
 

 

 

The Final Voyage of the Challenger 

A Harvard Case Study Analysis 

 

 

 

Tanner Grant 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COMM 499 

Dr. Susan Walton 

11/17/2022 

 



Tanner Grant, Student 

Strategic Organizational Communication, BYU-Idaho 

COMM 499 Senior Project – Analysis Paper 

Harvard Case Study: The Final Voyage of the Challenger 

 Within any organization, when you put too many leaders in charge, communication 

problems ensue. This may have been the downfall of the Challenger project, that lead to tragic 

loss of life on January 28th, 1986. Sometimes, the room gets so loud that no matter the efforts to 

be seen, you will remain forgotten. While reading this case study I identified three major 

communication failures that led to the Challenger incident.  

 The first communication failure is a matter of location. While somewhat different in the 

day and age of Zoom and Covid-19, localization of your teams is a necessity for success. In 

2022, this may come in many different forms, in the 1980’s communication from different 

locations was a much more difficult task to overcome. The second failure was poor top-down 

management and poor side-to-side communication. When leadership fails to communicate 

important information, failures are bound to follow. The third and final communication failure 

that I would like to discuss returns to the idea that having too many leaders in one room may not 

be a good thing. People who don’t want to listen, will never hear you.  

 With the implementation of the communication strategies that I intend to share, the 

Challenger space shuttle may have still failed to launch properly. I do not have the engineering 

knowledge even remotely close to help me understand the failures that happened that day. What I 

do understand is communication, and fixing the communication failures between NASA, Morton 

Thiokol, the Kennedy Space Center, the Johnson Space Center, and the Marshall Flight Center, 



could have led to knowledge being shared that would have stopped the Challenger launch, and 

saved lives.  

Problem One – Localization in the 80’s 

 In 1980 Zoom was still something to eat, Skype and Facetime were still decades away 

from entering the world of communication. Without seeing faces, the ability to identify speakers, 

and the control that modern technology gives you over long-distance communication, remote 

conversations between multiple parties would deem problematic for the Challenger team.  

 Even with modern technology, the COVID-19 Pandemic proved challenging for leaders 

within organizations for multiple years. Just because you could see each other, and control the 

flow of the conversation, didn’t mean that it was more effective than working together in a face-

to-face fashion. Localization of teams makes it easier to see the majority of communication that 

is not heard but seen. Nonverbal communication is key in having successful conversations. The 

ability to not only hear how others feel, but to see it, is an obstacle that Zoom, Skype, and 

Facetime have yet to overcome. 

 It was recommended, in the early forming stages of the Challenger team that they all 

work in one localized location, for the reasoning stated above. The ease of having your teams all 

in roughly the same area would be substantially easier than being spread throughout the United 

States. This argument was quickly dismissed. Each space center had their own processes and 

benefits that simply could not be moved to a centralized location. Leaving group meetings over 

speakerphone and faxing as their forms of communication. 

 We are lucky to have the ability to work with individuals across the world because of 

modern technology which changes how we look at situations that happened in the past. It is 



possible that having zoom, instant messaging, and facetime would have benefited the Challenger 

team in the 1980’s and led to a solution to their O-ring problem. Maybe the quieter voices would 

have been heard through all of the noise, maybe a mass email to each team could have been sent, 

maybe the O-ring argument from the Morton Thiokol investigation team would have been easier 

to present. I have a theory, that due to the next two communication failures that I want to present, 

it wouldn’t have made as big of a difference to this specific situation as we may think. 

Problem Two – Top-Down Management and Side to Side communication 

 Within this case study we find out that members of upper management were informed 

that the O-ring design of the Thiokol team’s motor case joint was not redundant. Meaning that if 

one joint failed, the others could not maintain the structural integrity to do their intended job. Up 

to this point, all engineering teams were told that because of the redundancy of the joints, failure 

of one or two O-rings would not lead to a significant enough problem to warrant fixing the 

design.  

 There were some initial changes to the design of the two problematic O-rings. Upper 

management was informed by the engineering team at Marshall that “the clearance between the 

tang and clevis, already increased from the Titan specification to allow easier assembly, became 

excessive, and did not allow enough squeeze on the O-rings to ensure their sealing” (Hauptman, 

1991). This problem was quickly identified, and design changes were made to fix the findings. 

Once this problem was resolved, the case was closed, and all engineering teams moved on, until 

the engineering team at Thiokol found another issue. 

 The team at Thiokol found that the O-rings suffered from erosion that created a single 

point of failure. Meaning that the loss of one O-ring structure could have major consequences if 



not resolved. Thiokol was so concerned with this fact, that they created an internal investigation 

team to solve the issue. However, without the power and backup from NASA, this team would 

meet failure despite being very vocal about the issue.  

 Thiokol did not communicate this problem clearly with its other engineering teams. It is 

unclear if NASA and the other space organizations were very clearly told that the O-ring design 

was now classified as a single point of failure. This miscommunication could point to the lack of 

concern that is stated from other leaders when the decision to launch was made. Regardless of 

technology making communication possible, if management never addressed the issue of its 

workers and other organizations, the failure still would occur.  

 While our communication failures may never have the tragic results that occurred within 

the Challenger team, it is still something to focus on when you are a leader. Being willing to 

communicate problems, ideas, and successes to your organization is an important skill that 

translates wherever you take your talents. Keeping knowledge to yourself only hinders the 

success of your projects, and the success of the individuals responsible for doing the work.  

Problem Three – Those Who Don’t Want to Listen, Will Never Hear 

 When we enter into the conference call determining if the launch date should proceed, we 

have a lot of different people talking, and nobody listening. A side effect of too many leaders 

being in the room at one time. When everyone thinks they are right, that doesn’t leave any room 

for someone to think that they may be wrong.  

Several engineers stated that they made many attempts to communicate just how 

dangerous the O-rings may be if the launch was to be continued in such uncertain temperatures. 

They would be launching in a temperature range that had not been tested on previously. There 



were two engineers within the Thiokol organization that adamantly protested the continuation of 

the launch. They made many attempts to communicate the problem; everyone was listening, but 

nobody wanted to hear what they had to say. Nobody wanted to be the voice that prolonged the 

launch of a program many years in the making.  

With all of the experience, knowledge, and wisdom on that conference call, it is hard to 

argue that nobody had the ability to understand what the engineers were trying to say. The fact of 

the matter is that they didn’t want to understand it. Maybe it was the inability of the engineers to 

relay the information properly, maybe it was the lack of knowledge from the management team, 

or maybe it really was an unwillingness to really hear what the unpopular opinion had to say.  

This wasn’t a case of meekness or inability to share opinions, this was a case of being 

pushed out of the way because the opinion shared wasn’t the “right” one in the minds of those in 

charge. Again, when you have too many leaders in one space, it doesn’t leave a lot of room for 

someone to be wrong.  

The two vocal engineers from the Thiokol team were much louder and aggressive in 

sharing their opinions than I would be. Regardless of the opinions and ideas from their 

colleagues and peers they were willing to go against the grain and share the unpopular opinion; 

unfortunately for the Challenger team, nobody was willing to take the time to truly hear what 

they were trying to say. 

In life we will all be faced with a variety of situations. Some small, some challenging, 

and some downright impossible. Strategic communication is being willing and able to express 

your opinion, regardless of how popular or unpopular it might be, in a way that can be processed 

by those who refuse to hear it. It is possible that with a little more strategic communication and 



willingness to hear unpopular opinions, the Challenger shuttle may have found itself on a 

successful launch.  

Conclusion 

 No leadership, organization, or team is perfect. They are all riddled with flaws and 

disagreements. There is no one perfect solution to any of these problems. Communication is 

simply a roadmap that can guide us to better results along the way. Localization of our teams, 

solutions to top down and side to side communication, and a willingness to hear others as a 

leader, are all tools in the communication world.  

 The Challenger team was faced with what seemed to be a nearly impossibly task. When 

you attempt a project that few have completed, there are not a lot of examples to pull from. In 

our lives we cannot get hung up on our failures. We need to learn what we can from them and 

utilize that information to create success in the future.  

 I don’t know what the perfect answer to this Challenger Case Study would be. With so 

many variables, complex equations, and people instilled at the heart of this project, it is easy to 

pick out the things that we know went wrong. It is not as easy to provide solutions for a project 

that is so vast. These communication tools may have provided a solid foundation for better 

communication that may have made a difference. 
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