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Workplace Conflict – A Hidden Expense! 

(First published in Business First Magazine, Northern Ireland Chamber of 

Commerce – Vol 3, Issue 2) 

 

A recent survey of over 700 organisations in the U.K. carried out by the CIPD 
(“Managing Conflict at Work” 2007) shows the average employer facing annual 

costs of around £20,000 associated with employment tribunal claims and 
hearings and loss of up 351 H.R. and management days per year.   
On the other hand, there are many businesses and organisations which would 

feel they have had a ‘good innings’ with regard to workplace conflict. They’ve 
never had to face an employment tribunal and have had perhaps one or two 

formal complaints, which while they were messy affairs in themselves, left no 
apparent long term scars on the organisation.  
 

Conflict – in the workplace or elsewhere - is a complex issue. For starters, very 
few of us like conflict and culturally, we are taught that conflict is something to 

be avoided at all costs. For that reason, it tends to be an area where few 
businesses or organisations invest either time, resources or money in exploring 

pro-actively. Instead, a couple of grievance and anti-bullying policies are drawn 
up and left on the shelf and when the crisis of a formal complaint finally hits, 
they are resorted to like a lifeline.  

 
There are a couple of problems with a stance like this. One of the key features of 

conflict is that it is a process and not an event. So while it may seem that the 
formal complaint on the H.R. manager’s desk has appeared ‘out of the blue’, 
conflict theory tells us that it had its origins long beforehand. If we take a closer 

look we can see how a conflict moves through five distinct stages or levels: 
Discomfort, Incidents, Misunderstandings, Tension and Crisis (Conflict Resolution 

Network, Chatswood, Australia). Crisis is where the conflict is being openly 
expressed, emotions are running very high and both parties have become totally 
entrenched in their positions. However, the other stages all describe ways of 

being, which are easily missed by a casual observer. For example, at the 
‘incidents’ stage, there tend to be sharp exchanges that are isolated and brief; 

‘misunderstandings’ tends to describe a lot of mutual confusion and 
misperceptions, often remaining unsaid. So although it appears all is well in our 
department or organisation, unknown to us, a conflict may be brewing beneath 

the surface. Not taking action until a dispute reaches the crisis level e.g. a 
formal, written complaint or behaviour which merits such, means that resolving 

it is going to take much more time, resources and money than it would have, 
had earlier pro-active intervention taken place.  
The other point that we need to consider is that even in the earlier stages of 

conflict, there is more than likely to be a negative impact on your organisations 
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bottom line. The table below shows some pointers which might indicate a 

‘fermenting’ conflict.  
All of these are damaging your organisation’s health and performance. For 

example, it is estimated that replacing an employee can cost between 30-150% 
of their annual salary. There are also health and safety implications which can 
have litigious consequences all of their own.  

Organisations which take seriously the need for continuous improvement and 
view people as their most important resource take a pro-active approach to 

conflict. An additional benefit of an approach that seeks to manage conflict pro-
actively is the opportunity it presents for the organisation to learn about itself – 
workplace conflict is often a symptom of what’s not working well in the 

organisation.  
A pro-active approach to conflict management means using tools such as:  

o Workplace Assessments – a diagnostic tool whereby information is gathered 
from employees and managers on their perception of a number of workplace 
issues and how they are impacting on the working environment.  

o Conflict Coaching – a one-to-one intervention that aims to improve one’s 
ability and skills in resolving their own conflict 

o Mediation – for an escalated dispute, an independent third party facilitates 
the disputants in a confidential forum to reach their own agreement.  

o Training in Mediation Skills and Conflict Resolution Skills – essentially 
equipping staff and managers to resolve conflicts without need for outside 
support and intervention.  

Conflict is a normal and natural and inevitable consequence of interaction with 
other people so if you don’t see it in your organisation or department, go looking 

for it, before it finds you!  
 
 

POSSIBLE INDICATORS OF 
CONFLICT IN THE WORKPLACE 

o Lowered team morale and motivation 
o Reduced performance or output  
o Higher absenteeism  

o Higher employee turnover 
o Higher usage of EAP service  

o Requests to transfer departments  
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Levels of Conflict (Conflict Resolution Network, 

Chatswood, Australia www.crnhq.org)

DISCOMFORTS

INCIDENTS 

MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

TENSION 

CRISIS

 


