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Abstract 
 
Interpersonal conflict is identified as one of the top occupational stressors, strongly linked to a 
reduction in psychological and physical health. In addition, it has been identified as a 
determinant of work disability, occupational incidents, and other costs related to reduced quality, 
restructuring, decreased productivity, absenteeism, and employee turnover. Studies suggest that 
owners and contractors ranked conflict among project participants as the highest factor affecting 
project cost. No research studies previously existed which expose the financial cost of conflict in 
this industry. The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the nature of interpersonal 
conflict on construction projects and its financial burden. Seventy-four construction industry 
personnel were interviewed using a protocol designed to elicit recalled conflict incidents. Forty-
one of the 86 reported incidents underwent analysis using the reported time and associated labor 
costs. It is recommended that educational opportunities and innovative changes to the 
construction process could reduce the incidence of interpersonal conflict on the jobsite. 
 

Key Findings 
 

1. The average amount of time reported across all 41 analyzed conflict incidents was 161.25 
hours (approximately 20 days) ñlostò in managing conflict, with .5 hours as the minimum 
number of hours spent embroiled in a conflict and 6000 hours as the maximum number of 
hours ñlostò as the result of a conflict.  

2. The average cost reported across all 41 conflict incidents was $10,948, with $25 as the 
minimum cost for an incident and $367,000 as the maximum cost for an incident.  

3. The monetary cost of an óobservedô interpersonal conflict may underestimate the true 
monetary cost because the consequences of such behaviors can carry costs well beyond 
the observed incident.  

4. Primary trigger events attributed to interpersonal conflict that occurs on a construction 
jobsite are most often tied to the process of construction versus construction personnel. ñI 
think itôs the process rather than the peopleò is a quote by one of the superintendents 
interviewed. This thought was confirmed by the analysis of the 86 recorded incidents and 
the®ӿџҿM
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Introduction 

 
The United States ranks number one in construction activity, spending an annual average of over 

$889 billion (Ng, Pena-Mora, & Tamaki, 2007), with low profit margins ranging from 2% - 5%.  

Fierce competition has driven contractors to seek ways to reduce waste in the course of 

completing a project.  A common dilemma which continues to eat away at construction 

companiesô profit margins has yet to be fully realized:  unresolved interpersonal conflict on the 

jobsite.  Research suggests that unresolved interpersonal conflict in the workplace is one of the 

largest reducible productivity costs,
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Kohler & Kemp, 1992; Narayanan, Menon & Spector, 1999; Northam, 2009; Sui, 2003; Tuckey, 

Dollar, Saebel & Berry, 2010). In addition, interpersonal conflict on the job has been identified 

as a determinant of work disability (Appelberg et al, 1996) and a predictor of workplace 

accidents (Sui, 2003).  The frequency with which interpersonal conflict is reported to occur at 

work gives added importance to these findings. Studies describing the frequency of incidents of 

interpersonal conflict at work range from 25% to 50% of an employeeôs work day (Hahn, 2000). 

In addition, managers, on average, spend 30-42% of their time dealing with conflict between 

employees (Barnes-Slater & Ford, n.d.;  Brahm, 2004; Bobinski, 2006; Denny, 2005).  It follows 

that if interpersonal conflict is associated with unhealthy and unsafe work outcomes then steps 

taken to prevent and/or reduce interpersonal conflict on the jobsite will positively affect the 

overall revenue generated by a contractor, thereby increasing their profit margin. 

           
Costs other than those directly and indirectly related to health and safety issues include wasted 
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For the construction industry, the financial burden of interpersonal conflict may be even higher 

than it is for generic industry.  By its very nature, the construction industry exists within an 

adversarial environment where conflict is unavoidable (Iyer & Jha, 2004; Ng, Pena-Mora, & 

Tamaki, 2007; Phillips, 1985; Spittler, 1992 ) and is often characterized by the high cost of 

conflict resolution (Ng, et al, 2007). While quantifying costs of litigation and arbitration is 

straightforward--researchers estimate the annual cost to be about $5 billion (Michel, 1998)--it is 

the day to day conflicts, often the source of later litigation and arbitration, that are difficult to 

measure.  According to a recent study of 50 Indian construction firms, Iyer and Jha (2004) found 

that owners and contractors ranked conflict among project participants as the highest factor 

affecting project cost. It is astonishing, in light of this fact, that no research studies exist which 

attempt to expose the unmistakable financial cost of day-to-day conflict in the construction 

industry.   

  
The key to keeping the cost of conflict at a minimum is proximity: the resolution of conflict must 

take place closest to the source of the conflict, as much as circumstances will allow (Spittler & 

Jenteen, 1992; Thomas, 2002; Fullerton, 2005).    Though the construction industry relies on 

formal conflict resolution processes like mediation, arbitration and litigation, these formal 

mechanisms are utilized well after disputes have already escalated out of control (Thomas, 

2002). Crucial to running an efficient business is realizing the true value of prevention and early 

intervention of conflict.  The cost of preventing and resolving conflict in its earliest stages is 

minimal compared to the cost of leaving 
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Each critical incident interview lasted approxi
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The average amount of time
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Each of the 41 incidents the researcher was able to ñcost outò was analyzed with regard to the 

trigger ev
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I was down doing something one day and the guys that were do the ceiling, they got those 
powder actuated guns and he shot one into the steel right above my head and it scared the 
crap out of me and I wasnôt even paying attention cuz I was doing my thing and heôs right 
above my head and he shoots it in. 

 
Several other participants shared primary trigger events related to safety issues that led to an 
interpersonal conflict incident. 

 
theyôre lifting the lift and just a one man bucket lift in the back of the truck at the end of 
the night.  Doing it together, one yells at the other one, hey, watch my hand. 
 
And we were trying to put the safeties on underneath the car and they
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éthe mason just took it upon himself to take that pallet jack from one floor to another 
and then not returning it. You know, and the contractor that they took it from didnôt care 
if they used it but itôs really frustrating when, when they needed it and it wasnôt even on 
the same floor that they left it. 

 
When we first got here, they had so many other jobs going out here that they couldnôt get 
enough tools for everybodyé you have to have your own hand tools but you borrow the 
power tools, so I have to go borrow one, then use it and then take it back. So youôre just 
wasting, youôre wasting a lot of time going back and forth. You know, thatôs most of my 
conflicts is just with the tool issue. 

 
     Construction Scheduling. One of the most frequent primary triggers reported was 

construction scheduling. Participants across all construction personnel positions mentioned 
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He required three to four hours of my babysitting time, more than any other trade, for at 
least the first two to three weeks, from flashing to details, just because he wasé I donôt 
wanna say incompetent but he was less knowledgeable 
 
Well, they got out there, well, they torched them and you torch a hole and you know what 
that looks like. Kinda nasty. 
 
Heôs driving the painter nuts by constantly being in here, asking questions like we donôt 
know our job. We donôt need him in here, telling us how to do our job. 
 
And the foreman starts yelling at me about how I have to shut the valve or else itôs gonna 
squirt oil out. 
 
So it took me approximately 3 İ hours to clean the gang box which is excessive but the 
reason why it was excessive is because he didnôt tell me the whole job up front.  So I get 
done, he sends me off to something else. Heôs like, oh, you gotta go out to the trailer to 
get the supplies to do this. Okay.  I go out to the trailer and the general foremanôs in 
there.  He was like, you donôt take that fucking long to clean out gang boxes 
 
We were carrying light fixtures from one area to another and apparently, the foreman 
didnôt think I was doing it fast enough 

 
 
     Trade Jurisdiction. Trade jurisdiction issues are often attributed to the unionized trades as 

portrayed by the following quote by one participant. 

 
I show up the next day, all the backing the carpenters put in is ripped out and thrown into 
the weeds.  So I come in, Iôm likeé The carpenters are all mad, everything theyôve done 
is torn up and goneéso then I get into it and I hear the rumor that the plumbers tore it out 
because in their union, thatôs their work 

 
However, it is also an issue between non-unionized trades as reported by a non-union tradesman, 

ñéguys will claim that this is their workéand it turns into a dispute.ò 

 
 
     Lack of communication. Interpersonal conflict can be triggered by the ñsimpleò lack of 

communication. 

 
The plasterer said heôd be done Friday nightéhis floors are ready to paint.  Well, the 
painter, unbeknownst to the plasterer, came in on Saturday and painted.  Well, a day later, 
the plasterer went through and touched up a few spots on the wall that was already 
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painted.  He says, well, I didnôt think heôd come in and I was gonna tell him Monday 
morning, I needed an hour or so 

 
      Coordination of Trades. The above quote used to portray lack of communication as a 

primary trigger for interpersonal conflict also illustrates the problem associated with not 

coordinating the work of the trades as one participant stated, ñGetting the trades to coordinate 

can cause conflict.  We have to have electrical in and everything has to happen at a different time 

and in certain steps. So itôs just coordinating the different pieces of it, with the different trades.ò 

 
We have a lot of conflict because air handling systems are big and they take up a lot of 
space. So we have a lot of conflict with other trades because of the size of our ductwork. 
And it ranges from a small conflict, like a couple inches, to a major conflict, like you 
need an engineer to redesign this because youôve got too many things going in one space. 
 
They had a sheet metal guy down there and there were some carpenters and stuff. And 
they were discussing about when weôre gonna get pipe in and when weôre gonna get 
ductwork. Well, the pipefitter wanted, we need to get pipe ordered. I need to start 
installing them and Harry said, no.  We need to wait for Joe to install his duct. Wait til he 
]
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this particular case, the plumber, pipefitter thought that he should go first because heôs 
always gone first on other jobs. 
 
there was a question about how to run this wire that we were running from one end of the 
pool to the other.   
 
And he goes, nope, thatôs not how we do things around here. 
 
éissue on one of the elevators. And at one point, one of themôs telling, you need to think 
of it in this way.  And the other one says, no, itôs not. Youôve gotta think of it this way.  
And it just finally got to a point where I donôt know if either of them were listening, 
somebody said, just shut up a second and listen. 
 
One guy wants to build it, you know, build a wall one way and the other guy, you know, 
wants to build it on the floor and stand it up 

 
     Lack of Information. Information, not shared, is frustrating for the tradesman. As stated by 

one participant, ñWhere there was a tradesman downstairs doing the pipefitting and he got 

irritated because he didnôt have enough information to do the job.ò When information is not 

given, it leaves space for interpretation. 

 
éconflicts that Iôve seen are, you know, a lot of times are really job related where maybe 
the job wasnôt properly designed or there wasnôt enough information. So the two 
tradespeople are confused and thereôs left, thereôs room left for interpretation.  One 
interprets it that it should be put in this way, and the other one interprets it that it should 
be put in a different way.   

 
     Banter/Horseplay. Though the vast majority of primary triggers fall outside the scope of the 

individual, there were some reports of banter/horseplay that clearly caused interpersonal conflict 

as in the following accounts. 

 
he felt that he was very funny and that his jokes, everyone would appreciate such as why 
are you so crabby today, Lisa? Oh, you must be on your period.  Or you know, things like 
that. But he took it steps further and, you know, you canôt take a purse on the job.  So 
generally we have our woman products maybe in our lunchbox or in a jacket. I had mine 
in my jacket and he went in my jacket and pulled out a tampon and was like, see, thatôs 
why sheôs such a bitch as he waves it around at lunch. 
 
Iôve seen employees or, yeah, employees basically berate otheré not berate but talk 
down to other employees and really make fun of them 
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he was in a bad mood that day and I was messing with him, picking on him cuz I knew he 
was in a bad mood. And next thing I know, heôs screaming, Iôm ̾
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compensated. It could be the type of workmanship that theyôre doing.  It could be based 
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do it, donôt listen to this apprentice because he doesnôt know anything. So it turns out 
that, you know, we ran it and they had the work inspected and it failed... so we had to 
remove the cable and repull it the way I was gonna suggest to pull it and then they had it 
reinspected and it passed. 

 
Observed, this may have only been a 15 minute argument, costing ı of each workerôs hourly 

rate. In reality, the ñconflictò cost possibly thousands of dollars in rework and reduced 

productivity.  The  consequence of reduced productivity was highlighted mainly by apprentices 

and journeyman interview participants.  

 
I was going through the doorway, he pushed the studs into me. I donôt know whether he 
sawé he may not have seen me.  But then I lost my shit. So I started screaming at him.  
Fuck you this and fuck you that. It didnôt escalate beyond a few words between us. Well, 
then I wasnôt happy coming to work on a day to day basis. I was irritated on the inside. 

 
Other consequences to a conflict incident are invisible to the person one might be in conflict with 

as described by one tradesman.  

 
éunfortunately, he was, he was taking care of his circle of influence and what he needed 
to get done but he had no clue that those, every one of those guys were sticking it to him 
throughout the whole project. And the end result is the building owner lost out because 
the building was substandard, the quality of the work was substandard and they fought 
him every way. So just by his attitude and his arrogance, it set up a conflict between the 
guy thatôs gonna do the work and the guy thatôs just trying to manage it.   

 
Other negative consequences may surface during the construction project with no direct 

understanding as to its connection with a particular conflict incident.       

 
Pretty soon theyôre walking by safety items. Maybe a handrail is missing but they didnôt 
notice it because of the fact they were concentrating on what this guy said that may have 
pissed them off.  Now, theyôve passed by that. They may not have looked at a set of 
drawings that was just submitted to them because they were too busy complaining about 
what he did a month earlier, whatever it may be.  So thereôs a lot of things that can get 
missed with that negativity. 
 

     Resolution. Of the 86 critical conflict incidents, each included an explanation of how the 

conflict was resolved. Below is a summary of these resolution categories with participant 

quote(s) to illustrate the category. Categories include: separation, talking, listening, 

reestablishing expectations, allowing time to vent emotions, reframing the situation, scolding, 
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humor, chameleon, seeking help, group meetings, role recognition, quid pro quo, avoidance, 

staying calm, violence, sabotage, and prevention.  

 
     Separation. Physically separating those embroiled in an interpersonal conflict is one way that 

several interview participants resolved an interpersonal conflict as in, ñI would say you try toé 

you would break them up.ò Another stated, 

 
then you gotta start separating your guys and, you know, give them a little bit more time 
to themselves rather than, you know, cuz obviously when you get out here, some of these 
jobs, working ten hours a day, six days a week, it doesnôt take long to take its toll on the 
guys. 

 
In the same breath, interview participants who reported incidents of interpersonal conflict 

between workers talked about the importance of pulling together a crew for a construction 

project who worked well together.  

 
 
     Talking. Participants across the spectrum of positions felt that verbal communication was the 

key to resolving interpersonal conflict, as one participant stated, ñé communication is the key. 

You can resolve a lot of your interpersonal problems if you just communicate..ò and  ñSo I think 

if you just went over and talked to the person and didnôt get mad about it, tried to stay calm, I 

think that would solve probably 90% of it.ò In fact, several stated that they had received formal 

training from their employers in how to resolve conflict through conversation. Though key to 

resolving conflict, participants also felt it was the most difficult, stating, ñObviously, 

communicationôs the biggest thing but it is tough.ò 

 
 
     Listening. Listening was identified by both journeymen and supervisors as an important tool 

to resolving conflict. In fact, in the following inci
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scolded him.  You know, just donôt do that. Ask. You know, return the stuff. Just use common 

courtesy. 

 
     Humor. Light banter and humor was regarded as a quick, popular way to reduce small 

personal frustrations and stress on the jobsite. As one participant stated, ñHumor, a little bit can 

go a long ways with it.ò   

 
     Chameleon. As stated earlier in this report, most interview participants, when asked to recall 

what caused a particular conflict would say ñépeopleôs personalitiesò, but when pressed to trace 

the origin of the incident, recalled that the cause of the conflict incident was something else 

(what this report describes as primary triggers). With that in mind, it is no wonder that several 

participants mentioned the importance of getting along well with different types of personalities 

as a prevention/resolution of conflict, as one stated, ñI think you have to be a personable person 

to be able to get along with multiple personalities.ò  

 
     Seek help. Some participants felt that help from a foreman or supervisor was essential to 

resolving conflict. One supervisor stated, ñWe need to get involved to the point that maybe we 

canôt suggest the right answer but we can at least get the two parties or three parties talking in a 

constructive way.ò A journeyman had observed an instance where two forms of resolution were 
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He never checked his office phone. He emails me back and says, Iôm sorry.  Heôs a cool 
guy. I never told him that the best way to get a hold of me is my email or hereôs my cell 
phone number.  So I emailed him back and said, you know, partly my fault, too. Sorry, I 
shouldôve done a better jobé Sometimes I think you gotta be like that. I shouldôve done 
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Another thing out here that has reduced conflict in this job is 3D modeling which means 
the job--electrically, mechanically, plumbing, ductwork, heating lines and all that kinda 
stuff, sprinkler lines, architectural wallséthe job was built ahead of time on computer. 
So most, a lot of conflicts are already wiped out. Thereôs still conflicts but the big ones 
are gone. 

 
But you know, if you could put more training into your workforce, trying to get them to 
understand everybody is different, everybodyôs not gonna think like you. You know, and 
that when youôre in that work environment, you need to treat it like a work environment, 
not your personal environment. 

 
Some participants felt that it was important to resolve conflict as quickly and closely to those 

involved in the conflict. In that way, they stated, the cost stays fairly low. 

 
If they can have that conflict, resolve it and move on, thatôs fairly low cost. When it, 
when they quit communicating and quit having conflicts and they just put it in the way 
they think they should, and it falls up to the superintendent, and then thereôs a huge 
conflict, thatôs probably what theyôre seeing. So theyôre seeing the bigger ones that didnôt 
get handled at the front line level and it has been escalated up so they have to deal with it. 
And those can be, you know, in the tens of thousands of dollars to hundreds of thousands 
of dollars. And in some case, you know, millions and millions of dollarsé 

 
 
     Conflict is Good.  A couple of interview participants shared the virtues of conflict on a 

construction site. 

 
éthe biggest cost comes when thereôs no conflict at all and people just do whatever they 
think they can do. Because then the conflict shifts from the onsite people to the managers 
that have to come in and then the whole disciplinary thing starts.   
 
it (conflict) actually helped me out. It made me aware, to look into more of the union 
trades, whatôs expected of each union trade and what the crossovers are and stuff. 
 

 
Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations 

 
By its very nature, the construction industry exists within an adversarial environment where 

conflict is unavoidable (Iyer & Jha, 2004; Ng, Pena-Mora, & Tamaki, 2007; Phillips, 1985; 

Spittler, 1992 ) and is often characterized by the high cost of conflict resolution (Ng, et al, 2007). 

While quantifying costs of litigation and arbitration 
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Indian construction firms, Iyer and Jha (2004) found that owners and contractors ranked conflict 

among project participants as the highest factor affecting project cost. Until now, no research 

studies exist which attempt to expose the unmistakable financial cost of day-to-day conflict in 

the construction industry.   

  
Based on the results of this research study, the following conclusions can be made: 1) 

Construction jobsite personnel have witnessed or experienced interpersonal conflict while 

working on a construction jobsite, 2) the average amount of time reported across all 41 conflict 

incidents was 161.25 hours ñlostò in managing conflict, with .5 hours as the minimum number of 

hours spent embroiled in a conflict and 6000 hours as the maximum number of hours ñlostò as 

the result of a conflict, 3) the average cost reported across all 41 conflict incidents was $10,948, 

with $25 as the minimum cost for an incident and $367,000 hours as the maximum cost for an 

incident, 4) the monetary cost of an óobservedô interpersonal conflict may underestimate the true 

monetary cost because the consequences of such behaviors are not directly related to the incident 

itself, 5) primary trigger events attributed to interpersonal conflict that occurs on a construction 

jobsite are mom costƆco
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Educational opportunities offered at all levels of construction personnel, beginning in 
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Dissemination through presentation of these findings and results from further research would be 

welcome at associations devoted to expanding conflict resolution research. In addition, 

construction industry associations and related publications would be interested in exploring 

innovations in the construction process and organizational decisionmaking to reduce/prevent 

interpersonal conflict on the construction site.  
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Appendix A 
 
 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Informed Consent Form 
Individual Interview 
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