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Foreword

Workplace conflict is often described in simplified terms, with clear distinctions drawn between
right and wrong or effective leadership and poor behaviour. In practice, disputes are rarely so
straightforward. They unfold within complex organisational environments where perception,
narrative, and incomplete information influence outcomes as significantly as verifiable
evidence, shaping how events are interpreted and how decisions are ultimately made by those
responsible for governance.

This publication examines one such situation in detail, exploring how behavioural dynamics,
leadership decisions, and organisational processes can combine to create consequences that
extend far beyond the initial conflict. The account is presented from the perspective of a
manager operating in a demanding commercial environment, offering insight into the realities
of leading constructively while navigating behaviours and responses that proved difficult to
reconcile with operational expectations.

The experience described reflects the challenges of maintaining professional standards when
behaviour, perception, and organisational response are misaligned. While the context is
specific, the themes are broadly applicable across industries, particularly in environments
where complex stakeholder relationships, performance expectations, and internal governance
structures intersect, shaping how conflict develops and is ultimately understood.

This publication does not seek to assign blame or offer simplified conclusions. Instead, it
provides a structured examination of how workplace dynamics evolve when behavioural
patterns, organisational caution, and leadership decisions intersect. Particular attention is
given to the role of narrative in shaping understanding, and the risks that arise when
perception begins to outweigh evidence in influencing organisational judgement and decision-
making processes.

For managers, this work offers practical insight info recognising early warning signs,
maintaining professional credibility, and navigating situations where support may be limited.
For organisations, it highlights the importance of balanced investigation, active leadership,
and a clear distinction between legitimate workplace sensitivities and behavioural issues that
require direct and proportionate intervention to maintain operational effectiveness and
fairness.

Ultimately, this publication is intended to support reflection, learning, and improved practice.
By examining a complex and challenging situation in detail, it aims to provide both managers
and organisations with the insight needed to respond more effectively to similar
circumstances, ensuring that professional standards, evidence-based decision-making, and
organisational integrity remain central to resolving workplace conflict.
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The Hidden Reality of Workplace Narcissism

Workplace narcissism is rarely visible in overt or easily identifiable forms. Instead, it often
manifests through subtle behavioural patterns that remain largely undetected by senior
leadership. These behaviours may include defensiveness, persistent contradiction, and an
unwillingness to accept responsibility. Because such actions frequently occur in private
interactions, they can evade scrutiny, allowing individuals to maintain a professional outward
image while creating significant disruption within working relationships and operational
environments.

In many organisations, leadership visibility is limited to formal meetings and structured
interactions. As a result, behavioural dynamics that occur outside these settings may remain
unobserved. Employees adept at managing impressions can present themselves as
cooperative and competent in public forums, while engaging in more challenging behaviours
in one-to-one interactions. This disparity creates a gap between perception and reality, making
it difficult for organisations to accurately identify underlying issues.

The consequences of this hidden behaviour can be far-reaching. Managers responsible for
supervising such individuals may experience ongoing resistance, undermining of authority,
and repeated operational difficulties. Over time, these challenges can affect decision-making,
team cohesion, and overall performance. Yet without visible evidence, leadership may
attribute problems to interpersonal differences rather than recognising consistent behavioural
patterns that require intervention.

This disconnect between observed behaviour and lived experience is one of the defining
characteristics of workplace narcissism. The individual’s ability to maintain credibility in formal
settings often contrasts sharply with the difficulties faced by those who work closely with them.
As a result, the manager’s account of events may be viewed with caution, particularly if it
conflicts with the broader organisational perception of the employee’s conduct.

Understanding this dynamic is essential for organisations seeking to manage complex
workplace relationships effectively. Without awareness of how such behaviours present and
persist, leadership may struggle to interpret complaints accurately or to respond in a balanced
and informed manner. Recognising the hidden nature of these behaviours provides a
foundation for more effective investigation, clearer communication, and improved
organisational outcomes.

The Construction Equipment Import Business Context

The organisational setting examined in this article is a United Kingdom-based business that
imports construction equipment from multiple European manufacturing sites. Such operations
depend heavily on precise coordination between suppliers, internal teams, and logistics
providers. Accuracy, clarity, and professionalism in communication are essential to
maintaining delivery schedules, protecting supplier relationships, and ensuring that
commercial obligations are met consistently.

Within this environment, management roles carry significant responsibility. Managers must
oversee operational processes, coordinate supplier engagement, and ensure that internal
teams perform effectively. The complexity of international supply chains introduces additional
pressure, requiring careful attention to detail and the ability to respond quickly to changing
circumstances. Errors in communication or coordination can lead to delays, financial
implications, and reputational risk.

The business environment is therefore inherently demanding, with expectations placed on
managers to maintain both operational efficiency and strong working relationships. Effective
leadership within this context requires not only technical understanding but also the ability to
manage people constructively. When behavioural issues arise within teams, the potential
impact extends beyond internal dynamics into supplier interactions and overall business
performance.



In such settings, the distinction between interpersonal conflict and operational risk becomes
particularly important. Behaviour that might be considered manageable in less complex
environments can have amplified consequences when it affects supplier communication or
the accuracy of decision-making. Managers must therefore address both performance and
behaviour with precision, ensuring that standards are maintained without unnecessarily
disrupting working relationships.

This operational backdrop intensifies the challenges explored in this article. The combination
of high expectations, external dependencies, and internal behavioural dynamics creates
conditions in which unresolved issues can quickly escalate. Understanding the pressures
inherent in this type of business environment is essential to appreciating the complexity of the
situation faced by the manager.

A High-Performing Manager in a Challenging Corporate Culture

The manager at the centre of this case was recognised as a strong performer within the
organisation. Their approach to leadership focused on improving operational processes,
strengthening supplier relationships, and driving higher standards across the business.
Colleagues and external stakeholders generally viewed the manager as constructive, reliable,
and committed to achieving positive outcomes in a demanding commercial environment.

Support from the organisation’s Chief Executive Officer reinforced this perception. The CEO
acknowledged the manager’s efforts to introduce improvements and recognised the
challenges associated with implementing change within an established corporate structure.
This endorsement provided a degree of confidence that the manager’s approach aligned with
broader organisational objectives, even where internal resistance was encountered.

Despite this support, the organisational culture presented challenges. The manager’s
immediate line manager, who held a senior position within the business, adopted a largely
neutral stance regarding internal conflicts. This neutrality, while appearing balanced on the
surface, often resulted in a lack of clear direction or support when issues required decisive
leadership intervention.

The absence of active engagement from senior leadership created an environment in which
the manager was expected to resolve complex interpersonal and operational challenges
independently. While autonomy can be beneficial in many contexts, the lack of visible backing
reduced the manager’s ability to address behavioural issues effectively, particularly when they
escalated beyond routine management concerns.

Within this context, the manager continued to focus on delivering results. Efforts to improve
processes, address errors, and maintain supplier confidence remained central to their role.
However, the increasing complexity of internal dynamics began to place additional pressure
on their ability to operate effectively within the organisation.

Over time, the gap between the manager’s performance expectations and the organisational
response to emerging issues widened. While the manager sought to maintain standards and
introduce improvements, the lack of consistent leadership support created uncertainty
regarding how those efforts were being interpreted within the wider business.

This combination of strong performance and limited organisational backing forms a critical part
of the situation explored in this article. It highlights how even capable managers can encounter
significant challenges when leadership structures do not actively support resolving complex
behavioural issues in the workplace.

The Employee with Twenty Years of Corporate Experience

The employee involved in the situation had nearly 20 years of experience in corporate
environments prior to joining the organisation. This background contributed to a perception of
capability and familiarity with professional working practices. Senior leadership and colleagues
often assumed that this level of experience reflected a depth of knowledge and competence



that could be relied upon within operational roles.

However, as the manager began working more closely with the employee, differences
between the employee’s perceived experience and practical capabilities became apparent.
While the employee was confident in presenting their understanding of processes, their
exposure to certain operational areas appeared to be limited in both depth and scope. This
gap became more evident when dealing with complex supplier interactions and technical
requirements.

The employee’s approach to tasks suggested a reliance on established habits rather than a
comprehensive understanding of the underlying processes. When faced with unfamiliar
situations or detailed technical information, the employee sometimes struggled to accurately
interpret requirements. These challenges began to affect the quality of communication with
suppliers and the accuracy of internal coordination.

Despite these difficulties, the employee maintained a high level of confidence in their own
Jjudgement. Feedback or clarification provided by the manager was often met with resistance,
and the employee frequently asserted that their interpretation of events or instructions was
correct. This dynamic created tension within the working relationship, particularly when
operational errors required correction.

The contrast between perceived experience and actual performance contributed to a complex
behavioural pattern. The employee’s confidence, supported by their years of service,
influenced how others within the organisation viewed their capability. At the same time, the
manager’s direct experience of operational issues presented a different perspective that was
not always visible to others.

This disparity played a significant role in shaping the subsequent conflict. The employee’s
established reputation provided a degree of credibility within the organisation, while the
manager’s attempts to address performance concerns were not always fully understood in the
broader organisational context.

When Knowledge, Skills and Experience Do Not Match Expectations

In professional environments, experience is often assumed to correlate directly with capability.
However, the depth, variety, and relevance of that experience are equally important. When
exposure to complex operational situations is limited, individuals may struggle to apply their
knowledge effectively. This gap between expectation and capability can create challenges,
particularly where roles require technical understanding, independent judgement, and
consistent accuracy in decision-making across multiple operational contexts.

When such gaps exist, they may not be immediately visible. Individuals often rely on
confidence and established working habits to navigate tasks, masking underlying limitations.
In routine situations, this approach may appear effective. However, as complexity increases,
inconsistencies begin to emerge, particularly in areas that require a detailed understanding or
precise communication. These inconsistencies can lead to repeated errors that affect both
internal processes and external stakeholder relationships.

In response to these challenges, some individuals may adopt defensive behaviours. Rather
than acknowledging gaps in understanding, they may resist feedback or reinterpret events to
preserve their perceived competence. This behaviour is often rooted in insecurity, in which the
risk of being seen as lacking capability outweighs the need to address the underlying issue.
Over time, this defensiveness can create tension within working relationships and hinder
professional development.

For managers, this dynamic presents a difficult balance. Addressing errors constructively is a
core responsibility, yet repeated resistance to feedback can make this process increasingly
challenging. Attempts to clarify expectations or correct mistakes may be perceived as criticism,
leading to further defensiveness. As a result, the manager may find that standard leadership
approaches are less effective in resolving performance-related concerns within the team.
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The organisational impact of this mismatch can extend beyond individual performance.
Repeated errors, inconsistent communication, and reluctance to accept guidance can disrupt
workflow, reduce efficiency, and affect stakeholder confidence. Without early recognition and
intervention, these issues can become embedded in the work environment, making them more
difficult to address over time.

Understanding the distinction between experience and capability is therefore essential.
Organisations must ensure that performance is evaluated based on demonstrable outcomes
rather than assumptions about past roles. For managers, recognising these patterns early
provides an opportunity to address issues constructively before they develop info more
significant behavioural and operational challenges.

Early Signs of Dysfunction

The early stages of workplace dysfunction are often subtle and easily overlooked. Initial
indicators may present as minor disagreements, communication inconsistencies, or small
operational errors. In isolation, these issues may appear insignificant. However, when they
recur, they can signal deeper underlying problems that require attention before they develop
into more serious organisational challenges that affect performance, relationships, and overall
team effectiveness.

One of the earliest warning signs is a pattern of resistance to routine management instruction.
Employees may question decisions that fall clearly within established processes or challenge
factual information without a substantive basis. While constructive challenge can be beneficial,
persistent contradiction without a clear rationale can indicate a reluctance to accept direction
or an attempt to assert control within the working relationship.

Another indicator involves the handling of mistakes. In effective teams, errors are
acknowledged and addressed promptly. Where dysfunction is emerging, individuals may avoid
responsibility, attribute mistakes to external factors, or minimise their significance. This
behaviour can prevent learning and improvement, allowing operational issues to persist and
potentially escalate over time.

Communication patterns may also begin to shift. Conversations that were previously
straightforward can become strained or defensive, particularly when discussing performance
or operational details. The tone of interactions may change subtly, with increased tension or
reduced openness, affecting collaboration and clarity within the team environment.

Managers may also notice inconsistencies between public and private behaviour. An
employee may appear cooperative and professional in group settings but display resistance
or hostility in one-to-one interactions. This disparity can make it difficult for others within the
organisation to recognise the full extent of the issue, leaving the manager to address concerns
without broader visibility.

As these patterns develop, the manager may begin to feel that something is not functioning
as expected in the working relationship. While each individual issue may appear manageable,
the cumulative effect can create ongoing difficulty in maintaining performance standards and
effective communication.

Recognising these early signs is critical. Addressing behavioural patterns at an early stage
provides the best opportunity to resolve issues constructively. Without timely intervention,
minor dysfunction can evolve info more entrenched problems that are significantly more
challenging to manage within the organisational context.

Insecurity Disguised as Confidence

In professional environments, confidence is often associated with competence and capability.
However, confidence can sometimes serve as a mechanism to conceal underlying insecurity.
When individuals feel uncertain about their ability to perform effectively, they may adopt
behaviours that project certainty, even where their understanding is incomplete or their



performance is inconsistent across different operational situations.

This form of insecurity may manifest as assertiveness that exceeds the individual’s actual
knowledge or experience. Decisions may be presented with conviction, even when they are
based on limited information. While this behaviour can initially create the impression of
capability, it often becomes problematic when accuracy and detail are required, particularly in
roles involving technical processes or external stakeholder communication.

A common characteristic of this pattern is a reluctance to accept correction. Feedback may be
interpreted as a challenge to personal credibility rather than as an opportunity for
improvement. As a result, individuals may respond defensively, rejecting guidance and
reinforcing their own perspective, even where evidence suggests that an alternative approach
is required.

This dynamic can place managers in a difficult position. Providing constructive feedback is
essential for maintaining standards, yet repeated resistance can undermine its effectiveness.
Over time, the manager may find that efforts to support development are interpreted
negatively, further complicating the working relationship.

In some cases, insecurity may also drive individuals to criticise others as a means of deflecting
attention from their own limitations. By challenging the manager’s decisions or questioning
their judgement, the individual can shift focus away from their own performance and create
doubt within the broader organisational narrative.

The impact of this behaviour extends beyond the individual. Team dynamics can be affected,
communication may become strained, and operational effectiveness can decline. When
insecurity is masked by confidence, the underlying issue remains unaddressed, allowing the
pattern to persist and potentially escalate.

Understanding this behaviour is important for both managers and organisations. Recognising
that apparent confidence may conceal insecurity provides a more accurate basis for
interpreting actions and responses. This awareness supports more effective management
approaches and helps prevent misinterpretation of behaviour within complex workplace
situations.

The Narcissistic Defence Mechanism in the Workplace

In workplace settings, narcissistic defence mechanisms often emerge as a means of
protecting self-perception. When individuals perceive a threat to their competence or
credibility, they may respond by rejecting responsibility, reinterpreting events, or attributing
fault to others. These responses serve to maintain a consistent self-image, even where
evidence suggests that performance or behaviour requires adjustment.

One of the defining features of this mechanism is the refusal to acknowledge mistakes. Errors
may be denied outright or reframed in ways that minimise personal responsibility. This
behaviour can make it difficult to address operational issues effectively, as the focus shifts
from resolving the problem to defending individual credibility within the working relationship.

Blame shifting is another common characteristic. When challenges arise, responsibility may
be redirected toward colleagues, processes, or external factors. This approach allows the
individual to avoid scrutiny while creating confusion about the source of the issue. Over time,
repeated blame shifting can erode trust within the team and complicate efforts to maintain
accountability.

These behaviours often occur in private interactions, where they are less likely to be observed
by others. As a result, the individual may maintain a professional image in public settings while
exhibiting more challenging behaviours in one-to-one discussions. This disparity contributes
to the difficulty organisations face in identifying and addressing such patterns.

For managers, engaging with these defence mechanisms can be particularly challenging.
Attempts to provide feedback or clarify expectations may trigger further defensive responses,
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reinforcing the cycle. Standard management techniques may prove ineffective when the
underlying behaviour is driven by the need to protect self-perception rather than to improve
performance.

The organisational impact of these mechanisms can be significant. Persistent denial of
responsibility and misattribution of fault can disrupt workflows, hinder problem-solving, and
create tension within teams. Without clear intervention, these patterns can become
embedded, affecting both individual performance and broader organisational effectiveness.

Recognising narcissistic defence mechanisms as behavioural patterns rather than isolated
incidents is essential. This understanding enables managers and organisations to approach
the situation with greater clarity, focusing on consistent behaviour over time rather than
individual events, and supporting more informed decision-making in addressing workplace
challenges.

Mistakes, Blame Shifting and Reputation Protection

In operational environments, mistakes are an inevitable part of complex work. Effective
organisations recognise this and focus on identifying, correcting, and learning from errors.
However, when individuals consistently avoid responsibility, mistakes can become a source of
conflict rather than an opportunity for improvement, particularly where accountability is unclear
or actively resisted within the working relationship.

Blame shifting is often used as a mechanism to protect personal reputation. Rather than
acknowledging errors, individuals may attribute responsibility to colleagues, processes, or
external factors. This approach not only obscures the root cause of the issue but also creates
confusion within the team, making it more difficult to implement corrective action and prevent
recurrence.

Over time, repeated blame-shifting can influence organisational perceptions. If errors are
consistently attributed to the manager’s decisions or communication rather than to the
individual responsible, a narrative may develop that misrepresents the underlying causes of
operational problems. This can affect how leadership interprets performance and
accountability within the team.

For the manager, this dynamic creates additional pressure. Efforts to address mistakes
constructively may be reframed as criticism or mismanagement, while the individual’s
avoidance of responsibility remains unchallenged. The manager may find themselves
defending their actions rather than focusing on resolving the operational issue.

This behaviour also affects team trust. Colleagues may become uncertain about the accuracy
of information or hesitant to engage in discussions where responsibility is unclear. Over time,
this can reduce collaboration and create an environment in which individuals prioritise self-
protection over collective problem-solving.

The cumulative impact extends beyond internal dynamics. Where mistakes affect external
stakeholders, such as suppliers, the consequences can include delays, miscommunication,
and reduced confidence in the organisation’s reliability. Addressing these issues becomes
more difficult when responsibility is not clearly acknowledged.

Understanding the role of blame shifting in protecting reputation is essential. By recognising
this pattern, managers and organisations can focus on establishing clear accountability,
ensuring that operational issues are addressed based on evidence, and preventing the
development of misleading narratives that undermine effective performance management.

The Closed-Door Behaviour Pattern

A defining characteristic of challenging workplace behaviour is that it often occurs away from
wider organisational visibility. Interactions that occur in private meetings, informal
conversations, or direct communication between individuals are less likely to be observed or
documented. This creates an environment in which behaviour can vary significantly across
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settings, allowing individuals to maintain a composed public image while acting differently in
private.

This pattern creates a significant challenge for organisations. Leadership typically relies on
observable behaviour, documented evidence, and feedback gathered through formal
channels. When problematic interactions occur outside these structures, they are less likely
to be recognised or understood in their full context. As a result, the experiences of managers
dealing with such behaviour may not align with the broader organisational perception of the
individual involved.

For the manager, this disparity can be particularly difficult to navigate. Without witnesses or
formal records, describing the behaviour becomes reliant on personal accounts rather than
shared observation. This can create uncertainty about how concerns will be received,
particularly if the individual in question consistently performs well in more visible settings within
the organisation.

The closed-door nature of these interactions also allows patterns to develop gradually.
Individual incidents may appear isolated, but over time they form a consistent behavioural
pattern that affects working relationships and operational effectiveness. Without visibility,
however, this pattern can remain unchallenged, reinforcing the individual’s ability to operate
without accountability.

Addressing such behaviour requires careful attention to documentation and consistency.
Managers must ensure that interactions are recorded where appropriate and that expectations
are clearly communicated in ways that can be referenced if required. Without this approach,
the lack of visibility can allow the behaviour to persist and become increasingly difficult to
address within organisational processes.

Undermining Authority Through Constant Contradiction

Persistent contradiction is one of the most effective ways to undermine authority in the
workplace. While constructive challenge is valuable, repeated disagreement without a clear
basis can erode confidence in leadership decisions. When an employee consistently
questions instructions, interpretations, or factual information, the cumulative effect can
weaken the perceived authority of the manager responsible for the work.

This behaviour often operates incrementally. Individual instances of contradiction may appear
minor, but over time, they create a pattern that affects how others interpret the manager’s role.
Colleagues may begin to question decisions more frequently, and the clarity of direction within
the team can become compromised as competing interpretations are introduced into routine
discussions.

For the manager, the impact is both practical and psychological. Operationally, time is diverted
from resolving unnecessary disputes to progressing work. Psychologically, repeated
contradiction can create frustration and uncertainty, particularly when efforts to clarify
expectations are met with continued resistance rather than constructive engagement within
the team environment.

The behaviour may also influence broader organisational perception. If contradiction occurs
in visible settings, it can create the impression that the manager’s decisions are open to
question. Even when the manager’s position is correct, repeated challenges can introduce
doubt, particularly for individuals not directly involved in the operational details of the situation.

Overtime, this dynamic can reduce the effectiveness of leadership. Managers rely on a degree
of trust and acceptance of direction to maintain performance standards. When that foundation
is weakened by persistent contradiction, the ability to lead effectively becomes increasingly
constrained, affecting both team cohesion and overall organisational performance.

Supplier Relationships Under Attack

In organisations that depend on external suppliers, the quality of communication is central to
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maintaining effective relationships. Suppliers rely on clarity, accuracy, and professionalism in
order to coordinate production, delivery, and technical requirements. When internal
behavioural issues affect communication with external partners, the consequences extend
beyond internal dynamics into commercial performance and reputational standing.

When communication is inconsistent or defensive, suppliers may begin to question the
organisation’s reliability. Misunderstood instructions, delayed confirmations, or confrontational
responses can create uncertainty about how effectively the business manages its internal
processes. Over time, this uncertainty can reduce supplier confidence and increase the need
for verification and clarification.

For the manager, this creates an additional layer of responsibility. Efforts must be made not
only to manage internal behaviour but also to repair and maintain supplier relationships. This
often involves clarifying communications, correcting misunderstandings, and providing
reassurance that operational standards remain intact despite internal challenges within the
organisation.

The impact on efficiency can be significant. Repeated clarification of information, duplication
of communication, and increased oversight all require additional time and effort. This reduces
the overall effectiveness of the supply chain and can delay decision-making, particularly in
environments where timing and coordination are critical to performance.

Suppliers may also adjust their behaviour in response to perceived instability. Requests for
confirmation may increase, and reliance on specific individuals within the organisation may
develop. While these adaptations can help maintain continuity, they also indicate reduced
confidence, which may affect long-term relationships and commercial opportunities.

Ultimately, internal behavioural issues affecting supplier communication pose a direct
operational risk. Organisations must recognise that such behaviour is not confined to
interpersonal dynamics but has tangible external consequences. Addressing these issues
promptly is essential to maintaining both internal stability and external credibility.

Coaching and Mentoring Misinterpreted as Bullying

Effective management relies on the ability to provide feedback, address mistakes, and support
employee development through coaching and mentoring. These activities are essential to
maintaining standards and improving performance. However, in some situations, constructive
management actions may be interpreted negatively, particularly where the recipient is resistant
to feedback or sensitive to perceived criticism.

When feedback is reframed as personal criticism, the intent of the interaction can become
distorted. Discussions intended to clarify expectations or correct errors may be perceived as
unfair or excessive, particularly if the individual involved is unwilling to acknowledge the
underlying issue. This reinterpretation can shift the focus from performance improvement to
perceived interpersonal conflict.

In such circumstances, the language used during feedback becomes particularly important.
Even well-intentioned communication can be selectively interpreted, especially where there is
an existing pattern of defensiveness. This creates a risk that routine management activity is
recast as inappropriate behaviour within the organisational narrative.

For the manager, this dynamic complicates maintaining standards. Actions that would normally
be considered part of effective leadership may become associated with allegations of unfair
treatment. This can lead to hesitation in addressing issues, potentially allowing performance
problems to persist unchallenged within the team.

Organisations must therefore ensure that the distinction between constructive management
and inappropriate behaviour is clearly understood. Without this clarity, there is a risk that
necessary leadership activities are constrained, reducing the organisation’s ability to address
operational issues effectively and to maintain consistent performance across teams.
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The Manager’s Attempt to Lead Constructively

Throughout the situation, the manager sought to apply professional leadership techniques to
address emerging issues. This included providing clear guidance, offering constructive
feedback, and supporting improvement through coaching and mentoring. The intention was to
maintain operational standards while encouraging development, in line with recognised
management practices in professional environments.

Efforts were made to communicate expectations clearly and to address mistakes in a
structured manner. Conversations focused on specific tasks, processes, and outcomes rather
than personal afttributes, reflecting an approach grounded in performance management
principles. The manager aimed to ensure that feedback remained relevant, proportionate, and
aligned with organisational objectives.

Despite these efforts, the response to management intervention was not as expected.
Feedback was frequently resisted, and attempts to clarify operational requirements were met
with negative reactions. This created a situation in which standard leadership approaches did
not produce the intended improvement, complicating the manager’s ability to address
performance concerns effectively.

The manager continued to approach the situation constructively, seeking to maintain
professionalism and consistency in communication. However, the ongoing resistance reduced
the effectiveness of these efforts, leading to a growing disconnect between the manager’s
intent and the employee’s perception of the interactions.

This experience highlights the limitations of standard management techniques when
behavioural dynamics are driven by factors beyond performance alone. While constructive
leadership remains essential, its effectiveness can be constrained when feedback is
consistently reframed or resisted, necessitating additional organisational support to address
the underlying issues.

When Professional Feedback Becomes a Trigger

In some workplace situations, feedback intended to support performance improvement can
trigger defensive or adverse reactions. Rather than being received as constructive guidance,
feedback may be interpreted as criticism or challenge, particularly where the individual feels
their competence or credibility is being questioned within the working relationship.

This reaction is often linked to underlying insecurity. When individuals are uncertain about their
capability, feedback can be perceived as confirmation of that uncertainty. As a result, they may
respond by rejecting the feedback, disputing the facts, or redirecting attention away from the
issue at hand, thereby reinforcing a defensive cycle within the interaction.

For the manager, this creates a difficult dynamic. The need to address operational issues
remains, yet each attempt to do so risks triggering further resistance. This can lead to a pattern
in which feedback becomes increasingly difficult to deliver, reducing opportunities for
improvement and allowing performance issues to persist.

Over time, the feedback process itself may become associated with conflict. Conversations
that should focus on improvement instead become characterised by disagreement and
tension. This shifts the working relationship away from collaboration and toward a more
adversarial dynamic, affecting both communication and performance.

Understanding when feedback functions as a trigger is important. It enables managers and
organisations to recognise that the challenge lies not only in the content of the feedback but
in how it is received, informing more effective strategies for addressing the underlying
behavioural pattern.

The Psychological Toll on the Manager

Sustained workplace conflict places considerable psychological pressure on managers,
particularly when issues remain unresolved and organisational support is limited. The
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manager may experience ongoing tension, uncertainty, and a growing sense of professional
vulnerability. This pressure is not typically the result of a single event but develops over time
as repeated interactions, disputes, and challenges accumulate in the workplace.

One of the most significant effects is the erosion of confidence. Managers who previously
operated with clarity and assurance may begin to question their decisions, communication,
and leadership approach. The gap between their understanding of events and the
organisation’s apparent perception can create persistent doubt, affecting both professional
Jjudgement and day-to-day interactions within the team.

The manager may also experience heightened awareness of behaviour. Routine
conversations can feel scrutinised, and the possibility of further complaints may influence how
interactions are approached. This increased self-monitoring can disrupt the natural flow of
communication and create hesitation in addressing issues that would otherwise be managed
directly and confidently.

Overtime, the cumulative effect of these pressures can lead to emotional fatigue. The constant
need to navigate conflict, defend decisions, and maintain professionalism can become
exhausting. Without clear resolution or support, the manager may begin to feel that the
situation is beyond their control, which can contribute to a sense of isolation within the
organisation.

The psychological impact often extends beyond the workplace. Managers may find it difficult
to disengage from the situation outside working hours, as they reflect on conversations or
anticipate future interactions. This can affect overall wellbeing, including concentration, sleep,
and the ability to maintain a healthy balance between professional and personal life.

Recognising this impact is essential. Organisations must consider not only the formal aspects
of workplace disputes but also the wellbeing of individuals involved. For managers,
acknowledging the psychological toll can support more informed decisions about how to
respond to the situation and whether continued engagement within the environment remains
sustainable.

When Organisations Choose the Wrong Narrative

In complex workplace disputes, organisations sometimes adopt a narrative that does not fully
reflect the underlying reality. This can occur when initial impressions, informal feedback, or
repeated complaints begin to shape perception before a thorough investigation has taken
place. Once established, such narratives can influence how subsequent information is
interpreted, reinforcing a particular view of the situation.

Leadership may be influenced by the consistency or frequency of complaints rather than by
the strength of supporting evidence. Where one perspective is presented more persistently or
aligns with existing organisational sensitivities, it can gain traction. This can result in an
imbalance in which the narrative is accepted without sufficient scrutiny of the operational
context.

The impact of this misalignment can be significant. Managers may find that their actions are
interpreted through the lens of an established narrative, making it difficult to present alternative
explanations. Evidence that contradicts the prevailing view may receive less attention,
particularly if it challenges assumptions already accepted within the organisation.

Over time, the narrative can become self-reinforcing. Informal discussions, partial information,
and selective interpretation contribute to a perception that appears consistent, even where it
lacks a complete evidential foundation. This dynamic can make it increasingly difficult for
organisations to objectively reassess the situation.

For managers, operating within an incorrect narrative creates considerable difficulty. Efforts to
address operational issues may be misunderstood, and attempts to clarify events may be
viewed as defensive. This limits the ability to resolve the situation constructively and increases

14



the risk of further escalation.

Organisations must therefore remain vigilant in how narratives are formed and maintained.
Ensuring that decisions are grounded in evidence rather than perception is essential to fair
and effective conflict resolution. Without this discipline, there is a risk that organisational
understanding diverges from reality, with consequences for both individuals and overall
performance.

HR Departments and the Fear of Discrimination Claims

Human resources departments play a central role in managing workplace disputes,
particularly where complaints involve allegations of inappropriate behaviour. In some cases,
HR responses may be influenced by concerns about potential legal exposure, particularly
regarding discrimination or protected characteristics. This can lead to a cautious approach
that prioritises risk avoidance over balanced investigation.

Such caution is understandable. Employment law requires organisations to take complaints
seriously, particularly where there is a possibility that the behaviour relates to protected
characteristics. Failure to respond appropriately can expose the organisation to legal
challenge. As a result, HR teams may adopt a defensive position, focusing on documenting
complaints and ensuring procedural compliance.

However, this approach can create unintended consequences. When the emphasis is placed
primarily on recording concerns rather than examining evidence, the process may become
administrative rather than analytical. Complaints are noted, meetings are held, and records
are maintained, but the underlying issues are not always explored in sufficient depth to
establish an accurate understanding of events.

For managers, this can be particularly challenging. The accumulation of documented
complaints may create the impression of ongoing concern, even where individual issues lack
substance. Without a clear evaluation, the presence of records can influence perception more
strongly than the absence of supporting evidence.

Balancing legal sensitivity with objective investigation is therefore essential. HR functions must
ensure that complaints are treated seriously while also maintaining a commitment to evidence-
based assessment. This balance enables organisations to protect employee rights without
compromising fairness or allowing unsubstantiated narratives to shape outcomes.

The Menopause and Workplace Sensitivity Narrative

Workplace awareness of menopause and related health considerations has increased
significantly in recent years. Organisations are encouraged to provide appropriate support,
recognising that such factors can affect wellbeing and performance. This represents an
important and necessary development within modern workplace practice, ensuring that
employees are treated with understanding and respect.

However, the presence of legitimate health considerations requires careful distinction from
behavioural issues. While organisations must provide support where appropriate, this does
not remove the need to address conduct that affects operational performance or working
relationships. Maintaining this distinction is essential to ensuring that both wellbeing and
accountability are managed effectively.

In some situations, behavioural concerns may be attributed to health-related explanations
without sufficient examination. This can occur where organisations seek to avoid the risk of
misinterpretation or legal challenge. While well-intentioned, such assumptions can obscure
the need to directly address underlying performance or conduct issues.

For managers, this dynamic can create uncertainty. Addressing behaviour becomes more
complex when the cause is ambiguous, particularly when concerns may be interpreted as
insensitive. This can lead to hesitation, allowing issues to persist rather than being resolved
constructively.
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Organisations must therefore adopt a balanced approach. Supporting employees with
legitimate health considerations should be accompanied by clear expectations regarding
professional conduct. Ensuring that both aspects are addressed appropriately enables
organisations to maintain fairness, protect wellbeing, and uphold operational standards
without allowing one consideration to obscure the other.

When Health Narratives Mask Behavioural Problems

In some workplace situations, explanations relating to health or personal circumstances may
unintentionally obscure underlying behavioural issues. While such factors should always be
considered with sensitivity, it is important that they do not prevent organisations from
examining whether conduct meets expected professional standards. Failure to make this
distinction can allow problematic behaviour to continue without appropriate intervention.

When behaviour is consistently attributed to external factors, the opportunity to address
performance or conduct directly may be reduced. This can lead to a situation in which
underlying issues remain unresolved, affecting both team dynamics and operational
effectiveness. Over time, the absence of clear accountability can reinforce the behaviour
rather than encouraging improvement.

For managers, this creates a challenging environment. Attempts to address behaviour may be
perceived as lacking understanding or empathy, even where the focus is on maintaining
professional standards. This can discourage necessary conversations and reduce the
manager’s ability to fulfil their role effectively.

A balanced approach is therefore essential. Organisations must consider all relevant factors
while ensuring that behaviour is evaluated based on its impact within the workplace. By
maintaining this balance, it becomes possible to support individuals appropriately while also
addressing conduct that affects performance and working relationships.

Hearsay Evidence and Internal Complaints

In many workplace disputes, complaints are supported not by direct evidence but by hearsay.
This occurs when individuals rely on second-hand accounts, interpretations, or informal
discussions rather than firsthand observation. While such information may appear credible, it
lacks the reliability required to establish an accurate understanding of events, particularly in
situations where interactions are complex and context is essential.

Hearsay can accumulate over time, especially where multiple individuals repeat similar
accounts. The repetition of information can create an impression of consistency, even where
the original source is unclear or unverified. This can influence organisational perception,
leading decision-makers to treat repeated claims as evidence rather than recognising their
limited evidential value.

For managers, the presence of hearsay within complaint processes creates a significant
challenge. Responding to claims that are not based on direct observation can be difficult,
particularly when the details are vague or lack specific context. This can result in situations
where the manager is required to address allegations that cannot be clearly substantiated or
effectively examined.

The reliance on hearsay also complicates the investigation. Without verifiable evidence, it
becomes difficult to establish what occurred, increasing the risk that conclusions are
influenced by perception rather than fact. This can undermine confidence in the process and
contribute to outcomes that do not reflect the underlying reality of the situation.

Organisations must therefore approach hearsay with caution. While it may indicate that
concerns exist, it should not be treated as definitive evidence. Ensuring that investigations
focus on verifiable information is essential to maintaining fairness, protecting all parties
involved, and supporting accurate decision-making within workplace dispute resolution
processes.
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When HR Becomes a Note-Taking Exercise

In some organisations, HR involvement in workplace disputes can become overly focused on
documentation rather than resolution. Meetings are arranged, discussions are recorded, and
detailed notes are maintained, yet the process lacks clear direction or analytical depth. While
record-keeping is an important component of governance, it should support investigation
rather than replace it.

When HR operates primarily as a recorder of events, the underlying issues may remain
unexamined. Complaints are documented, responses are noted, and interactions are logged,
but little progress is made toward understanding what has occurred or how it should be
addressed. This can create a sense that the process is procedural rather than purposeful.

For managers, this approach can be particularly frustrating. The accumulation of records may
give the impression that concerns are being taken seriously, yet without meaningful analysis,
the situation remains unresolved. Over time, the volume of documentation can itself influence
perception, even in the absence of clear evidence-based conclusions.

This dynamic can also reinforce existing narratives. Where complaints are recorded without
challenge, they may appear to carry greater weight than they merit. The absence of critical
evaluation allows assumptions to persist, reducing the likelihood that the situation will be
reassessed objectively.

Effective HR practice requires more than documentation. It involves active investigation,
balanced consideration of evidence, and clear conclusions regarding responsibility and
appropriate action. Without these elements, the process risks becoming an administrative
exercise that prolongs conflict rather than resolving it.

The Role of the Line Manager in Escalated Conflict

The role of senior leadership is critical when workplace conflict escalates beyond routine
management challenges. Line managers are expected to provide direction, support, and
intervention where necessary to ensure that issues are addressed effectively. When this
responsibility is not fulfilled, conflicts can intensify, creating additional pressure on those
directly involved.

In some situations, line managers adopt a neutral stance, intending to remain impartial while
allowing the situation to develop. While neutrality may appear balanced, it can lead to a lack
of clear guidance or decisive action. Without active leadership, the individuals involved may
be left to manage the conflict independently, despite its increasing complexity.

This absence of intervention can allow behavioural patterns to continue unchecked. Without
clear boundaries or expectations, problematic behaviour may become normalised, making it
more difficult to address over time. The lack of visible leadership also influences how others
within the organisation interpret the situation.

For the manager dealing directly with the issue, the absence of support can be particularly
challenging. Without reinforcement from senior leadership, efforts to maintain standards may
be undermined, and authority may be called into question. This can reduce the effectiveness
of management actions and contribute to ongoing instability within the team.

Leadership responsibility extends beyond observation. Effective line managers engage with
the situation, review evidence, and provide clear direction. By doing so, they support both the
individuals involved and the organisation as a whole, ensuring that conflicts are addressed
constructively and do not escalate unnecessatrily.

Neutrality That Is Not Really Neutral

Neutrality in leadership is often perceived as a fair and balanced approach to conflict.
However, in practice, neutrality can have unintended consequences when it leads to inaction.
By not engaging directly with the issue, leaders may inadvertently allow one perspective to
dominate, particularly where complaints are more visible or consistently presented.
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When leadership fails to actively assess the situation, the absence of intervention may be
interpreted as implicit support for the prevailing narrative. This perception can influence how
others within the organisation respond, reinforcing the imbalance and making it more difficult
to introduce alternative perspectives or evidence.

For managers, this form of neutrality can feel indistinguishable from a lack of support. Without
clear guidance or visible backing, their position within the organisation may appear uncertain,
reducing their ability to address issues confidently and effectively within the team environment.

Over time, passive neutrality can contribute to the escalation of conflict. Without decisive
leadership, misunderstandings persist, behavioural patterns remain unchallenged, and
organisational clarity is reduced. What begins as an attempt to remain impartial can therefore
result in outcomes that are neither fair nor balanced.

Effective leadership requires active engagement rather than passive observation. Assessing
evidence, clarifying expectations, and providing direction are essential components of
neutrality that are both informed and constructive. Without these actions, neutrality risks
becoming a barrier to resolution rather than a foundation for fairness.

The Politics of Corporate Reputation

Organisations are often influenced by reputational considerations when managing internal
conflicts. Decisions may be shaped not only by evidence but also by how outcomes are
perceived internally and externally. This can create a preference for stability and risk
avoidance, even where more direct intervention would be appropriate to address underlying
issues.

In some cases, addressing problematic behaviour may be seen as potentially disruptive.
Leaders may be concerned that challenging an established employee or revisiting earlier
assumptions could create additional complexity. As a result, there may be a tendency to
maintain the existing narrative rather than fully reassess the situation.

This approach can lead to a form of organisational inertia. Once a particular interpretation has
been accepted, altering that view requires both evidence and willingness to reconsider
previous decisions. Without this willingness, the organisation may continue to operate within
an inaccurate understanding of events.

For managers, this dynamic can be difficult to navigate. Efforts to present alternative
perspectives may be viewed as disruptive rather than constructive, particularly where they
challenge established assumptions. This can limit the ability to influence how the situation is
understood within the organisation.

Balancing reputation with accuracy is therefore essential. Organisations must recognise that
avoiding short-term disruption may create longer-term risks. Addressing issues based on
evidence, even where this requires revisiting earlier conclusions, supports more effective
governance and protects organisational credibility over time.

Gossip, Rumours and Workplace Theatre

In many organisations, informal communication shapes how events are understood.
Conversations outside formal structures create a parallel narrative through which employees
interpret workplace developments. While this can support engagement, it also provides a
channel for gossip and speculation to spread, particularly during periods of conflict.

When information is incomplete, individuals attempt to interpret events through discussion.
These interpretations are often based on partial understanding and are reshaped as they
circulate. Over time, the narrative becomes increasingly detached from the original events,
reflecting perception rather than evidence.

This process can create a form of workplace theatre. Conflict becomes a subject of interest,
with developments discussed and reinterpreted across the organisation. While not always
driven by intent to harm, this dynamic can amplify tensions and reinforce existing assumptions.

18



For those directly involved, the consequences are significant. The manager may become
aware that discussions are taking place, but has limited ability to influence how events are
portrayed. This lack of control over the narrative contributes to professional vulnerability and
increased pressure in the workplace.

Organisations must recognise the influence of informal communication. Without clear
leadership and accurate information, gossip can shape perception more strongly than
evidence. Managing this dynamic is essential to ensuring that conflicts are understood and
resolved on the basis of facts rather than speculation.

Isolation of the Targeted Manager

When workplace conflict becomes visible yet unresolved, managers often experience gradual
professional isolation. This does not occur abruptly but develops as perceptions shift across
the organisation. Colleagues may become more cautious, interactions less open, and informal
communication more guarded. The manager begins to sense a change in professional
relationships, despite no formal explanation being provided.

This isolation is particularly difficult because it is rarely explicit. Few colleagues openly
withdraw support, yet subtle behavioural changes become noticeable. Conversations may feel
more measured, invitations to informal discussions may reduce, and professional engagement
may lose its previous ease. The absence of clarity can make the experience more disorienting
than overt conflict.

Leadership behaviour plays a significant role in reinforcing this dynamic. When senior
managers do not visibly support the individual, others may interpret this as a signal that the
manager’s position is uncertain. Even without direct instruction, organisational behaviour can
shift in response to perceived leadership stance.

Over time, the manager may feel increasingly exposed. Routine interactions begin to carry
additional weight, and the awareness of being observed can influence behaviour. This can
reduce confidence and create hesitation in addressing issues that would normally be managed
directly and effectively.

The emotional consequences of isolation can be considerable. Managers who previously
operated with strong professional networks may begin to feel detached from the organisation.
This sense of separation can affect both performance and wellbeing, reinforcing the overall
impact of the unresolved conflict.

Understanding Bullying and Harassment Under UK Law

Workplace disputes involving allegations of bullying or harassment must be assessed within
the framework of UK employment law. Employers have a duty to provide a working
environment that does not expose individuals to behaviour that is intimidating, degrading, or
abusive. Understanding the legal definitions involved is essential to distinguishing between
legitimate management activity and conduct that may breach legal or organisational
standards.

In UK law, bullying itself is not defined as a standalone statutory offence. However, it may form
part of broader legal claims depending on the circumstances. Persistent behaviour that
undermines an individual’s ability to work may contribute to claims such as constructive
dismissal if the working environment becomes intolerable.

Harassment, in contrast, is defined under the Equality Act 2010. It involves unwanted conduct
related to a protected characteristic that violates an individual’s dignity or creates an
intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating, or offensive environment. This definition provides
a clear legal framework for assessing whether behaviour meets the threshold for unlawful
conduct.

Importantly, not all challenging workplace interactions meet this threshold. Managers are
expected to provide feedback, address performance issues, and maintain standards.
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Employment tribunals recognise that such actions are legitimate when carried out reasonably,
proportionately, and professionally.

The distinction between robust management and harassment is therefore critical. Behaviour
must be assessed in context, considering both intent and impact. Without this balance, there
is a risk that necessary management activity may be misinterpreted, or that genuine
misconduct may not be addressed appropriately.

The Role of ACAS Guidance in Workplace Disputes

In the United Kingdom, ACAS guidance provides a widely recognised framework for handling
workplace disputes. Although not legally binding, the ACAS Code of Practice is frequently
considered by employment tribunals when assessing whether organisations have acted fairly.
This makes adherence to its principles an important aspect of effective governance.

A central principle of ACAS guidance is the requirement for fair and impartial investigation.
Employers are expected to gather relevant evidence, consider the perspectives of all parties
involved, and avoid forming conclusions before the facts have been established. This
approach supports balanced decision-making and reduces the risk of bias.

ACAS also emphasises the importance of allowing both parties to respond to allegations.
Fairness requires that individuals be given the opportunity to explain their actions and provide
context. Without this, investigations risk becoming one-sided and may fail to reflect the
complexity of workplace interactions.

Another key element is proportionality. Not all disputes require formal disciplinary action. In
some cases, mediation or informal resolution may be more appropriate. The ability to
distinguish between levels of seriousness is essential to maintaining effective and
proportionate responses.

Ultimately, ACAS guidance promotes a structured, evidence-based approach to resolving
disputes. When followed carefully, it supports transparency, fairness, and organisational
credibility, ensuring that workplace conflicts are addressed in a manner that protects both
individuals and the organisation as a whole.

Constructive Dismissal and Psychological Pressure

Constructive dismissal arises when an employee resigns due to a fundamental breach of
contract by the employer. This breach often relates to the implied duty of mutual trust and
confidence, which requires employers not to act in ways that seriously damage the
employment relationship. Sustained workplace conflict can contribute to such a breach over
time.

Unlike sudden dismissal, constructive dismissal typically develops gradually. Repeated
issues, unresolved disputes, and a lack of organisational intervention can create an
environment that becomes increasingly difficult to tolerate. The cumulative effect of these
factors can lead the employee to conclude that resignation is the only viable option.

Psychological pressure is a significant element in these situations. Managers may experience
ongoing stress resulting from repeated complaints, professional uncertainty, and the need to
defend their actions. This sustained pressure can affect both performance and wellbeing,
reinforcing the sense that the situation is unsustainable.

From a legal perspective, claims of constructive dismissal require evidence that the
employer’s actions constituted a serious breach. This may include failure to investigate
complaints properly or allowing conflict to continue without resolution. The threshold for such
claims is high and requires careful consideration of all circumstances.

For managers, the experience is often both professional and personal. Leaving a role under
such conditions can feel like a loss of professional standing, even when the underlying causes
stem from organisational failure rather than individual performance.
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Evidence Standards in Workplace Investigations

The quality of evidence is central to resolving workplace disputes fairly. Investigations must
distinguish between perception, allegation, and verifiable fact. Without clear evidence
standards, decisions risk being influenced by narrative or assumption rather than by an
accurate understanding of events.

In employment contexts, decisions are typically based on the balance of probabilities. This
requires investigators to determine whether it is more likely than not that the alleged behaviour
occurred. Even under this standard, reliable evidence remains essential to support fair
conclusions.

Documented information provides a critical foundation. Emails, meeting notes, system
records, and written instructions can clarify timelines and confirm what occurred. Such
evidence reduces reliance on memory and interpretation, supporting a more objective
assessment.

Witness accounts can also contribute to investigations, but their reliability depends on direct
observation. Hearsay evidence carries less weight and should be treated cautiously.
Distinguishing between firsthand accounts and second-hand information is essential to
maintaining evidential integrity.

Investigations must also consider context. Isolated statements rarely provide a complete
picture. Understanding the operational environment, communication patterns, and broader
circumstances ensures that conclusions reflect reality rather than fragmented information.

Ultimately, evidence standards protect both individuals and organisations. When decisions are
grounded in verifiable facts, confidence in the process is strengthened, and the likelihood of
fair outcomes is significantly increased.

The Risks of Mishandled Complaints

When workplace complaints are not handled effectively, the consequences can extend beyond
the immediate dispute. Organisations may face legal, reputational, and operational risks,
particularly where investigations lack balance or transparency. Proper handling of complaints
is therefore a critical component of organisational governance.

Failure to investigate thoroughly can expose employers to legal claims. If concerns are
dismissed without proper examination, individuals may argue that the organisation failed in its
duty of care. Conversely, acting on unverified allegations can create risks for those accused,
leading to claims of unfair treatment or reputational damage.

Employment tribunals often examine whether fair procedures were followed. The structure of
the investigation, the quality of evidence considered, and the opportunity for both parties to
respond all influence how the organisation’s actions are assessed. Poor process can therefore
have significant legal implications.

Beyond legal exposure, reputational damage must also be considered. Mishandled disputes
can affect how employees, suppliers, and external stakeholders perceive the organisation.
This can have long-term consequences for recruitment, retention, and commercial
relationships.

Ultimately, effective complaint management requires balance, transparency, and evidence-
based decision-making. When these elements are present, disputes can be resolved
constructively. When they are absent, the consequences can affect both individuals and the
organisation for an extended period.

Case Study: The “Untouchable Employee”

In some organisations, certain individuals develop a reputation that places them beyond
effective scrutiny. This status is rarely formal but emerges through long service, familiarity with
internal processes, and established relationships. Over time, leadership may begin to assume
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that such individuals possess a depth of capability not always reflected in their actual
performance in operational contexts.

In this case, a senior manager encountered an employee whose reputation suggested
extensive experience. However, close working interaction revealed limitations in technical
understanding, supplier coordination, and operational judgement. These gaps became visible
through repeated errors, which the manager attempted to address through structured
feedback and supportive coaching.

Rather than engaging constructively, the employee responded defensively. Feedback was
frequently challenged, and responsibility for mistakes was redirected. The employee
maintained confidence in their position, despite evidence to the contrary, and showed little
willingness to reflect on their performance or adapt behaviour in response to guidance.

At the same time, the employee presented a composed and professional image to colleagues
and senior leaders. This contrast between public professionalism and private resistance
created a disparity in perception. Leadership, observing only the external behaviour, had
limited visibility of the underlying challenges within the working relationship.

As concerns developed, the employee began raising complaints regarding the manager’s
conduct. These complaints were often framed in terms of perceived pressure or criticism,
rather than focusing on the operational context in which feedback had been provided. Over
time, these concerns accumulated within organisational processes.

The organisation responded cautiously, influenced by the employee’s tenure and perceived
credibility. Without direct evidence to challenge the narrative, leadership hesitated to intervene
decisively. This allowed the employee’s perspective to gain traction within the organisation,
shaping how the situation was understood.

For the manager, this created a difficult environment. Attempts to address performance issues
became associated with conflict, while the employee’s complaints reinforced the perception
that the manager’s approach was problematic. The imbalance between evidence and
narrative became increasingly pronounced.

The concept of the “untouchable employee” illustrates how organisational perception can
override objective evaluation. When reputation replaces scrutiny, behavioural issues may
persist unchallenged, creating risks not only for management effectiveness but also for
broader organisational performance and governance.

Case Study: When HR Became an Observer

In another organisation, a manager responsible for supplier coordination encountered ongoing
difficulties with an employee whose performance was inconsistent. Errors in communication,
misunderstandings with external partners, and defensive responses to correction created
operational challenges that required regular intervention.

The manager initially adopted a constructive approach, providing clear guidance and
structured feedback to improve performance. Meetings were held to clarify expectations, and
the focus remained on supporting development rather than assigning blame. Despite these
efforts, the employee resisted feedback and began raising concerns with HR.

HR responded by documenting the situation in detail. Meetings were arranged, and both
parties were invited to present their perspectives. Notes were taken and retained within
organisational records, creating a growing body of documentation relating to the dispute.

However, the process lacked analytical depth. While interactions were recorded, there was
limited examination of the operational evidence underlying the manager’s concerns. Supplier
communications, delivery records, and documented errors were not reviewed in detail, leaving
the core issues unresolved.

Over time, the pattern continued. Complaints were raised, meetings were documented, and
records expanded, yet no clear conclusions were reached. The process became increasingly
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administrative, with emphasis placed on recording interactions rather than resolving the
underlying conflict.

For the manager, this created a sense of stagnation. The existence of documentation
suggested progress, yet the absence of analysis meant that the situation remained
unchanged. The manager continued to operate in an environment of unresolved tension, with
increasing exposure to additional complaints.

This case demonstrates the limitations of passive HR involvement. Without active investigation
and evaluation of evidence, documentation alone cannot resolve disputes. Instead, it risks
reinforcing existing narratives while allowing operational issues to persist, ultimately
undermining both management effectiveness and organisational confidence in the process.

Case Study: Supplier Damage Caused by Internal Conflict

In a construction equipment importing business, internal conflict began to affect
communication with European manufacturing partners. Suppliers reported inconsistencies in
instructions, unclear confirmations, and defensive responses when clarification was
requested. These issues, initially perceived as minor, gradually revealed a pattern of unreliable
communication.

The manager responsible for supplier relationships intervened to clarify information and
maintain professional standards. However, repeated issues indicated that the problem was
not isolated. Communication errors continued, and suppliers began to question the reliability
of the organisation’s internal coordination.

The employee responsible for communication resisted feedback, disputing corrections and
maintaining that their approach was appropriate. This resistance prevented effective
resolution and required the manager to remain closely involved in supplier interactions to
ensure accuracy and professionalism.

As the situation developed, suppliers began seeking confirmation directly from the manager.
While this ensured operational continuity, it introduced inefficiencies and signalled a lack of
confidence in the established communication channels. The need for repeated clarification
significantly increased the manager’s workload.

The tone of certain communications also became a concern. Messages perceived as abrupt
or dismissive risked damaging relationships, particularly in international contexts where clarity
and professionalism are essential. Cultural differences in communication heightened the
importance of maintaining consistent standards.

Over time, supplier perception of the organisation began to shift. Even where issues were
resolved, the repeated need for intervention created an impression of instability. This had
potential implications for long-term relationships and the organisation’s commercial credibility
within the supply chain.

This case illustrates how internal behavioural issues can extend beyond interpersonal conflict
to affect operational performance. When communication with external partners is
compromised, the consequences extend beyond internal dynamics and affect broader
business outcomes.

Organisations must recognise that internal conflict carries external risk. Addressing
behavioural issues promptly is essential not only for maintaining internal stability but also for
protecting supplier relationships and ensuring the organisation’s reputation remains intact
within competitive markets.

Recognising Narcissistic Behaviour Early

Recognising problematic behavioural patterns at an early stage can significantly influence how
effectively a manager responds. Narcissistic tendencies in the workplace rarely present as
overt or extreme behaviours initially. Instead, they develop through repeated interactions that
appear minor in isolation but reveal a consistent pattern over time when viewed collectively.
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One of the earliest indicators is a persistent reluctance to accept responsibility for mistakes.
In well-functioning teams, individuals acknowledge errors and engage constructively in
resolving them. Where an employee consistently denies responsibility or redirects blame, this
may indicate deeper behavioural defensiveness rather than an isolated misunderstanding.

Another early sign involves frequent contradiction of routine management decisions or factual
information. While constructive challenge is valuable, persistent opposition without a
substantive basis can reflect a need to assert control or undermine authority rather than
contribute meaningfully to discussion or improvement.

Managers should also observe how feedback is received. Employees who respond with
openness typically improve performance over time. In contrast, those who react defensively,
interpret feedback as personal criticism, or escalate discussions may be demonstrating
underlying insecurity that influences behaviour within the professional environment.

Inconsistent behaviour between private and public settings is another important indicator. An
employee who presents a cooperative and professional image in group settings but behaves
differently in one-to-one interactions may be managing perception rather than engaging
authentically with feedback or responsibility.

Early recognition allows managers to respond strategically. By identifying patterns rather than
isolated incidents, managers can establish clear expectations, document interactions, and
seek organisational support before behaviours become more entrenched and difficult to
address effectively within the workplace.

Documenting Behaviour and Interactions

Accurate documentation is one of the most effective tools available to managers navigating
complex workplace dynamics. Written records provide an objective account of events,
reducing reliance on memory and interpretation. This clarity becomes particularly important
when disputes arise, as it enables both managers and organisations to refer to verifiable
information rather than competing recollections of conversations or decisions.

Documentation should begin as soon as patterns of concern emerge. Waiting until conflict
escalates can result in gaps in understanding or incomplete timelines. Early records ensure
that relevant details are captured accurately and can be reviewed if questions arise later.

Simple methods are often sufficient. Confirming discussions through follow-up emails,
summarising agreed actions, and recording key points from meetings can provide a clear and
reliable account of interactions. These records support transparency and help prevent
misunderstandings from developing.

It is essential that documentation remains factual and professional. Records should describe
events objectively, avoiding emotional language or personal interpretation. This ensures that
documentation can be relied upon in formal processes and strengthens its credibility when
reviewed by HR or leadership.

In addition to internal communication, managers should retain relevant operational evidence.
Emails with suppliers, delivery confirmations, and system records provide important context
and support a comprehensive understanding of events. Such information can be critical in
demonstrating how behaviour affects operational outcomes.

While documentation does not resolve conflict on its own, it provides a foundation for fair
investigation and informed decision-making. By maintaining clear and accurate records,
managers protect both their professional position and the integrity of organisational processes.

Managing Upwards When Leadership Is Passive

When senior leadership does not actively engage with emerging conflict, managers must take
a structured approach to ensure concerns are understood. Presenting issues in clear
operational terms is essential. Leaders are more likely to respond when the impact on
performance, supplier relationships, or organisational objectives is clearly articulated.
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Providing structured information strengthens credibility. Specific examples, supported by
dates and documented evidence, help leadership identify patterns rather than viewing issues
as isolated incidents. This clarity supports more informed decision-making and reduces the
risk that concerns will be dismissed as subjective or exaggerated.

Managers should also align concerns with organisational priorities. Demonstrating how
unresolved issues affect performance, efficiency, or reputation helps position the situation
within a broader strategic context. This increases the likelihood of leadership engagement and
intervention.

Maintaining professionalism throughout these interactions is critical. Even where frustration
exists, communication should remain measured and focused. The objective is to encourage
leadership involvement, not to create additional conflict within the organisational hierarchy.

Proposing constructive solutions can also be effective. Suggestions such as mediation, formal
review processes, or clearer role definitions demonstrate initiative and a commitment to
resolution. This approach reinforces the manager’s position as a responsible and proactive
leader.

Where internal escalation proves ineffective, managers may need to reflect on organisational
culture. Persistent inaction may indicate structural limitations that prevent effective resolution.
Recognising these limitations is important when considering how to proceed and whether the
environment supports sustainable leadership.

Protecting Personal Reputation and Wellbeing

In prolonged workplace conflict, protecting professional reputation becomes essential.
Consistent, measured behaviour ensures that actions cannot easily be misinterpreted.
Maintaining professionalism in all interactions reinforces credibility and supports a clear
distinction between management activity and personal conduct.

Clear communication plays a key role in safeguarding reputation. Instructions, feedback, and
decisions should be expressed precisely to minimise misunderstanding. Written confirmation
of key discussions provides additional clarity and supports transparency in professional
interactions.

Building strong working relationships across the organisation also contributes to reputational
resilience. A history of fairness, reliability, and constructive engagement provides context for
any concerns that arise, reducing the impact of isolated allegations or misunderstandings.

Managers must also manage their emotional responses carefully. Sustained conflict can
create frustration, but reacting impulsively can undermine credibility. Taking time to reflect
before responding helps maintain control and ensures that communication remains
professional and aligned with organisational expectations.

Seeking an external perspective can provide valuable support. Mentors, professional
networks, or trusted colleagues can offer insight and help assess whether the manager’s
approach remains balanced. This perspective can also reinforce confidence during periods of
uncertainty.

Protecting wellbeing is equally important. Prolonged stress can affect performance and
personal health. Maintaining routines, taking breaks, and recognising when additional support
is required helps sustain resilience throughout challenging situations.

Managers should avoid engaging in informal disputes or workplace gossip. Remaining
focused on professional responsibilities and formal processes helps maintain integrity and
prevents escalation. Discretion is a key component of protecting both reputation and credibility.

Where formal complaints arise, full cooperation with organisational processes is essential.
Providing clear evidence and measured responses demonstrates confidence and
transparency. This approach supports fair evaluation and reinforces the manager’s
professional position.
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Maintaining perspective is critical. A single workplace conflict does not define a career.
Professional identity is built over time and across multiple roles. Recognising this helps
managers navigate difficult situations without losing confidence in their broader capabilities.

If the environment becomes unsustainable, leaving may be necessary. Doing so professionally
preserves reputation and ensures that future opportunities are not affected. Ultimately,
protecting reputation and wellbeing requires a combination of discipline, clarity, and long-term
perspective.

When Leaving the Organisation Becomes the Only Option

Managers rarely consider leaving an organisation at the first sign of difficulty. Most attempt to
resolve conflict through professional conduct, structured communication, and engagement
with internal processes. However, when issues persist without resolution and organisational
support remains limited, the situation may gradually shift from a manageable challenge to an
unsustainable working environment.

This transition typically occurs over time. Repeated attempts to address concerns may yield
little progress, and the absence of effective intervention can reinforce the underlying issues.
As the situation continues, the manager may begin to question whether a meaningful
resolution is achievable within the existing organisational structure.

The decision to leave is often influenced by the cumulative impact of unresolved conflict.
Persistent challenges to authority, uncertainty regarding organisational support, and the
ongoing need to defend professional actions can create significant strain. Over time, this strain
may outweigh the benefits of remaining in the role.

Resignation, in this context, is not necessarily a reflection of failure. Rather, it can represent a
considered decision to preserve professional integrity and personal wellbeing. Leaving allows
the manager to step away from an environment where their ability to perform effectively has
been compromised.

The process of reaching this decision can be complex. Managers may reflect on their efforts
fo resolve the situation and consider whether alternative approaches might have produced
different outcomes. This reflection is a natural part of professional evaluation but should be
balanced with recognition of factors beyond individual control.

Ultimately, choosing to leave may be the most constructive option available. It enables the
manager to regain stability, rebuild confidence, and pursue opportunities within environments
that support effective leadership and professional growth.

The Five-Year Aftermath

The impact of workplace conflict often extends beyond resignation. Managers may continue
to reflect on the experience for years, particularly where the situation involved unresolved
issues or perceived organisational imbalance. The initial period following departure is
frequently characterised by a combination of relief and uncertainty.

Relief arises from leaving an environment that had become professionally and emotionally
challenging. However, uncertainty may develop regarding how the experience will influence
future opportunities or how it may be perceived within professional networks. This dual
response is common in situations involving prolonged workplace confiict.

Over time, the psychological impact can remain significant. Managers may revisit key events,
considering whether alternative decisions might have changed the outcome. While reflective
practice is valuable, prolonged focus on past events can delay professional recovery.

Professional reputation may also be a concern. Even where no formal findings were made,
the existence of conflict can create uncertainty about how the situation is understood
externally. This can influence confidence when engaging with new opportunities or
professional relationships.
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However, distance often brings perspective. As managers move into new roles and
environments, their broader experience and capabilities are reaffirmed. Positive professional
interactions and successful outcomes help restore confidence and reinforce a balanced
understanding of the earlier situation.

In many cases, the experience contributes to long-term professional development. Managers
gain greater awareness of organisational dynamics, leadership behaviour, and the importance
of governance structures. These insights can strengthen future decision-making and
leadership practice.

Ultimately, the five-year aftermath reflects both challenge and growth. While the experience
may leave a lasting impression, it also becomes part of a wider professional journey. With
time, perspective, and continued success, managers often emerge with greater resilience and
clarity in their leadership approach.

Rebuilding Confidence After Workplace Conflict

Rebuilding confidence following workplace conflict requires both reflection and forward focus.
Managers may initially experience reduced confidence, particularly where their actions were
questioned or misunderstood. Recognising that this response is a natural consequence of
sustained pressure is an important first step in the recovery process.

Creating distance from the situation supports emotional clarity. Time away from the
environment allows managers to reduce the intensity of reflection and gain a more balanced
perspective on events. This distance is essential for separating immediate emotional
responses from objective evaluation.

Seeking external perspectives can also be valuable. Conversations with trusted colleagues,
mentors, or professional networks provide insight that may not have been visible during the
conflict. These perspectives often highlight organisational factors that contributed to the
situation, helping to reduce self-doubt.

Focusing on professional strengths is another key element. Managers should recognise the
Skills demonstrated during the conflict, including resilience, professionalism, and the ability to
maintain operational performance under pressure. These qualities remain valuable regardless
of the outcome.

Setting new professional goals helps shift attention toward future opportunities. Whether
through new roles, skill development, or expanded responsibilities, forward momentum
supports the rebuilding of confidence and reinforces a sense of professional purpose.

Maintaining engagement with professional networks also contributes to recovery. Positive
interactions with peers and colleagues reinforce the manager’s reputation and provide
reassurance that their capabilities are recognised beyond the previous organisation.

Over time, new experiences help restore confidence naturally. Successful projects, supportive
leadership, and constructive working relationships provide evidence that the earlier conflict
was situational rather than reflective of overall capability.

Ultimately, rebuilding confidence involves both acknowledging the experience and moving
beyond it. By integrating lessons learned while focusing on future opportunities, managers can
transform a challenging period into a source of professional growth and strengthened
leadership capability.

Lessons for Organisations and Managers

Workplace conflicts of this nature rarely arise from a single cause. They develop through a
combination of individual behaviour, organisational culture, leadership decisions, and
governance processes. Understanding this complexity is essential for both organisations and
managers seeking to prevent similar situations in the future.

One key lesson is the importance of early intervention. Addressing behavioural concerns
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promptly and objectively can prevent escalation. Delayed responses allow patterns to become
established, making resolution more difficult and increasing the impact on individuals and
organisational performance.

Organisations must also ensure that accountability is balanced with support. Employees
should feel able to raise concerns, but complaints must be assessed against evidence.
Fairness requires that all perspectives are considered and that conclusions are based on
verifiable information rather than assumptions or narratives.

The role of HR is central in maintaining this balance. Effective HR practice involves active
investigation, critical evaluation of evidence, and clear communication of outcomes.
Documentation alone is insufficient without analysis and decision-making that address the
underlying issues.

Leadership culture significantly influences how disputes are resolved. Leaders who engage
directly with conflict, examine evidence, and provide clear direction create environments
where issues can be addressed constructively. Avoidance, by contrast, allows problems to
persist and develop.

Managers can also learn from these experiences. Early recognition of behavioural patterns,
consistent documentation, and proactive communication with leadership can help mitigate
risk. These practices support both effective management and personal protection within
complex environments.

Communication remains fundamental. Clear, professional interaction reduces
misunderstanding and supports transparency. Written records provide additional clarity,
ensuring that discussions are grounded in fact rather than interpretation.

Organisations must also consider the external impact of internal conflict. Behaviour that affects
supplier relationships or operational performance extends beyond interpersonal dynamics,
introducing commercial risk. Addressing such issues is therefore a strategic as well as a
managerial priority.

Governance structures play a critical role in supporting fair outcomes. Clear procedures,
defined responsibilities, and consistent application of standards ensure that disputes are
managed effectively and that confidence in organisational processes is maintained.

Another important lesson is the need for organisational courage. Addressing difficult situations
requires a willingness to engage with uncomfortable realities. While this may create short-term
disruption, it strengthens long-term stability and reinforces professional standards.

Managers should also recognise that their professional identity extends beyond any single
organisation. Maintaining integrity, professionalism, and perspective ensures that career
development continues, even when specific environments prove challenging.

Ultimately, the central lesson is the importance of balance. When evidence, fairness,
accountability, and leadership engagement are combined, workplace conflicts can be resolved
constructively. When these elements are absent, even capable individuals may find
themselves in situations that no single manager can resolve alone.

Additional articles can be found at Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made Simple.
This site looks at procurement and supply chain management issues to assist organisations
and people in increasing the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of their product and service
supply to the customers' delight. © Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made
Simple. All rights reserved.
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