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MANAGEMENT CONUNDRUM
Trouble at the mill!

Janet Donit, Chief Pharmacist at Metropolis NHS Trust,

had just outlined a problem that had cropped up between

two members of staff. One had been in the department

for some time and the other had joined some six months

ago. They were not getting along together.

“That’s a bit of a co-incidence’ said Carey Whitecoat,

Head of Medicines Optimisation at Riverdale Primary

Care Organisation, ‘but it’s a common issue so perhaps

it’s not all that surprising after all!”

“Yes, unfortunately it is,” responded Janet, “and it’s one

that has cropped up before in my department also and,

I dare say, it will do so again.” 

“I can understand the clash in your department to

some extent,’ said Carey. ‘They do seem a bit

incompatible. One jumps in with both feet and the other

takes ages before they commit - but you’d think they

would be able to get along OK! It just sours the

atmosphere. It’s not dissimilar, though, to what is

going on in my department. All was going along

swimmingly but it has come to my attention recently

that two of my direct reports are hardly speaking to

each other. I can’t let things go on like that.”  

“We have to think of the impact on our respective

teams, to say nothing of the impact on the service and

patients. You have to expect that people will have

different views but that shouldn’t stop them getting and

getting the job done. We need to nip this in the bud and

make sure we have done all we can to head off anything

like that in the future”, said Janet decisively.

“Sounds good to me,” said Carey. “What’s the plan!”

What would you suggest? It can be most disruptive when team members

do not get on. What can you do about it and can you really spot a

potential problem in advance?
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Effective and timely conflict

management starts with confident

leadership 

Stephen Covey’s book on ‘The 7 habits of

highly effective people’, first published in

1989, is a renowned piece of leadership

and management wisdom; these habits

are equally applicable to having successful

conflict conversations.

Conflict is an inevitable part of life

when people work together. Eventually,

unless they have been very fortunate,

leaders will encounter conflict. This is a

challenge that comes with the territory.

Whilst a daunting task, conflict left

unresolved and ignored has the potential

to fester and grow into something bigger

and more damaging. Janet and Carey

must think of the wider ramifications

here; it’s not just the antagonists who will

be impacted, everyone in the vicinity will

be feeling the antagonism.

‘Begin with the end in mind’ (Habit 2) 

In managing any conflict, managers

should ensure that they are clear about

the destination they want to arrive at

before they proceed with addressing the

problems they have identified i.e. ‘begin

with the end in mind’. It is worthwhile

giving some advanced thought to the

issue before simply plunging in to

identifying the solutions. It is vital, at the

outset, to gain consensus with the

antagonists that they are happy to meet

to discuss the factors involved in the

underlying tensions.

To allow a productive discussion, it is

necessary to create a safe and neutral
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environment for all involved and to

ensure sufficient time to air the issue. At

the outset, ensure clarity of purpose for

the meeting and agree that the sole

purpose is to resolve the conflict. Each

individual should be encouraged to

summarise the issue from his or her

perspective, with the managers engaging

in an active and empathetic listening

style. It should be clear that no one is

going to take sides and the meeting

should focus on the work issues, leaving

the personalities to one side.

Key in these discussions is to gain a

consensus and common perception of

the problem before seeking any potential

solution. Indeed, clarity at this point may

even be the resolution itself. If the conflict

is because of personality incompatibility it

should be reiterated very clearly that,

whilst disagreements happen, it is

unprofessional and unacceptable for

these to surface in the workplace. 

Think Win Win’ (Habit 4) 

The win/win approach to generating the

solution may take longer to achieve but

will avoid any of the parties feeling

disgruntled. The agreement should also

meet the needs of the organisation and

be written up with clear actions and key

milestones. There should be a plan for

regular follow-up and review.

‘Be pro-active’ (Habit 1) 

Janet and Carey must be proactive. Covey

says that proactive people take the

initiative and ‘work on things they can do

something about’. Engaging proactively in

a conflict situation leads to a worthwhile

end and will preserve relationships,

minimise debris from ongoing conflict and

ensure that moral in the team is

preserved.
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“In managing any conflict, managers should ensure that they 

are clear about the destination they want to arrive at 

before they proceed with addressing the problems
they have identified i.e. ‘begin with the end in mind’.”
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It is a rare boss who can spend enough

time with their team to spot this kind of

problem developing. In fact, it is quite

likely that by the time it comes to

attention it has already been continuing

for some time and attitudes have become

entrenched. 

Given that human relationships are

involved it is not surprising if large teams

include people who find it hard to get

along. Nor is it essential that all the staff

should be close friends; people can work

together without having any interest in

socialising. My father worked for some

time with a man he disliked intensely but

who happened to be a very good

engineer. However, a team will not

function well for long if there is friction. 

There is always a temptation to delay

taking action in the hope that things will

improve with time anyway. This is usually

a mistake; by the time the problem is big

enough to come to our attention, people

below us have been trying to deal with it

for some time and there is a real risk that

staff will be forming into camps. 

This suggests a good starting point.

We need to verify exactly where we are

with someone we trust. Ideally, this will

be someone who is still on good terms

with both the individuals. Emphasising

that we have no interest in taking sides,

but are instead focusing on finding a

resolution to the issue, we will ask them

for a briefing on how this row is affecting

others. Do not be surprised if nobody is

quite sure how the argument began; it is

a characteristic of this kind of dispute

that quite often people do not agree on

the trigger. If, however, there is a single

known cause, then it must be dealt with

on its merits. This may mean aligning

with one side but be at pains to stress

that there is agreement with the

argument, not the person. 

For example, I can recall a dispute in

which A believed their line manager was

not awarding a salary increase that was

believed to be due. In A’s eyes, he award

should be the same as that received by

some other, named, colleagues. The line

manager argued that the perceived

difference was entirely due to length of

service. On a dispassionate viewing of the

facts, it was clear that the line manager

was right. The problem was really that

any increase expressed as a percentage

benefits those who already earn more. In

this case, it was possible to mollify A by

agreeing that there was a point there

and undertaking to raise the matter

with directors. 

Having ascertained the useful

background, there is another choice to be

made. Are the two members of staff to

be interviewed together or separately?

My preference is to speak to each

separately in the first instance because it

is easier to keep control of the discussion,

but if we do this we have to create a

structure that ensures impartiality and -

since emotions are involved – that this

impartiality can be seen. I would write

myself a script to introduce the

discussion. It will say that if I can resolve

the point at issue then I will but, even if I

cannot, this argument has to stop

because it is bad for the team. I am

therefore going to give each side my time

to express their viewpoint, then I will take

a short while to consider their comments

before calling them both in for a

resolution meeting. I will then ask them

to confirm that they understand what is

going to happen. I might also add that,

for the good of the team, I will expect

mailto:graham.brack@pharman.co.uk


Journal of Pharmacy Management • Volume 35 • Issue 4 • October 2019

www.pharman.co.uk

147

Declaration of interests

l The Commentators, who are members of the Editorial Board for Pharmacy Management, have been offered a personal payment

to write the commentary.

them to co-operate fully with the

resolution process. 

While they are giving their account it

is important not to interrupt except, if

necessary, to clarify factual matters or

avoid misunderstanding. Any intervention

runs the risk of being seen as a challenge

and therefore as evidence of bias. At the

end I would recite back to them the

key points that I have taken from their

account so that they feel that they have

had a fair hearing. I would normally

write up that summary and offer a copy

to them.

The next key point is to invite them to

clarify what, in their eyes, would make

for a suitable resolution. Put the onus on

the participants to help to find an answer.

As with customer service issues, it is

important to ask “What would be a

satisfactory outcome for you?” It may

also be appropriate to ask them to

acknowledge the strongest parts of their

opponent’s argument, though this may

have to wait until the resolution meeting.

Most fair-minded people will accept

that there are likely to be good points on

both sides, and they should not expect to

get away with claiming that they are

100% right and their opponent is 100%

wrong. For example, in a dispute about

annual leave B acknowledged that it

was probably wrong to claim that C

was deliberately choosing dates that

interfered with the plans of others, but

was prepared to agree that it might be

inadvertent. What was really wanted was

for C to stop booking a long weekend

over all the Bank Holidays.

Having spoken to both sides and

collected their views, we need to take

time to consider. This cannot be long,

because there is some urgency about a

resolution, but it is important to be seen

to be giving mature consideration to both

sides. There will then be a resolution

meeting. Again, I found a script helpful.

It would express my wish to end the

matter that day, ideally to the satisfaction

of both but, if not, then it would still

end here. 

There is no point in recapitulating

their arguments in their entirety. If there

are claims that are clearly either right or

wrong they can be acknowledged, but

the key here is to propose a way forward

and get agreement on it. Janet will have

to tell her staff that they are under no

obligation to be best friends but they

are expected to work together for the

good of the department. If they cannot

do that their future lies elsewhere. Janet

will then set out her proposal for their

future working. It is resolutely about the

future, not the past; she will not permit

reopening of anything that has gone

before. 

Where the dispute has been very

visible or disruptive to others, it may be

appropriate for Janet to address a wider

audience. Again, she will not repeat

what they already know, but will inform

them that she has worked to promote

a resolution, that the matter is now

closed and that it is everyone’s

responsibility to make this resolution

work – and to involve her at an early

stage in any future disputes that arise so

that they can be dealt with before they

become unmanageable.

Finally, we have to recognise that

sometimes these quarrels cannot be

resolved properly. Even if they appear to

have quietened, it is not unusual to find

that one or other party resigns relatively

soon thereafter. That is always a pity, but

it cannot always be avoided, nor would it

be healthy to do so. 

“Janet will have to tell her staff that they are under no obligation
to be best friends but they are expected to work together
for the good of the department. If they cannot do that 

their future lies elsewhere.”
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