $74,715 – $99,620 

In an IT labor market report released September, 1999 the International Data Corp stated, 
“IT firms that lower their attrition rates can cut their recruiting needs by as much as half. 
The cost of attrition to a company is often “far greater” than recruiting costs.”78  

“The Costs of Loss” include: newspaper ads; search firm; interview expenses (air fare, hotel, 
meals, etc.); manager’s and team members’ time spent interviewing; work put on hold until 
replacement is on board; overload on team, including overtime to get work done during 
selection and training of replacement; orientation and training time for replacement; lost 
customers; lost contracts or business; lowered morale and productivity, time spent talking 
about it around the water cooler [or online]; sign-on bonus and other perks; moving 
allowance; and loss of other employees.79 

These figures would seem to lead anyone concerned with bottom-line to ask a few 
questions:  

• Considering the current job market, who is responsible for attrition and turnover expenses?  

• When you know that people are routinely solicited by competitors, who is responsible for 
keeping good people on board? And how is that demonstrated?  

• Is keeping people on-board a priority? 

• If retention is valued, who is responsible for creating a “retention culture”80?  

One company instituted an eye-catching bottom-line approach; they assigned accountability 
squarely with the manager who let the valued team member get away. “We know of a CEO 
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who charged $30,000 to a manager’s operating budget because he needlessly allowed a 
talented person to leave.” 81 

Conflict impacts more than job satisfaction and retention. Conflict impacts product and 
project performance. Sometimes the problems boil down to two people who can’t 
communicate. Sometimes whole teams or departments don’t work well together. Many 
companies deal with the duality of “hype and craft”.82  

Lack of communication, poor teamwork, faulty team coordination, rivalries, turf battles and 
the like – all are symptoms of poorly managed conflict. All impact product or project 
success. All cost money.  

Computing Costs 

There are several ways you can compute the costs of conflict.  

You can measure the cost in dollars. Add staff turnover expenses to the costs of project or 
product failures. You may also want to add in the opportunity costs of what could have 
been, had things been handled a bit differently. 

Another method, advocated by conflict resolution system designers, takes a broader 
approach. Ury et al suggest determining the “costs of disputing” based on four factors: 2 

• Transaction costs (time, money, emotional energy expended in disputing, resources 
consumed and destroyed, opportunities lost) 

• Satisfaction with outcomes (Is the outcome mutually satisfactory? Does it fulfill the interests 
that led to dispute? Is the outcome fair? Were the procedures fair?) 

Note: fairness has several components, including: 

1. disputants had an opportunity to express themselves 

2. disputants had control over accepting or rejecting the outcome 

3. disputants participating in shaping the settlement 

4. the third party, if there is one, acted fairly 

• Effect on relationship (What is the long-term effect of disputing? What approach will best 
support relationship maintenance/improvement?) 

• Recurrence of disputes (How durable is the solution? Does the conflict end or merely 
transfer to other members in the system?) 

In Designing Conflict Management Systems, Costantino and Merchant note that most 
organizational representatives consider the costs of conflict “…not only in terms of dollars 
and time spent in resolution efforts and litigation, but also in terms of the negative impact on 
important, ongoing relationships – both within and outside the organization - with 
employees and customers.”83 In this statement, they point to yet another factor to consider in 
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calculating the cost of conflict: What is the impact on your customers? How will this impact 
your business relationships, present and future?  

When viewed from a conflict resolution system designer’s perspective, there is an obvious 
relationship between effective conflict management and increased retention rates, increased 
project success rates, and a better bottom-line. The system designer’s goal is to create 
solutions that consider all of the costs of conflict, and to educate and train people so they can 
manage conflict with the lowest total cost. 

Conclusions 

This review of the literature has taken us into exciting territory. When we started it, we 
suspected certain things may be true, and our research has validated suspicion about the 
nature of conflict in software development environments. This review is necessarily 
abbreviated. But it will be ongoing; the annotated bibliography will continue to grow. 
Certain topics we were not able to take the time to broach. For instance, we suspect that 
conflict has a regional face, that the reasons and ways in which software developers enter 
into conflict is different in Portland, Oregon than it is in Portland, Maine, or Austin, Texas, 
or Atlanta, Georgia. This will likely be one of our next areas of inquiry around the topic of 
conflict resolution in software development. 

What is indisputable regardless of the locale is that conflict is inevitable, in software 
development environments, as well as in any business or organization. It is a human process, 
common at some level to all human beings. Successful response and resolution to conflict is 
highly correlated to employee satisfaction, retention, and productivity. Both the literature 
review and the results of our local survey point us in this direction. It is clear that the costs 
of not resolving conflict are high for any organization – costs in employee retention, 
performance and project failure. And finally, we know that it is a good, and cost effective 
idea for organizations to spend time and money developing a basic conflict management 
system, and that this may mean reliance on external resources depending on the conflict and 
the environment it occurs in.  

What then are our conclusions for improving conflict resolution and problem-solving in 
software development? We have the following four recommendations: 

• Implement skills training for all team members who have to work together. Skills 
training in communication and conflict resolution are well worth the cost. The benefits are 
improved job performance and employee satisfaction, increased retention rates, health and 
safety, and professional mastery. 

• Hire external mediators or develop internal mediators to resolve conflict in a timely 
manner. Mediation helps resolve conflicts efficiently and swiftly, preserves and enhances 
working relationships, gives people the opportunity to practice conflict resolution skills and 
improves follow through with the implementation of an agreement. 
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• Use partnering techniques at project start-up. Although partnering would take some time 
at project start-up, it may well save time during the life cycle of the project.  

• Implement conflict management systems where feasible, specifically in mid-sized to 
large software companies which are planning for the long-term. It could be a minimal 
system like our LookandFeel New Media example developed, or it could be a more 
elaborate system as described by Slaikeu and Hasson, Ury, Brett and Goldberg or Costantino 
and Merchant. We suspect that your organizations are used to moving at a fast pace, and 
therefore believe you could speed the development time when you design a conflict 
management system.     

As Kleiner concludes regarding the clash of cultures between the craft and hype people in 
dot-com environments,  

Instead of self-consciously trying to build a corporate culture, or aping the worst 
bureaucratic tendencies of the dinosaur companies they are replacing, there are 
things that Internet and e-commerce startups…can consider to sustain themselves 
past, say, this summer. These ideas are tough to implement at breakneck speeds, 
unless you are willing to think through your work design right at the beginning. 
And they’re counterintuitive, to some extent, to both the culture of hype and the 
culture of craft, because they start with an explicit appreciation of the differences 
between the two cultures – differences that are generally unobserved.84  

Conflict is not to be feared; rather, it can be welcomed, advisedly and with skill, as an 
opportunity for growth, increased creativity, and a spur to productivity. As Constantino and 
Merchant have so concisely stated: 

Conflict is like water: too much causes damage to people and property: too little 
creates a dry, barren landscape devoid of life and color. We need water to survive; 
we need an appropriate level of conflict to thrive and grow as well. How we 
manage our natural resources of water through dams, reservoirs, and sluices 
determines whether we achieve the balance necessary for life. So, too, with conflict 
management: a balance must be struck between opposing forces and competing 
interests.85  
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Appendix A: Results of Survey  

In attempt to gather data about conflict in technology development environments, we, in 
cooperation with the Project Management program at Portland State University’s 
Professional Development Center (PDC) surveyed 261 students who have attended the 
Project Management series at PDC. Of the 261 students who received the survey, 180 were 
estimated to be working in technology development. We received 56 responses (31.1 %) 
from qualifying recipients.  

Our major goal was to determine how frequently respondents attributed unresolved conflict 
and lack of communication to unsuccessful high technology development projects.  

The 56 qualified respondents accomplished their work in the following structures: 

• 65.45% accomplished their work within cross-functional teams . 

• 5.45% within uni-functional teams . 

• 27.27% through a group of individuals coordinated by a manager.  

• 1,82% through other work systems.  

Questions Asked 

We asked respondents to estimate the percentage of technology development projects that 
have a less than successful final outcome. The average rate of projects falling short of 
expectations among respondents was 33.1 %.  

We then asked respondents to attribute reasons for unsuccessful projects by ranking reasons 
for overall project failure.  To gather more data about why they ranked the causes as they 
did, we asked them to rate the most frequently occurring factors that: 

• Impact project success. 

• Most adversely impact team member satisfaction. 

• Most adversely impact team member performance. 

Choices offered included:

• Conflict that is not addressed effectively and/or resolved (Conflict) 

• Incompetent team members (Incompetence)      

• Impossible deadlines - not enough time (Time) 

• Instability/changes in company structure and/or focus (Instability)   

• Insufficient resources - not enough money, people, and/or tools (Resources) 

• Lack of communication - among team members and/or between teams (Communication)   
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• Lack of planning before implementation (Planning)    

• Unclear goals (Goals)  

51 out of 56 respondents, or 98%,  responded to these rating questions. The tables below 
illustrate our findings. 
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Table 1. Ranking Reasons for Overall Project Failure 

The scale for this ranking set 1 as the most important/impactful reason projects are less than 
successful, and 8 as the least important/impactful reason projects are less than successful. 

Reason Average 
Ranking 
Score 

Response 
Rate 
(n=56) 

Planning 3.5 82% 

Goals 3.9 88% 

Resources 4.0 86% 

Communication 4.1 88% 

Time 4.2 84% 

Instability 4.7 84% 

Conflict 5.2 79% 

Incompetence 6.3 82% 

 

Note that, explicity, conflict is ranked quite low. This is consistent with our expectation that 
conflict is not recognized as a cause for project failure, but rather “part of the job to be 
endured”  that it “comes with the territory”.   

Note also that Communication is ranked midway in this distribution.  Now note that 
Planning and Goals are ranked highest.  Planning is a communication process and 
commonality of goals across a project requires good communication skills.  We suspect that 
poor planning and lack of common goals operate in the project to generate conflict.  
Unresolved conflict can masquerade as a communication problem, which ultimately it is.  
However, simply communicating without effectively applying conflict management skills 
will not resolve conflict, facilitate truly effective communication, or improve the planning or 
goals development processes. 
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Table 2. Most Frequently Occurring Reasons That Projects Are Less Than Successful 

 

Reason Rating Percentage 
(n=56) 

Resources 1 18.07% 

Planning 2 16.87% 

Communication 3 15.06% 

Time 4 13.86% 

Goals 5 12.65% 

Instability 6 11.45% 

Conflict 7 8.43% 

Incompetence 8 3.61% 

 

The placement of Planning, Communication, and Conflict remains fairly consistent for this 
question.  Since this question is about frequency rather than intensity, this indicates to us 
that, overall, these three contributors remain constant across the projects these respondents 
have experienced. 
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Table 3. Most Frequently Occurring Reasons that Most Adversely Impact Team Member 
Satisfaction 

 

Reason Rating Percentage

Communication 1 20.13% 

Conflict 2 15.72% 

Goals 3 15.09% 

Time 4 13.21% 

Resources 5 12.58% 

Instability 6 10.06% 

Planning 7 7.55% 

Incompetence 8 5.66% 

 

This response is interesting in light of the discussion of how team member satisfaction 
impacts retention (see Conflict Skills and Professional Mastery on page 18).  
Communication and Conflict rank highest on this rating.  While the respondents focused on 
Planning and Goals as contributors to overall project failure, they focused on 
Communication and Conflict when asked the question most directly related to retention. 
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Table 4. Most Frequently Occurring Reasons that Most Adversely Impact Team Member 
Performance 

 

Reason Rating Percentage

Communication 1 20.73% 

Goals 2 15.85% 

Planning 3 12.20% 

Conflict 4 10.98% 

Incompetence 5 10.98% 

Instability 6 10.37% 

Resources 7 9.76% 

Time 8 9.15% 

 

It is again interesting to see the disconnect between Communication and Conflict occur 
again in this rating. This again supports our expectation that conflict skills training is “not on 
the radar” in this industry as a possible solution to communication problems, though human 
communication experts have long acknowledged conflict skills as trainable and a key 
component in effective communication. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Though poor communication is more frequently identified as being related to unsuccessful 
projects, poor communication is one of the reasons conflict occurs.   

Although conflict is ranked and rated low in the first two tables (overall reasons for less than 
successful project outcome), it is much more highly correlated as a reason for team 
member’s dissatisfaction (a #2 rating) and adversely affecting team member performance (a 
# 4 rating). This indicates that improving communication and conflict resolution methods in 
technology development environments would increase team member satisfaction and 
performance, as well as retention, according to research cited elsewhere in this paper.  
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It appears that if technology development companies are concerned with building and 
retaining high-performing project teams, successfully resolving conflict should be high on 
their priority list. Further, these results indicate that further ethnographic research or 
contextual inquiry should be applied to the topics covered by this survey to gather more 
specific data about the disconnect in the minds of the respondents between communication 
and conflict and between poorly managed conflict and project success. 
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