


Project Management for Beginners: - Conflict Management 101
When people from diverse groups with different personalities and communication styles work together to meet stringent Project timelines, it is natural that there will be some disagreements. As a Project Management Professional (PMP®), you need to ensure that these differences are handled constructively, and that the outcome helps the Project move forward.
Let’s take an example. You are the Project Manager for a Project where a new Product is being implemented – X wants the Product completed four months sooner. Y believes the overall Product cost can be reduced by 15% if the implementation is later. X and Y enter into a heated debate in your Project Meeting. Though you temporarily defuse this situation, you know that this must be addressed. How do you help facilitate this?
· Firstly, it is crucial to be an Active Listener to get an idea of what's happening. Understand the scenario and keep an eye out for Verbal and Non-verbal cues of both X and Y. Be emotionally aware of the situation and try to be a neutral facilitator.

· Introspect on the best way to resolve this– should X and Y be left to settle this among themselves? Do you need to step in and individually understand their concerns? Or set up a joint Meeting? Or a combination of these three? Conflict Management is not a one-size-fits-all approach, and it could take several attempts to resolve a situation amicably.

· As a PMP®, your first thought might be to ask X and Y to get together and figure out a solution that makes them both happy. Then, in a Collaborative approach, both parties would get into Problem-Solving mode. Then, X and Y will involve the relevant Experts and brainstorm a way to launch the Project sooner and at a reduced cost. Preceding in this manner is a Win-Win situation and one of the best ways to get out of an ongoing conflict.

· But what if this doesn’t work? Another option is to convince them to try the Compromising approach – by proposing a solution where the Project will launch two months sooner with a 5 % cost reduction. Both parties are somewhat satisfied, but neither gets what they want. This is a Lose-Lose situation but is sometimes the only option, especially when both X and Y are equal power stakeholders.

· And what happens if they are not? If Y holds greater authority than X, they can force their judgment on the other person and immediately end the conflict. This “My Way or the Highway” approach can leave X feeling demoralized and is an example of a Win-Lose situation. This could be a good solution in this case, for example, if the Company were going through a financial crunch.

· Another solution could be if Y realized it was unnecessary/time-consuming to debate over the cost reduction and instead chose to focus on the benefits of launching the Project early, ceding to X’s demands. This approach, also known as Smoothing/Accommodating, can result in temporary peace, but its overuse may cause X to try and take advantage of Y every time and may cause disagreements in the future.


· Sometimes Conflict could be due to temporary differences, personality clashes, or stress. In this case, either or both parties should withdraw from the discussion for the time being so that they get time to cool off. However, as the Project Manager, you need to ensure a meaningful resolution eventually – because, in the long term, this may lead to pent-up frustration, causing more harm than good.
So, remember - “Conflict is inevitable, but Combat is optional”– Where there are people, there will be Conflict. So, use the above Conflict Management strategies to influence the Project Team to make the most out of Team disagreements. All the Best!
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