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Embrace Conflict: Using Conflict to Build Constructive Teams 
 

By Evan Piekara 
 
Abstract 
 
Conflict can occur in any environment, and the success of a project is dependent on 
how leaders manage and resolve conflict. Issues can occur with various 
stakeholders (project team, client, and other influencers), and addressing these 
problems head-on can be the difference between meeting project demands and 
escalating tensions to the point of damaging the project outcome and team and client 
relationships.  
 
This presentation and paper will address how to build teams that harness the 
positive aspects of conflict and mitigate issues before they metastasize into project 
and relationship-damaging discord. The paper will review common sources of 
conflict, the conflict lifecycle, and strategies for resolving conflict.  
     
Conflict as an Opportunity for Communication and Growth  
 
Since its inception, IBM has been regarded as an innovative and evolving company. 
Big Blue’s ability to anticipate and adapt to conflict has contributed to the company’s 
longevity and success. In the 1990s, IBM bundled products and reintegrated 
divisions in an effort to provide customers with fuller products and services.1 This 
transition fostered greater complexity and conflict among sales and delivery, as well 
as among previously independent divisions. Managers were not escalating or 
addressing conflicts across units leading to a loss of service and the erosion of 
competitive advantages that IBM had taken decades to forge.2 Without greater 
accountability and communication, IBM would continue to suffer losses in market 
share and customer satisfaction.  
 
IBM recognized that setting and communicating expectations and collaborating 
across units was critical to resolving conflicts. IBM developed the Market Growth 
Workshop that brought managers, salespeople, and frontline specialists together to 
identify, discuss, and develop action steps to address conflicts across business 
units.3 The company developed a simple template that clarified expectations and 
forced people to document and assess issues discussed during the Market Growth 
Workshop. Documenting, tracking, and clarifying these issues helped to hold people 
accountable and manage expectations. What could have been a catastrophic spiral 
of coalitions between silos, finger-pointing, and selling of business units, ultimately 
become a way for IBM leaders to communicate, take action, and use processes and 
personnel to address high-stakes and highly-visible conflicts. Today, Forbes has 
ranked IBM as one of the world’s most valuable brands.    
 
 

                                                 
1
 https://hbr.org/2005/03/want-collaboration-accept-and-actively-manage-conflict  

2
 https://hbr.org/2005/03/want-collaboration-accept-and-actively-manage-conflict  

3
 https://hbr.org/2005/03/want-collaboration-accept-and-actively-manage-conflict  
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Embrace the Inevitable: Working with Conflict 
 

Generational differences, tight deadlines, and the need for getting more done with 
less has made conflict an inevitable part of the work environment. Coupled with 
these demands is our innate desire to be liked, which has created a tendency to 
avoid conflict. While sidestepping conflict may avoid arguments, this tactic is not 
always constructive. Think of the person who repeatedly turns in work past 
deadlines. While not addressing this conflict upfront may enable the tardy coworker 
to save face, it lowers team morale, particularly of those who are working overtime to 
meet deadlines. It also enables the tardy coworker to continue their practice of 
missing deadlines, and it adds strain to the project manager who cannot rely on 
deadlines to be met. In today’s increasingly connected society, conflict no longer can 
be avoided. Countless sources facilitate opposition and place the project manager in 
the difficult position of navigating diverging views. 
 
   Table 1: Sources of Conflict

4
  

 

 

 

 

 

 Today’s project manager not only needs to be able to identify the type of conflict, but 
also have a range of techniques in their toolkit to mitigate, address, and harness it. 
 
Defining Conflict 
 

Conflict is “the result of disagreement caused by perceived or actual opposition of 
interests, needs, and value.5”  Conflict, in its essence, causes tension and stress and 
has many harmful effects that can damage a team. 
 
   Table 2: Harmful Effects of Conflict

6
  

 

     

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Management and Strategy Institute 

5
 Management and Strategy Institute 

6
 Management and Strategy Institute 

 Lower productivity  

 Increased stress 

 Frustration due to time lost to address conflict 

 Reduced trust 

 With us or against us mentality 

 Win/Lose mentality (Someone wins while someone loses)  

 Lose/Lose mentality (we both lose no matter the outcome) 

 Basic needs 

 Values 

 Resources 

 Interests 

 Perception  

 Love 
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Conflict can hinder efforts, damage relationships, and lower productivity when 
warning signals are not identified and project leaders do not effectively channel 
these warning signals into productive dialogue. However, conflict, when balanced 
appropriately, can strengthen team dynamics, enhance creativity, and lead to better 
solutions.    
 
 Table 3: Positive Effects of Conflict
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 Table 3. Positive Effects of Confl 

 

 

 

 

Project managers today must be adept at reading personalities, assessing situations, 
and using a range of tools and techniques to prevent conflict from metastasizing into 
a toxic situation.  
 
Assessing Conflict 
 
The extent that conflict will impact the project often depends on the personalities and 
degree to which the conflict has grown. Conflict tends to follow a lifecycle and 
addressing conflict earlier often leads to a higher ability and willingness of all parties 
to reach a win-win resolution.  At first, conflict might start small as people mask their 
emotions and feelings. They will likely seek win-win resolutions, have mutual respect 
for the other participants, and be willing to reach a resolution before conflict 
escalates. Additionally many people have not become entrenched in their opinions, 
deadlines may be further away, and there is less pressure to reach a resolution. 
Project managers should attempt to instill a culture where issues are discussed 
openly, perspectives are shared, and positions are not hardened.  For instance, 
removing ambiguity by explicitly setting and documenting deadlines and 
expectations is one way to ensure communication and clarify needs.8  
  
As conflict devolves, it becomes important to identify the initial warning signals of 
hardening positions, intense debates, and the forming of coalitions in order to 
mitigate conflict from becoming full-blown. As conflicts continue, debates become 
more intense, actions rather than words are shared, and coalitions begin to form. In 
these stages, conflict becomes win/lose as one side looks to gain at the expense of 
the other. It is important during meetings to take minutes or notes and review these 
notes, document requests and timelines in email so that there is a paper trail where 
expectations can be reviewed and re-visited.9   
 

                                                 
7
 Management and Strategy Institute 

8
 http://www.forbes.com/sites/augustturak/2012/09/10/the-3-secrets-to-conflict-resolution/  

9
 http://www.forbes.com/sites/augustturak/2012/09/10/the-3-secrets-to-conflict-resolution/  

 Energizes teams 

 Increases creativity 

 Encourages stronger emotional skills 

 Enhances negotiations 

 Questions status quo 

 Discovers others’ needs, values, and perspectives 
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When conflict reaches maturity, participants take a lose/lose approach by seeking 
victory at all costs. This stage is when discussions break down, threats are made, 
people are separated, and the conflict could eventually end in a complete impasse or 
breakup. Project managers must adeptly direct conflict at this stage or face a war of 
attrition.  
 
                                         Table 4: Warning Signals of Unproductive Conflict

10
 

 

                                                         

 

 

 
Project managers must actively monitor conflict to ensure that disagreement remains 
productive and does not devolve into all-out war. Several warning signals should 
such as the intensifying of debate, actions as opposed to words, and forming of 
coalitions, should alert the project manager that the group should take a step back 
and re-assess the situation, communications, and review or set ground rules for 
future discussion.    
 
                                                 Table 5: Conflict Lifecycle

11
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 Management and Strategy Institute 

 Emotions dominate facts 

 Fear and mistrust increase 

 Perspective is black and white 

 Information is restricted 

 Solutions not based on logic 
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Managing Conflict 
 
As one goes through the conflict lifecycle, one must be mindful of the personalities 
involved and the approaches that can be used. Approaches may vary depending on 
your personality, who is involved, and the situation. Below are several approaches, 
when they tend to successfully work, and when they might exacerbate the situation: 
 
                                         Table 6:  6 Conflict Management Approaches

12
 

Approach Successfully Use Backfires 

Accommodation  Care little about the outcome 

 Are wrong 

 Have little power 

 Resent position after 

 Appear weak 

 Make others appear strong 

Avoidance   Time is short 

 Have less power 

 Relationship has no value 

 Desire to block progress 

 Issue is trivial 

 Care about the relationship 

 Use repeatedly  

 Creates a future expectation 

 Harms image  

Collaboration  Desire to preserve relationship 

 Critical to reach ideal solution 

 Prefer to cooperate as a 

strategy 

 All issues can be addressed 

 Need a win/win outcome 

 Ethical or moral issues 

 Time sensitive 

 Trivial issues 

 Irresolvable irreconcilable 

differences 

  No mutual respect 

Compromise  Need a non-optimal solution 

 Time and resources are limited 

 Equal power 

 Only way win/win solution 

 Resents later 

 Negatively impacts 

relationship 

 Negotiations take time 

 If you can still collaborate 

Domination  More important to be right 

than preserve relationships 

 Have the authority 

 Issue is trivial 

 Emergency 

 Used too often 

 Anticipate adverse response 

 Haven’t attempted to 

collaborate first 

 

Revenge and Self-

Harm 
 Seek revenge 

 Opposition wants revenge 

 Need to win no matter what 

 Willing to face loses 

 Opportunity to collaborate 

 Losses outweigh gains 

 Damages reputation, 

relationship 

 Need to negotiate with 

opposition in the future 

 

Relationships, personalities, and circumstances may influence which approach 
works best for a given situation. The shrewd project manager is able to assess the 
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people involved, their actual vs. perceived power, and devise a strategy based on 
this information. At times, the project manager may need to shift between 
approaches to adapt to the opposition. While this may not work in every 
circumstance, the project manager can follow these basic steps when addressing 
conflict: 
 
                                            Table 7: Six Steps to Managing Conflict

13
 

Step Description Statement  

1. Confirm  Paraphrase to show 

understanding 

“Yes- I understand that…” 

2. Empathize State the other person’s 

perspective 

“I understand why you 

feel…” 

3. Prepare Pivot from their perspective “I think that we may need to 

consider…”  

4. Provide reasons Build a case for an 

alternative perspective 

Outline rationale  

5. Deliver negative 

statement 

Show you do not agree “I think we should…” 

6. Offer compromise Provide an alternative 

solution 

“This is why I feel that we 

need to….”  

 

These steps may vary depending on the reactions and approach of the opposition, 
what is at stake, and whether the opposition adopts a win/win, win/lose, or lose/lose 
mentality. For instance, if the opposition takes a lose/lose mentality, there may not 
be the opportunity to offer a compromise and one may need to take on more of a 
domination approach to reach an outcome. This approach is often taken in hostile 
takeovers, and while not ideal, it is often the only approach available given the 
personalities, situation, and timeline. 
 
Building a Conflict-Embracing Culture 
 

There are several strategies to employ in order to foster a culture where 
perspectives are freely shared and people can respectfully disagree. At the outset, 
project managers should seek to build rapport, establish camaraderie, and develop a 
culture where people are comfortable with each other before conflict even arises. 
Thus, when conflict does arise, it is easier to get people to share their points of view 
and respectfully disagree. Moreover, teams and businesses should begin to design 
processes before conflict even surfaces so that there is a defined path for 
addressing conflict.14 On the one hand, team-building at the beginning of the project 
forges connections, and enables the project manager to assess personalities. On the 

                                                 
13
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other hand, establishing processes creates formal paths for conflicts to follow so that 
expectations can be appropriately managed.15 
 
As conflict arises, one point to emphasize is that the team is looking for the optimal 
solution and that this is merely business rather than personal. Doing so shifts 
thinking away from personal attacks and toward exploring alternatives.16  Another 
way teams build conflict-embracing cultures is by regularly scheduling “challenge 
events” where there is open discussion on the status quo and how processes can, 
and should, evolve over time.17 Doing so highlights the need for change and creates 
an opportunity for people to share and explore alternatives. A third approach is 
recognizing employees who regularly challenge norms by highlighting their ingenuity, 
providing positive reinforcement, and viewing questions and comments as teachable 
moments.18 Finally, setting procedures and ground rules for addressing conflict in 
your team can prevent people from drawing disagreement into danger areas.19 For 
example, firms may end with a “start doing, continue doing, stop doing” assessment 
at the end of each meeting or feedback session so that positives along with feedback 
can be shared. 
 
Conflict can be healthy and provide an opportunity to learn, build better solutions, 
and grow. Warning signals should foster discussion that prevents conflict from 
becoming toxic. Periodic meetings where people can express ideas in a safe 
environment can be one tool that fosters conflict-embracing cultures.20 When 
facilitating these meetings, it is important to ensure everyone participates and that 
opinions are shared, respected, and valued.21  
 
Conflict Provides Perspective 
 
In today’s interconnected society, conflict is unavoidable, and today’s project 
manager must come equipped with the tools and skills to embrace conflict. While 
many fear or avoid conflict because they feel that it could damage relationships or 
take too much time to overcome, many others are learning that conflict can be 
healthy and should be embraced. Conflict provides perspective, and addressing it up 
front may prevent friction from developing to the point where relationships are 
damaged, ideas for improvement are not shared, and even more time will need to be 
devoted to meeting demands or re-building relationships. Fostering a culture that 
questions that status quo, is comfortable sharing opinions, and that is curious 
learning about ideas and perspectives will create a dynamic team that is more able 
to adapt to the multiple conflicts that inevitably will come. Be ready to embrace it with 
open arms. 

                                                 
15

 http://www.businessweek.com/smallbiz/content/feb2011/sb2011024_744270.htm  
16

 https://hbr.org/2013/10/nice-managers-embrace-conflict-too/  
17
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18
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19
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20

 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/matt-tenney/embracing-conflict_b_4136135.html  
21

 http://www.terihill.com/archives/751  
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