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BRIGHT GUIDES | WORKPLACE FAILS
3. CONFLICT AT WORK
Visible Acts of Conflict
There will always be personality clashes in a work environment. People are people, and
sometimes personality types clash.
In a creative environment, this can be highly productive. Many creative teams will openly
argue and clash over their work, but the results can be full of creative innovation.
In most circumstance, though, conflict leads to a very unhappy workplace.
When clashes are not managed properly or kept in check, personal difference quickly
escalates. They can blow up into a visible conflict where the workplace turns into a highly
negative space, with all employees feeling upset, stressed and unhappy with their job.
The resulting fall out can lead to a range of issues, including staff absences, low morale and
decreased efficiency. In many circumstances, workplace conflict also leads to multiple
resignations.

This Guide
In this guide we look at personality clashes and team tensions in the workplace and
how to resolve conflict.
Based on the ongoing work of Rebecca Stevens, Chartered Psychologist, these
Work Brighter Guides are designed to help business owners and managers address
common issues and challenges in the workplace.
Although they contain useful tips and information, it’s always advisable to talk to an
expert to help you understand the deeper causes and plan the right strategy for your
individual business situation.

What to Look Out For
Conflict at work can come in many different guises. Sometimes a personality clash is
obvious for all to see. Certain members of the team don’t get along and argue at every
opportunity, openly admitting their hostility towards each other.
If left unchecked this can get out of hand. At Work Brighter, we were called in to one
company to help deal with a staff situation where arguments in meetings had escalated to
fisticuffs in the office car park! The causes were complex, even if the disciplinary process
was straightforward.
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Other, more passive-aggressive conflicts are harder to pin down, but can be just
as destructive to office morale.
These tend to involve minor behaviours, such as rudeness, lack of eye contact or
dismissive actions, such as avoidance not being in same room or avoiding an
individual and staying away from communal spaces.
All of these have a significant negative impact on the harmony of the office. It is very
obvious to the other members of the team when two people don’t get on, or when
someone is being ostracised. It can lead to increased stress levels, unsettled
behaviour and increased sickness and absenteeism across the whole of the team.

Causes of Conflict
One of the most common causes of personal conflicts is a clash of personality-types.
People vary greatly in how they like to work and interact with other people. Where two very
different personality types are in close proximity, it can lead to a clash of working styles and
communication methods, leading to misunderstandings and conflict.
In the same way, conflict can also occur when teams of people work closely together but
have different goals they are looking to achieve.
For example, Customer Support key performance indicators are very different to Sales Team
key performance indicators. Sales tends to be a competitive environment, whereas support
is collaborative.
Where there is a work overlap between these two teams, there is a tendency for their
different objectives and goals to clash.

Dealing with Conflicts
Whatever the cause, personal conflicts need addressing straight away, as they can have
considerable negative consequences on team cohesion, performance and customers.
It is not uncommon for many organisations to have a culture of tolerating minor office
clashes and conflicts, simply because managers don’t always notice them or see them going
on. There can also be a misplaced belief that, if left alone, the people involved will pull round
themselves and sort out the problems in an amicable way.
In my experience, this rarely happens!
Interpersonal conflicts can take a long time to sort themselves out, if ever, without some
intervention by a third party. By which time, the whole team can be struggling with low
morale and reduced performance.
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By following these steps you can decrease the risk of conflict and begin the process of
dealing with any ongoing issues.

1. Prepare New Staff
Whenever someone new comes in, be mindful of the possibility of conflict and personality
clashes. Having personality assessments within the recruitment process can help to identify
any possible personality clashes, as well as help you bring in what you’re missing on the
team and identify what you may need to do to prepare new staff for the culture you expect in
the workplace.
At Work Brighter, we offer a full range of psychometric testing and personality assessments
for applicants and help organisations plan and execute a fully integrated recruitment
process. For more information contact us.

2. Understand Existing Staff
Personality assessments such as WAVE or OPQ or MBTI can help you to identify different
personality traits in your team and the differences that lead to conflict.
A team intervention does wonders for your staff morale and can help to resolve any conflicts
and build better collaboration.
This can be particularly helpful for new staff. The new person in the office is always the
outsider at first. They need to be welcomed in, encouraged to get to know and understand
the other people they are working with and helped with their personal growth as an important
member of the team.
At Work Brighter, we offer team
interventions based around personality
and strengths-based psychometrics to
help you with this challenge.

3. Beware of Unconscious Bias

6 Simple Steps
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Prepare new staff
Understand existing staff
Beware of unconscious bias
Understand the differences in roles
Understand the differences in people
Treat people with a fair hand

There is an evolutionary hang-up that
we all still have. It’s called
unconscious bias and it means that
we naturally don’t like people who are different to us.

When human beings lived strictly in tribal societies, we connected with our family and clan
who were interrelated. We therefore shared certain common characteristics that we were
biased towards.
A few thousand years later, that unconscious bias is still present. It means that we veer
towards people who look, sound and feel like we do. It also means that we naturally veer
away from those who don’t look, sound or feel like us.
It is unconscious and natural, but that doesn’t make it acceptable or allowable in the modern
office. But what can you do about it? Addressing unconscious bias is about improving self4

awareness and improving mutual understanding so people identify the value others bring to
a workplace, beyond just the skill set.
It’s also about having fair processes in place that remove inadvertent discrimination when
you hire, when you develop and when you promote people. At Work Brighter, we offer
bespoke design of structured hiring and promotion assessments to help you resolve this.

4. Understand the Differences in Roles
People build silos and empires. We love to create our own groups as social beings, and we
have a habit of forming teams and competing with other teams.
Sometimes this is good. Teams competing in a healthy way can help to raise efficiency.
But in other circumstances, competing teams can have a negative effect on the business.
Managers can make this worse when they put separate teams in separate spaces and then
expect them to communicate well with each other. People quickly become defensive of their
team, group or connections, and suspicious of anyone who is part of another team.
The key to overcoming these tensions is to promote communication and understanding.
People in your organisation need to understand why differences might be arising.

Look at objectives and roles within your teams:
●
●

Do they clash?
Can you reward them for working together?

A good example of this would be to make one of the KPIs for your sales team to be a
low number of Help Desk calls. And then for a Help Desk KPI to be an increase in
sales appointments from existing customers.

By bringing goals together you can improve communication and understanding between two
very different but vital teams within your organisation. At Work Brighter, we can help facilitate
this with team goal-setting workshops and strategy away days.

5. Understand the differences in People
Promoting the idea that people have different things to bring to the team is a good way of
helping people with very different personality types understand why they are each needed.
The detailed focused person who always asks the difficult questions and the creative who
focuses only on the big picture, may not see much value in each other. These two
archetypes can also find each other deeply annoying when first asked to work together.
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But by facilitating that they both have value to offer, they can communicate and understand
where their strengths lie without resorting to conflict.
At Work Brighter, we promote the use of Strengthscope© and a strengths-based intervention
to improve people’s insight and understanding of each other, and improve team working.

6. Treat People with A Fair Hand
It is important as a manager to be even handed. In a personal conflict situation, blaming one
employee without addressing the other’s behaviour will not solve the underlying issue.
It’s an old saying but no less true that there are often two sides to every story.
At the same time, don’t expect two people in conflict to sort it amongst themselves. They
won’t.
Instead, you need to facilitate real conversation, improve communication and help the
parties to gain a real understanding of each of their strengths. This can be achieved through
joint objectives and rewards for cooperation.

Work with a Professional
Conflicting parties in your workplace need to see that cooperating can be rewarding and that
their managers are not simply throwing them together and expecting them to get over it.
Engaging with a professional can help your team to work better together through a
structured intervention of individual and team development activities.

If you are dealing with staff conflicts at work, talk to us today about conflict resolution
and the range of methods available to make sure your office remains a cohesive and
positive working environment.
For more information contact Rebecca Stevens at Work Brighter.

Rebecca Stevens, Work Brighter
0161 4100 406
help@workbrighter.co.uk
www.workbrighter.co.uk
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