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About this guide
Conflict in the workplace is inevitable. People with different personalities, communication styles, values, pressures and priorities will sometimes clash - and when they do, the way the conflict is managed determines whether it destroys or ultimately strengthens working relationships.
This guide helps managers and HR professionals understand the nature of workplace conflict, identify it at the earliest stage, and intervene effectively - before it escalates into something much harder and more costly to resolve.
Most conflict can be resolved quickly and informally if it is spotted early and handled with skill and sensitivity. The goal is always resolution - not winning.
SECTION 01
Understanding Conflict

Conflict is not inherently negative. Constructive disagreement - the healthy debate of ideas, approaches and priorities - is a sign of a team that is genuinely engaged. The problem is not disagreement itself, but the way it is handled.
Workplace conflict becomes problematic when it becomes personal, persistent or destructive - when it moves from a difference of view to a difference of relationship. When this happens, it tends to escalate quickly, is difficult to reverse without intervention, and almost always costs the organisation - in productivity, wellbeing, absence and, ultimately, talent.
▪ What Causes Workplace Conflict?
	INDIVIDUAL AND INTERPERSONAL CAUSES
	ORGANISATIONAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL CAUSES

	· Differences in personality or communication style
· Competing personal interests or ambitions
· Perceived unfairness in treatment or recognition
· Unresolved historic grievances
· • Differences in values or approach
	· Workload pressure and resource constraints
· Unclear roles, responsibilities or priorities
· Poor management - inconsistency, favouritism, avoidance
· Significant organisational change or uncertainty
· Poor communication or lack of transparency


▪ The Hidden Cost of Conflict
Workplace conflict consumes management time, reduces productivity, damages engagement, increases absence and can contribute to employee turnover. The earlier conflict is addressed, the lower the organisational cost.
▪ Section 1.1 - Early Warning Signs Checklist
Most conflict gives off early signals before it becomes a formal issue. Use this checklist to identify emerging tension in your team. One or two indicators may reflect normal workplace friction. Three or more - particularly in combination - should prompt a conversation.
☐  Reduced communication - individuals going quiet, fewer emails, shorter responses, less engagement in team channels
☐  Increased sarcasm or passive-aggressive behaviour - eye-rolling, clipped replies, pointed remarks in meetings or messages
☐  Avoidance of meetings or specific colleagues - unexplained absence from team calls, late arrivals, or declining invitations
☐  Complaints increasing - informal grumbling to colleagues, or a rise in issues being raised with HR or management
☐  Decline in collaboration - tasks that require joint working are being avoided, rerouted or delayed
☐  Changes in body language or tone - noticeable tension in shared spaces, shorter or blunter written communication
☐  Unexplained drop in performance or output - not explained by workload, skills, or personal circumstances
▪ Section 1.2 - Conflict in Hybrid and Remote Teams
Hybrid and remote working environments do not reduce the likelihood of conflict - they change its character. The informal, spontaneous interactions that allow tension to surface and self-correct in a shared office are absent. Conflict can develop silently and quickly before a manager is aware of it, and the tools used to communicate can themselves become sources of friction.
▪ Misinterpretation of Messages
Written communication strips out tone, facial expression and context. A message sent in haste can be read as dismissive, critical or passive-aggressive - regardless of the sender's intent. Common triggers include: terse replies that read as cold or rude; the absence of a reply being interpreted as disapproval; messages sent late in the day being seen as pressure; and punctuation or formatting being read as carrying emotional weight it was never intended to carry.
Manager action: Where a written exchange appears to have caused friction, move the conversation to a video or telephone call before it escalates further. Do not attempt to resolve misunderstandings in writing.


▪ Lack of Informal Interaction
In a shared workplace, much low-level tension is resolved through informal contact - a brief conversation over coffee, a chance exchange in the corridor, or simply being in the same room and reading the atmosphere. In hybrid and remote teams, this safety valve is absent. Minor grievances accumulate rather than dissipate. People form judgements about colleagues from limited data - an email, a Slack message, behaviour in a meeting - without the context that proximity would provide.
Manager action: Build regular, unstructured touchpoints into remote team rhythms - informal virtual catch-ups with no agenda, or brief one-to-ones that are not solely task-focused. Relationship maintenance requires deliberate effort in distributed teams.
▪ Email and Messaging Escalation
Digital communication platforms can accelerate conflict rather than resolve it. Email threads become evidence-gathering exercises. Messages are forwarded, screenshotted or stored. Copying in senior colleagues or HR is used as a pressure tactic. Instant messaging channels - Teams, Slack and similar platforms - allow conflict to be conducted in near real time, with little opportunity for reflection. Tone hardens. Positions entrench.
Manager action: Intervene as soon as you observe a written exchange becoming heated. Ask both parties to step back from the thread and speak directly - by video or phone. A digital paper trail adds permanence and formality to disputes that might otherwise resolve quickly in conversation.
▪ Video Meeting Dynamics
Video calls present specific conflict risks. Cameras off can signal disengagement or discomfort. Talking over one another is more likely on video than in person due to lag and the absence of physical cues. Participants in the room together can create an inadvertent power imbalance with those dialling in remotely. Behaviour that would be noticeable in a room - sighing, eye contact avoidance, side conversations - is partly masked and partly amplified on video.
Manager action: Establish clear norms for video meetings - cameras on where possible, structured turn-taking, and explicit invitations for remote participants to contribute. If conflict is present in the room, address it directly rather than hoping it goes unnoticed. It will not.
SECTION 02
The Stages of Conflict Escalation

Conflict rarely arrives fully formed. It typically begins as a minor tension and, if unaddressed, moves through identifiable stages before becoming a crisis. Recognising the stage of a conflict determines the appropriate intervention.


	STAGE
	WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE
	MANAGER ACTION
	WATCH FOR

	Stage 1

Tension
	Mild friction, awkwardness, a sense that something is not quite right. Both parties may not yet be aware it is a problem.
	Notice and check in informally. Ask open questions - "How are things between you and [colleague]?"
	Dismissing tension as trivial. Not acting is a choice - and it is usually the wrong one.

	Stage 2

Disagreement
	Visible disagreement on specific issues. People taking sides. Conversations becoming more heated or pointed.
	Facilitate a direct conversation between the parties. Address the issue, not the people. Focus on interests, not positions.
	Allowing people to vent to you about each other without taking action. You become part of the conflict.

	Stage 3

Contest
	Both parties actively trying to "win". Personalisation of the conflict. Colleagues choosing sides. Performance beginning to suffer.
	More structured intervention needed. Separate individual conversations. Consider mediation. Involve HR.
	Waiting for someone to "back down". Neither party will - the conflict is now about identity, not issues.

	Stage 4

Fight / Flight
	Formal complaints, sickness absence, open hostility or complete withdrawal. The conflict is now visible to the whole team.
	Formal processes may now be unavoidable. HR must be involved. Consider whether formal investigation or disciplinary action is needed.
	Treating this as a formal disciplinary matter without first exhausting informal resolution options.

	Stage 5

Total War
	Escalation to legal proceedings, regulatory complaints, irreparable breakdown. One or both parties may have left or be planning to.
	Legal / HR advice essential. Formal investigation, exit support, reputational management may all be required.
	Assuming it will resolve itself. At this stage it will not - without significant, structured intervention.


SECTION 03
The Manager's Role in Conflict

▪ Before You Intervene
Ask yourself:
☐ Am I remaining neutral?
☐ Have I heard both perspectives?
☐ Am I making assumptions?
☐ What outcome am I hoping to achieve?
☐ Would an independent observer view my approach as fair?


▪ What Managers Should Do
☐  Act early - the single most effective conflict resolution intervention is an early, informal conversation
☐  Remain neutral - do not take sides, even privately. Your role is to resolve, not to judge.
☐  Listen to understand, not to respond - hear each person's perspective fully before forming any view
☐  Separate the people from the problem - the goal is to resolve an issue, not to determine who is right
☐  Focus on interests, not positions - ask what each person actually needs, not just what they are demanding
☐  Be honest about the impact of the conflict on the team and the organisation
☐  Follow through - a conversation that does not lead to action is worse than no conversation
☐  Involve HR early - before the situation becomes a formal process, not after
▪ What Managers Should Avoid
☐  Allowing yourself to become a confidante to one party while pretending to be neutral
☐  Sharing what one party has said with the other without permission
☐  Avoiding the conversation because it feels uncomfortable - delay always makes conflict worse
☐  Forcing a resolution before both parties have genuinely been heard
☐  Treating a conflict as a disciplinary matter before exploring informal resolution
☐  Assuming one person is "the problem" before hearing both accounts
SECTION 04
The Conflict Resolution Conversation

The following framework provides a structure for a direct, facilitated conversation between two parties in conflict. Use it as a guide - adapt it to the specific situation and personalities involved.
Hold individual conversations with each party first - before bringing them together. Understand each person's perspective, what they need, and whether they are willing to engage in a joint conversation. Never bring two parties together before you are confident they are both genuinely willing to try.
▪ Step 1 - Individual Conversations (Before Joint Session)
	PURPOSE
Understand each person's perspective and what they genuinely need

	KEY QUESTIONS
"Tell me what has been happening from your perspective." | "What impact has this had on you?" | "What do you need for this to be resolved?" | "Are you willing to sit down with [name] and try to work this out?"

	IMPORTANT
Keep individual conversations confidential. Do not share one party's account with the other.


▪ Step 2 - The Joint Session
	STEP
	MANAGER ACTION AND SUGGESTED LANGUAGE

	Open
	"Thank you both for being willing to have this conversation. My role today is to help you both be heard and to work toward a resolution - not to judge or to take sides. Everything said here stays between us unless we agree otherwise."

	Ground rules
	"Can we agree some ground rules? One person speaks at a time. No interrupting. We speak about our own experience - not about what the other person was thinking or intending. Is that agreed?"

	Each party speaks
	"[Name], I'd like to start by hearing from you. Please tell us what has been happening from your perspective and how it has affected you. [Name 2] - please listen without interrupting. You will have your turn."

	Reflect and summarise
	"Thank you. What I'm hearing is [summarise]. [Name 2], can you tell us what you heard [Name] say - before you share your own perspective?"

	Party 2 speaks
	"[Name 2], now please share your perspective and how you have experienced the situation."

	Identify common ground
	"I notice there are some things you both agree on. You both want to [find common ground]. Is that right?" Establish shared interests before identifying differences.

	Explore solutions
	"What would need to be different for you both to work together effectively? What could each of you do differently?" Resist the urge to propose solutions at this stage.

	Agree actions
	"Can we agree some specific things you will both do differently from today? What does each of you commit to?"

	Close
	"I'm going to summarise what we've agreed. I'd like to check in with you both individually in [e.g. two weeks] to see how things are going."


▪ Section 4b - Mediation Decision Guide
Use the table below as a starting point for choosing the right level of intervention. These are guides, not rules - the right approach always depends on the specific situation, the individuals involved, and any prior history. When in doubt, consult HR before acting.
	SITUATION
	INFORMAL DISCUSSION
	MEDIATION
	FORMAL PROCESS

	Personality clash
	✓
	Optional
	✗

	Communication breakdown
	✓
	✗
	

	Repeated informal conflict (unresolved)
	✗
	✓
	Consider

	Bullying allegation
	✗
	HR Advice first
	✓

	Harassment or discrimination allegation
	✗
	✓
	


SECTION 05
When to Escalate

Not all conflict can or should be resolved by the line manager alone. Escalate to HR or a more senior manager in the following circumstances:
-  The conflict involves a formal allegation of bullying, harassment or discrimination
-  You are personally involved in the conflict - you cannot be neutral
-  The conflict has already been through informal resolution and has not been resolved
-  There is a significant power imbalance (e.g. the conflict involves a senior leader and a junior employee)
-  The conflict involves a safeguarding concern, serious misconduct or potential legal liability
-  Either party has already submitted or indicated they will submit a formal grievance
-  The conflict is significantly affecting team performance, wellbeing or retention
-  You are unsure of the right course of action - when in doubt, consult HR

If a conflict involves allegations of bullying, harassment or unlawful discrimination, do not attempt to manage it informally without HR involvement. These allegations trigger specific legal obligations and must be handled in accordance with the Bullying and Harassment Policy and Grievance Policy.
SECTION 06
Post-Resolution Follow-Up

Resolution is not a single event - it is a process. A conversation that ends positively can unravel within days if it is not reinforced through ongoing management attention and follow-up.
☐  Check in individually with both parties within [e.g. one to two weeks] of the resolution conversation
☐  Ask open questions: "How have things been since we spoke?" - do not assume everything is fine
☐  Address any slippage immediately - do not allow the situation to drift back toward conflict
☐  Keep brief contemporaneous notes of conversations and any agreed actions
☐  If the situation has genuinely improved, acknowledge and reinforce it
☐  If a formal resolution (e.g. mediation agreement) was reached, review it at the agreed review date
☐  Consider whether any structural or team changes are needed to prevent a recurrence
☐ Consider what can be learned from the conflict and whether any wider team, process or organisational improvements are required.

Notes on this situation (for HR or manager record - treat as confidential):



Agreed follow-up date and actions:




SECTION 07
Team-Level Conflict Prevention

Conflict resolution is important. Conflict prevention is better. The most effective teams do not avoid disagreement - they create conditions in which disagreement can happen constructively, and in which tension is surfaced and resolved before it becomes conflict. The following practices, applied consistently, significantly reduce the incidence and severity of workplace conflict.
▪ Team Charters
A team charter is a brief, collectively agreed document that sets out how a team will work together - its norms, expectations and values. It is not a performance document or a set of rules. It is a shared reference point that gives the team a basis for holding one another accountable without that accountability feeling personal or hostile.  A useful charter addresses: how we communicate; how we make decisions; how we handle disagreement; what we expect of one another; and how we raise concerns. The value is less in the document itself than in the conversation required to create it. When a team has discussed and agreed how it will handle disagreement in principle, managing disagreement in practice becomes significantly easier.
▪ Clear Roles and Responsibilities
A significant proportion of workplace conflict is rooted in ambiguity - about who is responsible for what, who makes decisions, and what is expected. Where roles overlap or where accountability is unclear, friction is predictable. People feel undervalued when their contribution is unrecognised, and resentful when they are blamed for outcomes they were not empowered to influence. Managers should ensure that each team member has a clear understanding of their own role, the roles of their colleagues, and where decisions are made. Where roles or priorities change, this should be communicated explicitly - not assumed. Revisit role clarity whenever team structure, reporting lines or workload change significantly.
▪ Psychological Safety
Psychological safety is the belief that you will not be punished or humiliated for speaking up, asking questions, raising concerns or making mistakes. Teams with high psychological safety surface problems earlier, collaborate more effectively, and are significantly less likely to develop serious interpersonal conflict - because issues are raised and addressed before they fester. Psychological safety is built through consistent management behaviour: acknowledging mistakes openly, responding non-defensively to challenge, following through on what you say, and treating people's concerns as legitimate even when you disagree with them. It cannot be created by policy or declared into existence - it is built slowly and destroyed quickly.
▪ Constructive Challenge
Constructive challenge is the practice of disagreeing with ideas, approaches or decisions - not with people. It is a skill that teams can develop deliberately, and one that transforms the relationship a team has with conflict. Where constructive challenge is normalised, disagreement stops being threatening and starts being useful. Managers can model and encourage constructive challenge by: explicitly inviting dissent in meetings ("Who thinks differently about this?"); acknowledging when a challenge has improved a decision; distinguishing clearly between the quality of an idea and the person who raised it; and making it clear that silence is not the same as agreement.
The goal is not a team without conflict. It is a team with the skills and relationships to manage conflict well - one where disagreement is dealt with quickly, honestly and without lasting damage to working relationships.
For facilitated mediation, conflict resolution coaching or team development support - contact White Cube Consulting at hello@whitecubeconsulting.com or call 01224 531524.
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