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MANAGEMENT CONUNDRUM

Bonnie And Clyde

Carey Whitecoat thought something unusual must have

happened when her friend Janet Donit, Chief Pharmacist

at Metropolis NHS Trust, suggested getting a takeaway

coffee and sitting in the park. 

“I need some advice,” Janet explained, “but it’s a really

sensitive issue. And I remembered you telling me once

about an incident you had to deal with involving two of

your staff members one Christmas.”

Carey looked a bit alarmed - the Christmas Party incident

was not something she wanted to revisit. It had left her

with a major headache to sort out.

“Is this the relationship thing?” she asked.

“I can’t name names, and you don’t know them anyway,

so let’s just call them Bonnie and Clyde. Clyde is a

pharmacist in my department and Bonnie is a senior

technician, and they’ve been married quite a while.”

Janet took a sip of coffee to gather her thoughts.

“It seems they’re getting divorced and it’s all got very

messy and spiteful. Their personal life is not really any

of my business and I’ve told them both to leave that at

the door when they get to work. A couple of the other

technicians did, however, come to me last week and said

that the department is suffering because people feel

expected to take sides or support one or the other. Of

course, more of them work with Bonnie than with Clyde,

but Clyde is more senior. And it doesn’t help when two

of your team aren’t speaking to each other.”

“Have you discussed it with your HR team?”

“I have, but they’re focussed on what you might call the

disciplinary stuff. They didn’t have much to offer about

how I get the staff to work together. That’s what I was

hoping you might have some ideas about. If I get it

wrong it could make things worse - and you did such a

good job on that Christmas Party thing.”

I don’t think I did, thought Carey, but I’m glad others

think so. 

What would you say if you were asked? How do you manage workplace relationships?
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These situations are notoriously difficult

to manage. Emotions run high and the

simplest, and normally most straight-

forward domestic events in Bonnie and

Clyde’s marriage can be clouded by a

jaundiced view of the situation. This can

often be embellished by either party to

gain favour with colleagues. Neither

party will want to lose face, especially

with colleagues, many of whom they will

have known for years. Where sensitivities

from Bonnie and Clyde's relationship are

discussed with colleagues there is often

credibility in each individual’s point of

view. The result can be staff feeling very

uncomfortable with having to

agree/disagree or be subjected to having

to choose a particular side. The

uncomfortableness of these situations

can put staff in an awkward position,

consequently having a dramatic effect on

staff performance, departmental

atmosphere and even morale.  

Having worked with both Bonnie and

Clyde for quite some time, Janet Donit

will have an insight into their

personalities, their degree of openness

and how they have managed the stresses

and strains of working in a department

together as a married couple. This can

often lead to conflict with colleagues

over departmental decisions, annual

leave, etc and there must have been

occasions when elements of tension have

crept into their objectiveness. Both will

have felt somewhat uncomfortable at

some point in their relationship where

there has been conflict between

departmental and marital priorities.

Although an old management cliché,

one approach here is 'to begin with the

end in mind'. In this instance that means
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being mindful of Bonnie and Clyde’s

feelings and the charged emotions both

will experience but also the need to

minimise the effect on each individual’s

work performance, that of colleagues

and the department. 

Janet will need an open and honest

discussion with both Bonnie and Clyde -

this may be done collectively or as

individuals dependent on their

personalities. Clarity is vital, Janet will

have to be explicit and make it clear that

she is not there to take sides, but to listen

to their concerns and help them through

this traumatic period. Exhibiting

sensitivity and empathy for Bonnie and

Clyde in this manner will make them feel

they are not alone going through this

without departmental support and that

she appreciates how difficult the situation

must be for both of them.

Janet will then have the platform to

outline her management responsibilities,

principally to ensure that a safe, effective

service is provided by the department. As

professionals they should be reminded to

put the patient at the centre of

everything they do. Any personal conflict

thrown up by the divorce that creates

work difficulties can be discussed with

Janet directly. She will then be in a

position to plan working arrangements to

avoid further deterioration of any

flashpoint situations. Janet must explain

that colleagues cannot be embroiled in

any conflict as the strength of the service

is in the pharmacy team, which ultimately

delivers a first-class patient focussed

service. Janet Donit should ask Bonnie

and Clyde to reflect on how their

behaviour could have an adverse affect

on the service and, in particular, on

colleagues within the department.

Ultimately, they will both be mindful to

respect Janet's position, continue to work

professionally and cause minimal

disruption to departmental working life.

There are probably several instances

where they work together. In the short

term it may be advisable to try and work

through options to minimise these

situations. In this way it is possible to

minimise further conflict and the

opportunity for a flashpoint where

colleagues feel uncomfortable. The

rationale for this should be explained to

other departmental members. They will

understand the need for this approach

while Bonnie and Clyde go through this

difficult and immediate period. 
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“Clarity is vital, Janet will have to be explicit and make it clear that 

she is not there to take sides, but to listen to their concerns
and help them through this traumatic period.”

Staff can be uncomfortable if they feel subjected to having to choose sides.
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Good relationships are key to accomplishing

success at work. Janet needs to actively

work at building and maintaining

relationships in the workplace and be

aware and open to others’ situations.

Trust, respect, support, openness and

effective communication are key to

promoting a positive work culture.

Working relationships have broken

down in Janet’s department and are

causing conflict and awkwardness. The

technicians are already saying that the

department is suffering. This is an

extremely stressful and sensitive situation. 

She needs to think about the impacts

divorce can have on both Bonnie and

Clyde and their colleagues such as low

morale, decreased productivity, poor

performance and potential mistakes. 

There is generally no formal policy or

procedure within organisations and

little acknowledgement of how difficult

divorce and separation can be. Yet

divorce is generally listed as one of the

top five most stressful life events along

with experiencing a family bereavement.

It has a similar pattern of emotional

response including shock, anger, denial,

panic, grief and acceptance.

So, Janet needs to consider how she

can not only support the couple through

their divorce but also ensure that the

whole team is happy and productive and

feels ‘joy at work’.

Janet has already talked to the couple

but now that the team is suffering she

needs to ‘nip this in the bud’ and talk to

Bonnie and Clyde together to ensure they

understand the impact that their divorce is

having on the team and what the result

could be. Maybe they are caught up in

their own stress and don’t even realise that

others feel expected to take sides. She can

be empathetic to their stressful situation

but also reinforce the need for them to act

in a professional manner throughout and

reiterate that they do not bring their

personal life into work. 

Janet needs to:

• be compassionate, empathetic and

supportive but not act as a problem-

solver

• maintain her role as manager and not

become the therapist

• be flexible to their needs e.g. work-life

balance policy to enable them  to deal

with the issues the divorce throws up 

• direct them to appropriate

organisational and outside support

and resources

• be a good listener but avoid giving

personal advice

• keep her distance and avoid becoming

the go-to person for divorce issues.

“There is generally no formal policy or procedure within organisations
and little acknowledgement at how difficult divorce and 

separation can be. Yet divorce is generally listed as one 

of the top five most stressful life events . . .”
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The impact of a divorce in the department can lead to low morale, 

decreased productivity, poor performance and potential mistakes.
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The team is already suffering, whether

Bonnie and Clyde are aware or not, so

Janet should ask the couple to jointly meet

with the team, explain their situation and

help people to understand this new phase

of their life, understand the consequences

of their divorce, apologise for any

difficulties the team has already

encountered and reassure colleagues that

they will remain professional, keep their

personal life outside work and do not

expect people to take sides. 

She should also explain to Bonnie and

Clyde that, whilst she acknowledges their

personal problems, the functioning of the

team is her paramount concern. She

needs them to maintain an appropriate

work relationship and, if the team

continues to feel under pressure, she will

need to consider how and where each of

them works. 

At the end of the day maintaining

good relationships is all about the

‘3 Cs’ - communication, communication,

communication!  
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“. . . now that the team is suffering she needs to ‘nip this 
in the bud’ and talk to Bonnie and Clyde together to 

ensure they understand the impact that their divorce is 

having on the team and what the result could be.”
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