CONFLICT AT WORK, QUOTATIONS FOR PRESS USE

Authors of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, Clive Johnson and Jackie Keddy, offer the following comments for general on-line and print media press use.  

This page will be updated regularly to include new content and to offer responses to topical news stories.

Retired London Metropolitan Police Service DCI Jackie Keddy and conflict specialist Clive Johnson also co-founded the specialist conflict management consultancy The Janus Partnership and created the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF), the UK’s leading organisation for sharing organisational learning on conflict.  For personal and organisational profiles, please click here.
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The cost of conflict

“Conflict costs organisations more than is often realised.  The demotivating effects of accusations, put-downs and snubs often go unnoticed for a long time but have a habit of flaring into deeply entrenched differences when friction arises.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).

“The financial cost of conflict is bad enough, but unresolved disputes also cost time and energy that might be much better channelled in other ways.”

 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).

RETURN TO THEMES INDEX 
Bullying in the workplace

“Our research shows that bullying is rife amongst senior manager ranks in a majority of organisations.”  Refers to survey of bullying amongst senior manager ranks conducted by the ICMF.  For further information, click here.
 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“The problem many [HR personnel] face is squaring the circle of what ‘bullying’ actually is.  What for one person is a ‘bully’ is for another a ‘strong manager’.  It’s proved notoriously hard to set down guidelines that make such distinctions clear.”

 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

RETURN TO THEMES INDEX
Neglecting conflict management in strategy

“Organisations that neglect conflict management in their people management strategies are likely to be storing up a host of problems for the future.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Given the great costs of conflict, often including massive people time and energy being channelled away from important activities, it amazes us how few organisations give attention up-front to how they might cut down or minimise the risk of unhealthy disputes sparking off.”

- Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).

RETURN TO THEMES INDEX
Alternative types of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)

“When people think of ‘mediation’, they tend to have just one thing in mind, usually a type of activity in which the mediator acts as a type of facilitator, weighing in to create a level of structure and keep order.  In fact there are many different types of mediation, not to mention different types of ADR.  It must make sense to consider which might offer the best hope for achieving a positive outcome in any dispute.” 

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Coaching has been widely embraced by many organisations, yet relatively few seem to have appreciated the potential for using coaching to help resolve disputes.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

RETURN TO THEMES INDEX
Mediation

“For many people, mediation brings to mind the idea of a serious negotiation across split lines in a closed room, often taking many hours or even days to conduct.  In fact, it can be much less of a formality, and indeed involve very simple interventions from a line manager or trusted third party.” 

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Formal mediation comes in many different forms, and usually not all will be relevant for any particular dispute or when taking account of the personalities involved.  A lack of knowledge about the alternatives may be one reason why many organisations often don’t give attention to which approach may be most appropriate when calling in the specialists.” 
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Virtually anyone can step into a mediator’s role, but there are some common pitfalls for the amateurs to be wary of, not least possibly prejudicing the course of a dispute if agreement can’t be reached on the first attempt.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Engaging two mediators can often pay dividends, helping to ensure that the hidden language in the room is picked up, and upping the chances that each party won’t perceive that a mediator has been brought in to support the organisation’s interests.” 
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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More than financial costs

“Staff disputes can cost a lot more than a mediator’s fees and HR time.  Fear and suspicion amongst colleagues, unfocused working and prolonged bouts of sickness are all common consequences.  In some cases, relationships between individuals can be permanently damaged.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“The impact of a dispute between two members of staff on others is often overlooked – yet there’s rarely total secrecy when a disagreement is brewing.  Individuals may be cajoled into taking sides, engage in gossip that can entrench perceptions about those involved, and if nothing else, become distracted from their work focus out of curiosity to know what’s going on.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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What organisations can do to stop unhealthy conflict in its tracks

“A key role for a manager or anyone involved in dealing with staff in the front line is to aim to let individuals channel their emotion when a dispute first takes off, and then to try to get to the root of the real issue.  Rushing to make assumptions or ‘bashing heads together’ aren’t usually the best strategies for bringing about a lasting peace.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Individuals who are set on vengeance need to be gently encouraged to see what outcomes are realistically achievable.  A quest for ‘justice’ often obscures clear thinking, but presenting the reality or coaching individuals to reflect on their situation can help dispel false hopes of retribution.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Just taking someone away from their immediate situation can help them get over their immediate anger rush – what we call the ‘water cooler walk’ can work wonders for calming emotions and letting individuals look at things more objectively.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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Investigating grievances

“Dealing with grief all the time can take its toll on even the most hardened of people.  Grievance investigators need to take time once in a while to look at how they can look after themselves – self protection against unhealthy stress and even illhealth is important, as is being able to avoid taking too many problems home.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Grievance investigations that aren’t conducted carefully can open up a host of reasons for those bringing or being the subject of a grievance lodging appeals, sometimes meaning that investigations go into a lengthy spiral of further referral.  A role for any investigator is to ensure that they do what they can to stem the chance of appeals becoming iterated.”

 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“There are often unseen interests at play in a dispute – the views and advice of the union representatives, colleagues, family and friends who are all ready to offer an opinion on what should be done.  Mediators often need to tease out the arguments being put by such lobbyists and help the individuals that they seek to influence to come to their own conclusions.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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On the likely increase of conflict in troubled times

“Organisations that are facing cutbacks and uncertainty are seed-beds for friction.  Competition for survival and the pressures to deliver add to the stresses that individuals are under, creating the conditions for friction and interpersonal conflict.” 
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“The fact that people may not be making as many complaints as normal shouldn’t mean that everything in the garden is rosy.  A fear of putting a head above the parapet may persuade many to hold off from raising grievances, but pressures stored up during a time of restraint will need to blow eventually – just as a pressure cooker that’s not well vented will eventually explode.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Healthy and unhealthy conflict

“What’s not always appreciated is that not all conflict is necessarily bad – indeed, constructive disagreement is often necessary for organisations to innovate, grow and thrive.  The key is to know how to spot what is likely to be a healthy clash of opinions and what could spiral into something that’s very unhealthy, and to know how to channel each effectively.” 
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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Narcissists at the top

“A narcissistic personality disorder often goes undetected, even by those who display the tell-tale characteristics.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Narcissists’ remarkable talent for putting others down and scoring ‘one-up’ on their rivals make them natural pass masters at manoeuvring into positions of power.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Many HR managers are reluctant to challenge senior managers who bully even when clear patterns of bad conduct persist, especially if the alleged bully is the top brass.  Rather, bad behaviours are often justified as the way to get things done, a part of the accepted culture, even though they may often be inconsistent with what might be said in codes of conduct policies and statements of company values. Paying off those affected is often a lot easier to picking a fight with a bully who might later turn on you.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
RETURN TO THEMES INDEX 
 
   


Group/team conflict

“Team managers often find themselves becoming the focus of blame during times of extreme pressure or change, both being put upon by their bosses to deliver and criticised by their staff for turning up the pressure.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Group talk, or what we often call ‘gossip’, is more often than not targeted at managers.  This can help foster opinions that ultimately lead to serious conflict with the boss.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“There can often be a ‘them and us’ attitude that develops in teams, in which a manager favours some team members over others, giving them space to speak, praising their ideas, setting them up with the better jobs.  The build up of friction often happens unnoticed until a bitter division threatens to split the team.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Employment tribunals

“The notion of facing an employment tribunal is one of the most daunting prospects that many managers may have to deal with.  Whilst (hopefully) this may be an infrequent occurrence, those who are called upon are likely to lose a lot less sleep if they’ve been given some idea of what to expect – not to be rehearsed for a specific case, which is illegal in the UK and many countries and states – but just to be aware of the protocols and general run of things that they can expect in the tribunal room.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Everyone should strive to avoid employment tribunals as far as possible, irrespective of the findings that may result.  Expectations for achieving ‘justice’ are often built up for the individual bringing the case by their advisors, whilst the unnecessary time and energy spent defending an organisation’s actions can leave open the suspicion that it doesn’t quite have its house in order.  Everyone’s reputation and pride are usually on the line.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Conflict coaching

“Coaching people through conflict usually puts a coach’s skills to the test, not least because many who are offered coaching may be reluctant ‘clients’ and so wrapped up with their situation that they find it hard to be objective about the options available to them.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Coaches brought in to help an individual who’s in the midst of a dispute may often be seen by the people they’ve been engaged to help as being agents of the organisation.  Some strong reassuring and relationship building are often needed before there’s a hope of moving on to tackle the issue at hand.”
- Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Organisations may be missing a trick by not exploring whether their coaches can play a role in helping individuals to resolve disputes.  Not just in supporting individuals before or during a ‘head-to-head’ meeting, coaches who show an interest to do so may be quite easily trained to take on the role of a mediator too.  Good coaching skill is a strong foundation for being effective in mediation.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  
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Encouraging ADR in employment disputes

“It’s a positive move for tribunals and judges to want to encourage individuals in employment disputes to try to reach a settlement before coming to court.  Mediation can often achieve a much more lasting outcome and not have to restrict itself to dealing with the details of the law.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Of all the alternative forms of ADR, there’s likely to be at least one approach that both disputing parties feel may be worth a try. The same cannot always be said of what might seem like the ‘only’ option of heading straight to the courts.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF).  

“Unfortunately, some enter into ADR half-heartedly, seeing it as a necessary or expected first step before having their day in court, which is their real aim.  Those who head up ADR mediation need to make clear that playing such games serve nobody’s interests well.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Judicial mediation or arbitration can be a good alternative to heading off to court, setting out in clear terms what a court or tribunal may actually consider, and so bringing home to those who hope for the judgement of Solomon that they might find themselves being disappointed.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“ADR shouldn’t just mean getting the lawyers involved, whilst some forms of mediation are best left to their care.  A good mediator is firstly a good listener, facilitator, trust builder and honest broker.  Such qualities aren’t the exclusive preserve of the legal profession.” 
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Managing the aftermath of a dispute

“The period following a dispute is often neglected, but in many ways is as crucial as any.  This is the time when the individuals who’ve been in dispute often have to get back to working with each other, feel humbled or recognise that the outcome of their complaint was a hollow victory, and when new friction can easily spark off.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Disputes that don’t achieve a lasting peace need to be carefully monitored once the dust settles.  It’s not beyond (say) a manager who’s been challenged by one of their staff to find ways of discriminating against them later, but without obviously ‘breaking the rules’, nor for further friction and new disputes to arise if the underlying issue that had prompted a dispute hasn’t been properly tackled.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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ICMF

“Organisational learning needn’t be confined to just one organisation’s experiences.  There’s enormous value in sharing with others and seizing every opportunity to reflect upon their experiences that might help anticipate what to do when similar scenarios break out ‘back at base’”.
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Conflict management shouldn’t just be reserved for ‘the specialists’ – lawyers, mediators, HR folks and the like – but is something that anyone who works with people needs to take seriously and are more than likely to have a useful view or two on as well.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“When many people think about conflict management, their first thought tends to be about what we call ‘the back end’ – the realm of escalated disputes, formalised mediation and employment tribunals.  In fact, the ‘front end’ is where there’s usually greatest potential to achieve a lasting peace and channel conflict effectively, yet this is often not brought home as a core management competency quite as strongly as perhaps it might be.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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About the book (‘Managing Conflict at Work’)

“There seemed to us to be little exploration of the whole spectrum of managing conflict in the workplace – right from the first hint of a possible falling out through to managing the aftermath of a costly and high profile court case.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“In thinking about writing ‘Managing Conflict’, we felt that we had a lot of experience to share.  Jackie’s background as a front-line police officer also gave us a lot of useful material to draw upon when thinking about what happens in the workplace.”

 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“We thought that too much that gets put done on paper is good in theory, but doesn’t really set readers up to go away and put things into practice.  We’ve tried not to fall into the same trap by suggesting a whole host of techniques, things to say and other ideas that can be put into action right away. We call these ready-to-use aids ‘micro-tools’ and include a whole appendix of them I the book.”

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 

“Jackie and I had both recognised that conflict is a hot topic in virtually every organisation.  Conflict issues came up time and again in the conversations each of us had had with our coaching clients.  Combining this with what we believe are useful material to share, the idea for the book was born over a glass of wine one night a year or two back.”
 - Clive Johnson, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Top Ten hints for managers – managing conflict

1. Create an early warning system for potential conflict. The ‘Golden Hour’ period when the first signs of a possible dispute occur is the critical time for taking effective action.

2. Aim to get the two parties talking to each other in a controlled environment as soon as possible, before entrenched battle lines appear. It is hard for parties to continue to attack each other when they are acutely aware of what each other are feeling.

3. Be accessible. Make it easy for individuals to approach you and to feel that by bringing a matter of concern that they won’t be thought the worse of forever more. Don't make assumptions or rush to pre-judge. Avoid the temptation to judge whether one person’s version of events seems to hold more water than another, before hearing their points of view and checking out the facts. Making an assumption about what might appear to be ‘obvious’ – or worse, being seen to take sides - is a sure way to set at least one of the disputing parties onto a determined course toward formal complaint and even litigation.

4. Try the ‘water-cooler walk’. Suggesting a walk down the corridor for an impromptu cool-off ‘heart to heart’.

A quiet one-to-one not only takes an individual away from the immediate scene of their disagreement (a step toward detaching emotion from the situation) but the physical action of walking gives a little time for rational thinking to take over from the rash impulse of rage.

 5. Let individuals have their say. Angry people need to have their say; distressed ones may need space to let their emotion show. Allow time and enforce “what goes on in the room stays in the room”.

6. Don’t hold individuals to account for what they say when freeing up emotion.

7. Try some brief coaching. We’re not talking here about taking individuals away to a quiet room for a full-blown coaching session, simply listening intently to what they have to say, and asking a few well chosen questions that will quickly enable an appreciation of the issues and help both them and you to understand what their concern is all about.

8. Help individuals who are set on quest for justice to be realistic about their options and to potentially be ready to compromise. When tempers run high, it can be hard for individuals to see the wood from the trees of their situation, and to lose touch with a sense of which resolutions might be practical and reasonable. An alleged victim who insists on their ‘aggressor’ being hung, drawn and quartered will need bringing back to earth, whilst individuals who can’t occasionally turn the other cheek may find their hopes of achieving a lasting peace strongly dashed.

9. Know how to cut to the chase when needed. Don’t fumble over words when a reality needs to be faced; be ready, knowing what you want to say. The ‘SAW’ approach can be especially effective for this purpose (see insert box).

 10. Stay within the law. If in doubt don’t say it! Avoid becoming seen as the enemy and having accusations being thrown back at you later, consult a specialist. Company policies should give guidance on most common HR issues, and a wealth of valuable information is available on-line.

 - Jackie Keddy, co-author of ‘Managing Conflict at Work’, co-founder of the International Conflict Management Forum (ICMF). 
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Contact for further quotes or editorial

For more information, further quotes or editorial, please contact Jackie Keddy on or +44 (0)7944 323928, e-mail: jackie.keddy@ecmf.co.uk or Clive Johnson on +44 (0)co-author of ‘Managing Conflict7956 942980, e-mail: clive.johnson@ecmf.co.uk. www.managingconflictatwork.com.  Publicist: Helen McCusker, Booked PR, +44 (0)7951 078388.
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Websites:

Managing Conflict at Work Website: www.managingconflictatwork.com. 
The Janus Partnership Website: www.thejanuspartnership.com.

International Conflict Management Forum Website: www.conflictmanagementforum.org.
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