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Foreword 

Workplace conflict is often presented in simplified terms, with clear distinctions drawn between 
right and wrong, or between strong leadership and poor behaviour. In reality, many disputes 
unfold within far more complex organisational environments, where perception, narrative, and 
incomplete information shape outcomes as much as evidence. This publication examines one 
such situation, offering a detailed exploration of how behavioural dynamics, leadership 
decisions, and organisational processes can combine to produce consequences that extend 
well beyond the original conflict. 

The account that follows is written from the perspective of a manager operating within a 
demanding commercial environment. It reflects the experience of attempting to lead 
constructively while navigating behaviours that proved difficult to manage and organisational 
responses that did not always align with operational reality. While the circumstances are 
specific, the themes explored are widely applicable across industries and organisational 
structures. 

This publication does not seek to assign blame or offer simplistic conclusions. Instead, it aims 
to provide a balanced examination of how workplace dynamics can evolve when behavioural 
patterns, organisational caution, and leadership decisions intersect. Particular attention is 
given to the role of narrative in shaping organisational understanding and the risks that arise 
when evidence is overshadowed by perception. 

For managers, the publication offers practical insight into recognising early warning signs, 
protecting 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 requiring 
direct attention. 

Ultimately, this publication is intended to support reflection, learning, and improved practice. 
By examining a complex and challenging situation in detail, it seeks to provide both managers 
and organisations with the insight required to respond more effectively to similar 
circumstances in the future, ensuring that professional standards, fairness, and organisational 
integrity are maintained. 

It should be noted that certain themes recur throughout this publication. This repetition is 
deliberate and reflects the complexity of workplace dynamics, in which similar behavioural 
patterns and organisational responses recur across different stages of conflict. Reinforcing 
these themes ensures that their significance is fully understood and that key insights are not 
lost when sections are considered independently rather than as part of a continuous narrative. 

The publication has also been structured to allow flexibility in how it is read. While it can be 
followed as a complete account from beginning to end, individual sections are designed to 
stand alone as focused explorations of specific aspects of workplace conflict. This approach 
enables readers to engage with particular topics of relevance while still benefiting from the 
broader context provided by the full analysis. 
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The Hidden Reality of Workplace Narcissism 

Workplace narcissism is rarely recognised in its early stages because it often presents as 
confidence, assertiveness, or a strong personality. In many organisations, these 
characteristics are valued, particularly in competitive commercial environments. However, 
beneath this outward confidence, there may be a pattern of behaviour focused on self-
preservation, deflection of responsibility, and manipulation of perception that can gradually 
create serious difficulties for managers responsible for performance and operational stability. 

Narcissistic behaviour in professional settings often emerges when individuals feel their 
competence may be questioned. Rather than addressing capability gaps through learning or 
collaboration, some employees react defensively. Mistakes may be denied, responsibility 
shifted, and criticism redirected toward others. In management relationships, this behaviour 
can become particularly disruptive, especially where a manager is attempting to introduce 
structure, accountability, and performance improvement within the organisation. 

One of the most difficult aspects of workplace narcissism is that problematic behaviour 
frequently occurs outside the view of senior leadership. Interactions may take place privately, 
in one-to-one conversations or closed meetings, where tone and language cannot easily be 
verified. The employee may appear cooperative in formal settings but adopt a very different 
approach in private exchanges with the manager who supervises their work. 

Because these behaviours occur away from wider observation, the narrative that eventually 
reaches senior leadership may differ significantly from the reality experienced by the manager. 
Complaints, selective accounts of events, or allegations framed in emotional terms can 
sometimes gain traction in organisations that lack robust mechanisms for evaluating evidence. 
The absence of independent witnesses can make it extremely difficult for managers to 
demonstrate what has actually taken place. 

In such circumstances, the manager may begin to experience professional isolation. 
Colleagues who are not directly involved in day-to-day interactions may rely on secondhand 
information or informal workplace gossip to interpret events. Over time, perceptions about the 
manager’s conduct may develop despite the absence of clear evidence, creating an 
environment in which the manager must defend their reputation while continuing to perform 
their operational responsibilities. 

The consequences for managers can be significant. Persistent contradiction, denial of 
mistakes, and undermining of authority can erode confidence and complicate leadership 
responsibilities. Managers who attempt to address performance concerns through coaching 
or mentoring may find their actions reframed as criticism or hostility. This dynamic can create 
confusion within the organisation and place the manager in an increasingly defensive position. 

For organisations, the failure to recognise narcissistic behaviour patterns can carry operational 
risks. Supplier relationships may suffer, errors may remain uncorrected, and management 
time may be diverted from improving performance to handling complaints. The situation can 
escalate gradually until the working relationship between manager and employee becomes 
unsustainable. 

Understanding how these patterns develop is therefore essential for both organisations and 
managers. Narcissistic behaviour in the workplace is not simply a personality issue; it can 
affect governance, operational performance, and professional wellbeing. Recognising the 
early warning signs allows managers and leaders to respond constructively before 
misunderstandings, reputational damage, and organisational dysfunction become 
entrenched. 

The Construction Equipment Import Business Context 

The organisation concerned operated within the UK construction equipment supply sector, 
importing specialised machinery from several manufacturing sites across continental Europe. 
The business acted as an intermediary between European manufacturers and UK 
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construction contractors, providing equipment supply, technical coordination, and after-sales 
support. The commercial model required careful management of supplier relationships, 
logistics, compliance, and customer expectations in a highly competitive market. 

Import operations of this nature involve complex coordination between multiple stakeholders. 
European manufacturers must align production schedules with UK market demand, while 
importers must manage shipping, customs compliance, warranty arrangements, and 
distribution to end users. Managers responsible for these activities are therefore required to 
maintain accurate communication among manufacturers, logistics providers, suppliers, and 
internal departments to ensure deliveries proceed smoothly and without costly delays. 

Within such environments, supplier relationships are particularly sensitive. European 
manufacturing partners expect professionalism, clarity, and technical competence from the 
importing organisation representing their products in the UK market. Any breakdown in 
communication, inaccurate instructions, or unprofessional conduct can damage commercial 
trust. Managers working in these roles therefore carry responsibility not only for operational 
delivery but also for maintaining the organisation’s reputation with international partners. 

The manager at the centre of this situation was responsible for coordinating several aspects 
of these activities. The role involved improving operational efficiency, strengthening supplier 
relationships, and introducing clearer management practices within the organisation. As is 
common in businesses operating in highly technical supply chains, the manager’s 
responsibilities extended beyond simple supervision and included strategic oversight of 
supplier performance and internal process improvement. 

Such roles often place managers under considerable pressure. Import schedules must align 
with construction project timelines, supplier expectations must be managed across different 
countries, and internal teams must operate efficiently to meet customer commitments. 
Mistakes within this type of supply chain can quickly escalate into financial loss, reputational 
damage, or contractual disputes with customers and suppliers. 

In addition to operational pressures, managers working in international equipment supply 
environments must also navigate organisational culture. Businesses that have grown over 
time may contain informal working practices, legacy processes, and long-standing employees 
who have developed established positions within the company. Introducing improvements in 
such environments can sometimes generate resistance, particularly when accountability or 
performance expectations change. 

It was within this operational context that the relationship between the manager and a long-
serving employee began to deteriorate. The commercial pressures of coordinating 
international suppliers, maintaining customer commitments, and improving internal processes 
made accurate communication and professional behaviour essential. As these elements 
began to break down, the operational and managerial challenges the manager faced became 
significantly more complex. 

A High-Performing Manager in a Challenging Corporate Culture 

The manager at the centre of this case had established a reputation as a capable and reliable 
senior professional within the organisation. Their role involved overseeing operational 
coordination between European manufacturing partners and the UK market, ensuring that 
supplier relationships, delivery schedules, and commercial expectations were managed 
effectively. Colleagues and external partners generally regarded the manager as organised, 
pragmatic, and focused on improving the business. 

Before the events described, the manager had built a professional record characterised by 
strong performance and a commitment to improving operational standards. In many respects, 
the role required the manager to serve as a bridge across different parts of the supply chain, 
balancing the expectations of European manufacturers, UK customers, and internal 
colleagues supporting the company’s import and distribution activities. 
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One of the manager’s primary objectives was to introduce greater structure into certain areas 
of the organisation’s operations. As is common in businesses that have grown steadily over 
time, some processes had developed informally rather than through deliberate operational 
design. The manager’s approach focused on improving communication clarity, strengthening 
supplier coordination, and introducing more consistent performance expectations across 
internal teams. 

Externally, the manager worked closely with suppliers and stakeholders who valued 
professionalism and reliability. European manufacturers expected the importing organisation 
to represent their products competently in the UK market, a requirement that demanded a high 
standard of communication and operational discipline. The manager’s approach to these 
relationships was generally constructive, emphasising cooperation and mutual commercial 
benefit. 

Within the organisation, the manager also adopted a supportive approach to managing the 
team. Coaching and mentoring were used where possible to improve individual capability and 
encourage employees to develop a stronger understanding of the operational demands placed 
upon the business. This approach reflected a belief that improved organisational performance 
could be achieved through constructive guidance rather than strict supervision alone. 

At the same time, the manager recognised that improvements sometimes require difficult 
conversations. Where operational mistakes occurred or where supplier relationships were 
affected, the manager believed it was necessary to address issues openly and encourage 
employees to learn from experience. This balanced approach aimed to maintain professional 
standards without creating unnecessary conflict within the team. 

Importantly, the manager’s efforts to improve the organisation’s performance were recognised 
at the most senior level of the business. The company’s Chief Executive Officer was aware 
that the manager was attempting to introduce improvements within a challenging corporate 
environment. In discussions with senior leadership, the manager’s work was seen as part of 
a broader effort to strengthen the organisation’s long-term operational effectiveness. 

The CEO’s support was significant because it acknowledged the complexity of the manager’s 
work environment. Businesses that operate within international supply chains often face 
pressures from multiple directions, including customer demand, supplier coordination, and 
internal organisational dynamics. The manager’s role involved navigating these pressures 
while attempting to introduce positive change. 

Despite this recognition at the highest level, the manager’s day-to-day experience within the 
organisation was more complicated. Corporate cultures can contain competing priorities, 
informal alliances, and long-standing internal relationships that influence how change is 
received. Managers attempting to introduce improvements may therefore encounter 
resistance, even when the organisation’s broader strategic direction supports those changes. 

In this environment, the manager was required to balance operational leadership with careful 
navigation of internal relationships. Improvements to processes, accountability, and supplier 
coordination sometimes challenged established working practices. While some colleagues 
welcomed these changes, others were less comfortable with the increased expectations that 
accompanied them. 

Over time, this dynamic created a corporate environment in which the manager sought to 
deliver operational improvements while managing the sensitivities associated with 
organisational change. Such circumstances are not uncommon in growing businesses, 
particularly where long-serving employees may feel uncertain about evolving expectations or 
new management approaches. 

It was within this challenging corporate culture that the difficulties between the manager and 
a particular employee began to develop. The manager entered the situation with a strong 
performance record and the support of senior leadership. Yet, the unfolding events would 
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demonstrate how complex interpersonal dynamics can gradually undermine even experienced 
managers when organisational structures fail to provide clear support. 

The Employee with Twenty Years of Corporate Experience 

The employee at the centre of the situation had accumulated nearly 20 years of experience in 
corporate environments before joining the construction-equipment import business. On paper, 
this length of service suggested familiarity with professional working practices, organisational 
structures, and the expectations associated with corporate employment. To colleagues and 
senior managers reviewing a résumé, such tenure often conveys a strong impression of 
competence and reliability. 

Length of service in corporate environments, however, does not always equate to depth of 
professional capability. In many organisations, individuals can spend extended periods 
performing relatively narrow responsibilities, operating within clearly defined roles that require 
limited exposure to broader operational decision-making. While such experience may appear 
substantial in duration, it may not necessarily translate into a comprehensive understanding 
of complex commercial environments. 

In this case, the employee’s previous employment history had involved roles that were 
comparatively limited in scope. The responsibilities undertaken did not require significant 
interaction with external suppliers, complex operational coordination, or management of 
commercial relationships. As a result, the employee had developed familiarity with certain 
administrative processes but had not gained extensive exposure to the wider strategic and 
operational dynamics of supply chain management. 

When the employee joined the construction equipment importing business, the environment 
presented a very different set of expectations. The organisation operated within an 
international supply chain that required careful coordination with European manufacturing 
partners and professional communication with a wide range of stakeholders. Employees were 
expected to demonstrate a clear understanding of supplier relationships, technical information, 
and the operational consequences of errors within the supply process. 

This shift in expectations created a gap between perceived experience and practical capability. 
While the employee’s corporate tenure suggested seniority and familiarity with professional 
standards, the operational demands of the role required a broader skill set than the employee 
had previously developed. In practice, this gap began to manifest in difficulties managing 
certain aspects of the work. 

Managers in such circumstances often attempt to support employees through structured 
guidance, coaching, and mentoring. The intention is typically to help individuals bridge 
capability gaps by deepening their understanding of the operational environment and 
improving their confidence in managing complex responsibilities. Constructive feedback is 
generally provided to strengthen both individual performance and organisational 
effectiveness. 

However, capability gaps can sometimes create personal insecurity, particularly where 
individuals believe their professional credibility may be at risk. In some cases, employees may 
respond to this pressure defensively, interpreting constructive feedback as criticism or 
personal challenge. Rather than viewing coaching as an opportunity for development, 
managers may perceive the guidance offered as an attempt to undermine their professional 
standing. 

Within this environment, mistakes and operational errors can become particularly sensitive. 
When individuals feel their competence is being questioned, acknowledging mistakes may 
appear threatening to their self-image. The natural response for some employees may 
therefore involve denial, deflection, or attempts to shift responsibility for problems onto other 
colleagues or external circumstances. 

Over time, this dynamic can distort the working relationship between manager and employee. 
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What begins as a straightforward effort to improve capability may gradually evolve into a 
pattern of defensive behaviour, resistance to feedback, and attempts to protect personal 
reputation. The manager may find themselves repeatedly attempting to address operational 
issues, while the employee increasingly focuses on protecting their perceived credibility within 
the organisation. 

The presence of such a gap between perceived experience and practical capability can 
therefore become a significant organisational challenge. Unless addressed constructively and 
transparently, the situation can create tension within teams, complicate management 
responsibilities, and undermine the effectiveness of operational processes that rely on trust, 
communication, and professional accountability. 

When Knowledge, Skills and Experience Do Not Match Expectations 

In many professional environments, experience is often measured in years rather than in the 
breadth or depth of responsibility carried during those years. Organisations frequently assume 
that long service within corporate settings automatically reflects well-developed capability. In 
practice, however, professional experience can vary widely in substance, and the gap between 
perceived expertise and actual operational competence may only become visible when an 
individual faces unfamiliar responsibilities. 

When employees move into roles that require broader operational understanding, the 
limitations of previous exposure can begin to surface. Tasks that involve supplier coordination, 
decision-making under pressure, or interpreting technical information may require skills that 
were not previously developed. What initially appears to be a routine adjustment period can 
gradually reveal greater difficulties with confidence, judgement, or communication. 

Such situations can be particularly challenging for businesses operating within complex supply 
chains. Import operations, international supplier relationships, and coordination across 
multiple stakeholders demand a level of organisational awareness that extends beyond basic 
administrative capability. Employees must often interpret commercial information, anticipate 
operational consequences, and communicate clearly with both internal colleagues and 
external partners. 

When an individual lacks experience in these areas, the resulting uncertainty can generate 
significant personal pressure. Rather than feeling equipped to manage the role confidently, 
the employee may begin to experience persistent concern about making mistakes or being 
perceived as incapable. These anxieties may not always be visible to others but can influence 
behaviour in subtle and sometimes disruptive ways. 

One common response to professional insecurity is the development of defensive 
communication patterns. Instead of engaging openly with feedback or acknowledging gaps in 
understanding, the individual may respond by challenging or contradicting colleagues who 
attempt to offer guidance. The behaviour may appear confrontational, but it is often rooted in 
an effort to protect personal credibility within the workplace. 

In management relationships, this dynamic can become particularly problematic. Managers 
who attempt to provide constructive support may find their efforts interpreted as criticism or 
hostility. Coaching conversations designed to improve performance may instead trigger 
defensive reactions, with the employee attempting to demonstrate authority or correctness to 
counter any suggestion that they require assistance. 

Another manifestation of professional insecurity can be a reluctance to acknowledge mistakes. 
Errors are an inevitable part of most operational environments, particularly when individuals 
are developing new capabilities. However, where insecurity is present, admitting mistakes may 
feel personally threatening. The employee may therefore attempt to minimise, deny, or 
reinterpret errors in ways that preserve their sense of competence. 

This behaviour can create a pattern of blame shifting within the workplace. Rather than 
addressing operational issues directly, responsibility for mistakes may be shifted to 
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colleagues, suppliers, or the systems the employee works in. Over time, this pattern can erode 
trust within teams and complicate managers’ ability to resolve problems effectively. 

Professional insecurity may also encourage individuals to present an outward image of strong 
confidence. In meetings or formal discussions, the employee may appear assertive, decisive, 
or highly certain of their views. While such behaviour can initially create the impression of 
competence, it may mask an underlying reluctance to acknowledge uncertainty or to seek 
guidance when genuinely needed. 

For managers responsible for overseeing performance, distinguishing between genuine 
confidence and defensive behaviour can be difficult. When employees speak with conviction 
or challenge managerial input, senior leaders observing the situation from a distance may 
interpret the behaviour as healthy debate rather than as a response to insecurity. This can 
complicate efforts to address underlying capability concerns. 

The consequences for operational performance can gradually accumulate. Mistakes may be 
repeated because they are not acknowledged openly, communication with suppliers may 
become strained, and managerial authority may be challenged in ways that undermine 
effective leadership. What begins as a relatively contained capability gap can therefore evolve 
into a broader organisational issue. 

Within international supply environments, these dynamics can have external consequences. 
Suppliers who encounter inconsistent communication or confrontational behaviour may begin 
to question the professionalism of the organisation they are dealing with. Even relatively minor 
incidents can affect long-standing relationships, particularly where international partners 
expect clear and respectful communication. 

Managers attempting to correct these issues may therefore find themselves in a difficult 
position. Addressing operational mistakes is necessary to protect supplier relationships and 
maintain organisational standards, yet the act of correction itself may trigger further defensive 
responses from the employee concerned. The manager must continue to perform their 
responsibilities while navigating increasingly complex interpersonal dynamics. 

In such circumstances, the manager’s role can gradually shift from operational leadership to 
conflict management. Time and energy that would otherwise be directed toward improving 
processes or strengthening supplier coordination may instead be consumed by managing 
defensive reactions, clarifying misunderstandings, and maintaining professional standards 
within the team. 

Understanding how limited depth of professional exposure can manifest as insecurity is 
therefore essential for organisations and managers alike. Recognising these patterns early 
allows leaders to respond with clarity and structure, helping employees develop capability 
where possible while ensuring that operational integrity and professional relationships are 
protected from the unintended consequences of unresolved insecurity. 

Early Signs of Dysfunction 

In many workplace conflicts, the early warning signs of dysfunction appear gradually rather 
than through a single dramatic event. Behavioural patterns develop over time, often beginning 
with small inconsistencies in communication or professional conduct. Because these incidents 
appear minor in isolation, organisations and managers may initially interpret them as routine 
workplace disagreements rather than indicators of a deeper problem developing within the 
working relationship. 

One of the earliest signs in this situation involved the employee’s reluctance to accept 
guidance when operational issues arose. When the manager attempted to clarify procedures 
or correct mistakes, the employee frequently disputed the manager’s interpretation. Rather 
than engaging in constructive discussion, the employee often insisted that their own 
understanding of events was correct, even where objective evidence suggested otherwise. 
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Another pattern began to emerge: persistent contradiction. During routine conversations about 
work tasks or supplier coordination, the employee would challenge the manager’s instructions 
or conclusions. While professional disagreement can be healthy in many environments, the 
frequency and tone of these exchanges gradually suggested something more adversarial than 
constructive professional debate. 

The employee also demonstrated increasing sensitivity to routine feedback. Management 
conversations intended to improve accuracy or clarify expectations were often interpreted by 
the employee as personal criticism. The manager’s attempts to maintain a calm and 
professional tone did not appear to reduce this sensitivity, and relatively minor operational 
corrections sometimes generated disproportionate defensive reactions. 

Over time, the manager began to observe that these behaviours often occurred during private 
discussions rather than in formal meetings. When other colleagues were present, the 
employee generally presented a cooperative and professional manner. However, during one-
to-one interactions, the employee’s tone could become dismissive, confrontational, or 
resistant to guidance, creating a marked difference between public and private behaviour. 

Mistakes within operational tasks also began to appear with increasing frequency. Errors in 
communication with suppliers, misunderstandings regarding equipment specifications, or 
inaccuracies in administrative processes required managerial correction. In many professional 
environments, such mistakes would be addressed collaboratively, yet in this situation, they 
often triggered defensive responses rather than constructive problem-solving. 

In some cases, the employee attempted to shift responsibility for these issues onto external 
circumstances or other individuals within the organisation. Rather than acknowledging 
operational mistakes directly, explanations were offered that implied misunderstandings 
elsewhere in the process. This pattern complicated the manager’s efforts to address the 
underlying issues and improve performance. 

The tone of interactions with external suppliers also began to raise concerns. Professional 
relationships with European manufacturing partners required respectful communication and 
careful coordination. On several occasions, the employee’s responses to supplier queries 
appeared unnecessarily confrontational or dismissive, creating the risk that these external 
partners might question the professionalism of the organisation they were dealing with. 

For the manager responsible for maintaining supplier relationships, these interactions 
represented a potential reputational risk. European partners who experienced inconsistent or 
difficult communication could easily form negative impressions of the organisation. The 
manager, therefore, felt obligated to intervene and correct these situations before they 
escalated into more serious commercial issues. 

At this stage, the manager still approached the situation with the assumption that the 
difficulties could be resolved through constructive management. Coaching conversations were 
conducted calmly and with the intention of helping the employee understand the operational 
consequences of certain behaviours. The manager believed that with clear guidance and 
professional dialogue, the working relationship could stabilise. 

Despite these efforts, the patterns of contradiction, defensiveness, and resistance to feedback 
persisted. What initially seemed like isolated incidents gradually formed a consistent 
behavioural pattern. The manager began to recognise that the issue might not simply involve 
occasional misunderstandings but rather a deeper difficulty affecting the employee’s response 
to accountability. 

These early signs of dysfunction are often the point at which managers face the greatest 
uncertainty. Without clear evidence of serious misconduct, formal escalation may appear 
disproportionate. Yet the repeated nature of the behaviour raises growing concern that 
something within the working relationship is undermining both managerial authority and 
operational effectiveness. 
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Insecurity Disguised as Confidence 

In professional environments, insecurity does not always appear as hesitation or uncertainty. 
In some cases, it presents itself as excessive confidence, certainty, or assertiveness. 
Individuals who feel unsure of their own capabilities may adopt a highly confident outward 
manner to maintain credibility with colleagues. To observers unfamiliar with the underlying 
dynamics, this behaviour can initially appear to reflect strong personality or professional 
authority. 

This outward confidence can become particularly visible when work tasks involve scrutiny or 
accountability. Where an employee feels their competence may be questioned, they may 
respond by projecting certainty about their decisions or actions. Statements may be delivered 
with conviction, even where the underlying understanding of the issue is incomplete. The 
purpose of this behaviour is often reputational self-protection rather than operational clarity. 

Within management relationships, this form of defensive confidence can quickly develop into 
confrontation. When managers attempt to provide guidance or correct operational mistakes, 
the employee may respond with firm disagreement. Rather than acknowledging the possibility 
of error, the individual may insist that their interpretation of events is correct and challenge the 
manager’s judgment to protect their perceived credibility. 

Aggression can also emerge as a secondary response to insecurity. This aggression may not 
take the form of overt hostility but can appear through dismissive language, raised voices, or 
repeated challenges to managerial authority. Such behaviour can create the impression that 
the employee is confident and determined, when in reality the reaction is driven by an 
underlying concern about exposing personal competence. 

Denial of mistakes is another common feature of this pattern. In operational environments, 
errors are inevitable, particularly where individuals are learning new processes or adapting to 
unfamiliar responsibilities. However, where insecurity exists, admitting mistakes can feel 
threatening to professional identity. The employee may therefore reject the suggestion that an 
error has occurred, even when evidence clearly demonstrates otherwise. 

This denial often leads to the redirection of responsibility. Rather than accepting accountability, 
the employee may attribute mistakes to unclear instructions, supplier misunderstandings, or 
colleagues’ actions. In some cases, the manager responsible for addressing the issue may 
become the focus of this blame, particularly if the employee perceives the manager as the 
individual most capable of identifying capability gaps. 

Criticism of others can therefore become a strategic defence mechanism. By highlighting 
perceived shortcomings in colleagues or management decisions, the employee may attempt 
to reposition themselves as the more competent or knowledgeable party within the 
conversation. This approach can gradually erode professional trust and create an adversarial 
dynamic within the working relationship. 

To senior leaders observing from a distance, this behaviour can be difficult to interpret 
accurately. Assertive communication and confident disagreement are often encouraged in 
modern organisations as signs of engagement and professional independence. Without direct 
exposure to the underlying interactions, senior managers may interpret these behaviours as 
healthy debate rather than defensive responses rooted in insecurity. 

For the manager responsible for supervising the employee, however, the impact can be 
significant. Persistent contradiction, denial of mistakes, and criticism of management 
decisions can undermine authority and complicate efforts to maintain operational standards. 
The manager may find themselves repeatedly defending facts while attempting to maintain a 
professional and constructive work environment. 

Over time, this dynamic can place considerable pressure on the manager. Conversations that 
should focus on operational improvement may instead revolve around disagreements about 
basic facts or responsibility. The manager must continue performing leadership duties while 



13 
 

navigating interactions that increasingly resemble personal disputes rather than professional 
problem-solving discussions. 

Understanding this behavioural pattern is important for both managers and organisations. 
Insecurity disguised as confidence can easily be misinterpreted, particularly when employees 
present themselves as assertive or knowledgeable. Recognising the underlying dynamics 
allows managers to respond with greater awareness and provides organisations with the 
opportunity to address capability issues before they escalate into sustained conflict. 

The Narcissistic Defence Mechanism in the Workplace 

In many workplace environments, individuals occasionally make mistakes as part of routine 
operational activity. Healthy professional cultures encourage employees to acknowledge 
these mistakes, learn from them, and improve future performance. However, where 
narcissistic behavioural patterns are present, the response to mistakes can follow a very 
different path, centred on protecting personal reputation rather than addressing the underlying 
issue constructively. 

A defining feature of narcissistic defence mechanisms is the refusal to accept personal 
responsibility for errors. Admitting a mistake may feel incompatible with the individual’s self-
image as competent or knowledgeable. Rather than viewing correction as part of professional 
development, the individual may perceive it as a threat to their status within the organisation. 

When a mistake is identified, the first response may therefore involve denial. The employee 
may argue that the error has not occurred, that the information provided by others is incorrect, 
or that the manager has misunderstood the situation. This denial can persist even when 
documentary evidence or supplier communications clearly demonstrate that the mistake has 
occurred. 

If denial becomes difficult to sustain, the next defensive response may involve reinterpreting 
events to reduce personal accountability. The employee may suggest that instructions were 
unclear, that the operational process itself was flawed, or that another colleague contributed 
to the problem. By reframing the issue in this way, the individual attempts to shift attention 
away from their own actions. 

Blame shifting is therefore a common component of narcissistic defence behaviour. 
Responsibility for operational problems may be redirected toward colleagues, managers, or 
external suppliers. In supply chain environments, where multiple stakeholders are involved, 
this strategy can be particularly effective because it is harder to pinpoint the exact source of 
the error. 

Another aspect of the narcissistic defence mechanism involves pre-emptive criticism of others. 
By questioning the competence or judgment of the manager responsible for supervision, the 
employee may attempt to weaken the authority of the individual who has identified the mistake. 
This tactic allows the employee to reposition themselves as the more credible participant in 
the discussion. 

In some situations, the employee may escalate the conflict by framing corrective feedback as 
unfair treatment or hostility. Coaching conversations intended to address operational mistakes 
may be interpreted as personal criticism, and the employee may present themselves as the 
target of unreasonable behaviour. This shift in narrative can redirect organisational attention 
away from the operational problem itself. 

The ability to control the narrative surrounding workplace events can be a powerful defence 
mechanism. If the employee communicates complaints or concerns to senior leadership 
before the manager has had the opportunity to explain the situation, the context of the original 
mistake may become secondary to the allegation that the manager’s behaviour was 
inappropriate. 

Where such narratives gain traction within the organisation, the focus of attention may move 
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away from operational accountability and toward interpersonal conflict. The manager who 
attempted to correct the mistake may find themselves responding to allegations or defending 
their conduct rather than addressing the original issue that required correction. 

For managers, this dynamic can create significant frustration and uncertainty. Efforts to 
maintain professional standards and operational accuracy may appear to trigger further 
conflict rather than constructive improvement. The manager may begin to question whether 
routine supervision will be interpreted negatively by the employee or by others observing the 
situation. 

Recognising the narcissistic defence mechanism is therefore important for understanding why 
some workplace conflicts escalate rapidly. The underlying issue is often not the operational 
mistake itself but the individual’s need to protect their professional identity at all costs. When 
responsibility for errors becomes psychologically unacceptable, defensive behaviours can 
emerge, transforming routine management interactions into prolonged organisational 
disputes. 

Mistakes, Blame Shifting and Reputation Protection 

In most operational environments, mistakes are expected to occur periodically. Supply chains 
are complex, communication can break down, and administrative errors are an inevitable part 
of managing multiple processes simultaneously. In healthy organisations, such mistakes are 
identified, corrected, and treated as opportunities to strengthen systems and improve 
professional capability. However, when individuals become focused on protecting their 
personal reputation, mistakes can take on a very different significance. 

For some employees, particularly those who feel their credibility may be fragile, acknowledging 
operational errors becomes psychologically difficult. Accepting responsibility may appear to 
confirm doubts about competence or undermine the professional image they wish to maintain 
among colleagues and senior leadership. As a result, the priority shifts away from correcting 
the mistake itself and toward protecting personal standing within the organisation. 

One common response to this perceived threat is the gradual redirection of responsibility 
toward the supervisory manager. Rather than acknowledging that an operational mistake has 
occurred, the employee may suggest that unclear guidance, poor management direction, or 
flawed organisational processes were the real cause of the problem. In doing so, the employee 
begins to reshape the narrative surrounding the incident. 

This redirection can occur subtly at first. A missed instruction may be attributed to vague 
communication from management, while a supplier misunderstanding may be framed as the 
result of insufficient oversight. Over time, repeated explanations of this nature can create a 
pattern in which operational errors appear to stem from weaknesses in managerial leadership 
rather than from the actions of the individual responsible for the task. 

In environments where senior leaders are not directly involved in day-to-day operational 
details, these explanations may appear plausible. Managers overseeing broader 
organisational responsibilities may rely on summary accounts of events rather than detailed 
evidence. If an employee consistently presents themselves as conscientious while describing 
management decisions as unclear or inconsistent, the narrative can gradually influence 
perceptions within the organisation. 

Reputation protection, therefore, becomes an active process. The employee may begin to 
reinforce their credibility by emphasising their experience, highlighting perceived shortcomings 
in managerial decisions, or presenting themselves as someone attempting to maintain 
standards despite organisational difficulties. The effect of this behaviour is to reposition the 
employee as a reliable observer rather than a contributor to operational mistakes. 

At the same time, the manager responsible for correcting errors may find themselves 
increasingly associated with the problems that arise. Each attempt to address operational 
mistakes can be reframed as evidence of conflict between the manager and the employee. 
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Instead of recognising that the manager is performing routine supervisory duties, the 
organisation may begin to view the situation as a breakdown in interpersonal relationships. 

This dynamic can be particularly damaging when complaints or informal concerns are 
communicated to senior leadership without full context. Over time, a series of relatively minor 
incidents may accumulate into a narrative suggesting that the manager struggles to work 
effectively with a particular employee. The operational errors that originally triggered the 
discussions may gradually disappear from the organisational memory. 

The impact on managerial authority can be significant. Managers rely on their ability to address 
mistakes openly and maintain clear expectations regarding professional conduct. When 
attempts to correct operational problems are repeatedly reframed as managerial 
shortcomings, the manager may find it difficult to maintain credibility within the organisation. 

Externally, the consequences can also become visible. Suppliers and stakeholders who 
interact with both the employee and the manager may observe inconsistencies in 
communication or decision-making. If operational mistakes are not addressed transparently, 
supplier relationships can become strained, particularly in international supply chains where 
clarity and reliability are essential to maintaining trust. 

For the manager involved, the situation often becomes increasingly complex. Each operational 
issue must still be corrected to protect the organisation’s commercial interests, yet every 
intervention risks generating further accusations or misunderstandings. The manager may 
therefore feel caught between the responsibility to maintain professional standards and the 
growing perception that their management approach is itself the problem. 

Over time, this pattern can fundamentally alter the organisational narrative surrounding the 
manager. Instead of being recognised as someone attempting to maintain operational 
integrity, the manager may be portrayed as the source of tension within the team. Meanwhile, 
the employee responsible for the initial errors may successfully preserve their reputation by 
consistently redirecting attention toward managerial behaviour. 

Understanding this dynamic is essential for organisations seeking to maintain fair and effective 
management structures. When repeated operational mistakes are consistently attributed to 
leadership rather than investigated objectively, organisations risk allowing narrative 
management to replace factual accountability. The result can be significant damage not only 
to the reputation of capable managers but also to the operational effectiveness of the business 
itself. 

The Closed-Door Behaviour Pattern 

One of the most challenging characteristics of narcissistic behaviour in the workplace is that it 
often occurs in environments where there are no witnesses. Interactions may take place in 
private offices, during informal discussions, over telephone calls, or in one-to-one meetings, 
where others cannot easily verify the tone, language, and conduct of the conversation. This 
absence of observation can allow problematic behaviour to develop without attracting 
immediate scrutiny. 

In many organisations, managers rely heavily on direct conversations with employees to clarify 
work tasks, correct mistakes, or discuss operational issues. These conversations are typically 
conducted privately to avoid embarrassment or public criticism. While this practice reflects 
good management etiquette, it can unintentionally create conditions in which manipulative or 
confrontational behaviour can occur without independent verification. 

Within this environment, an employee displaying narcissistic traits may feel more confident in 
challenging or undermining the manager. The absence of witnesses reduces the risk that 
others will question their behaviour. Conversations that would appear inappropriate or 
confrontational in group settings may therefore occur behind closed doors, where the 
employee can adopt a very different tone from the one presented publicly. 
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Managers encountering this pattern often notice a striking contrast between private and public 
behaviour. In meetings involving colleagues or senior leadership, the employee may appear 
cooperative, respectful, and professionally engaged. However, in private conversations, the 
same individual may become dismissive, argumentative, or openly critical of managerial 
decisions. 

This dual presentation of behaviour can be particularly confusing for managers encountering 
it for the first time. When describing the situation to colleagues or senior leaders, the manager 
may struggle to explain the discrepancy between the employee’s public professionalism and 
their private conduct. Without witnesses, the description can appear subjective or exaggerated 
to those who have only observed the employee in formal settings. 

The closed-door dynamic also enables subtle forms of undermining behaviour. An employee 
may challenge the manager’s authority through tone, body language, or dismissive comments 
that would be difficult to document formally. These behaviours may not cross obvious 
disciplinary thresholds but can gradually erode the professional relationship between manager 
and employee. 

In some situations, the employee may also attempt to provoke the manager during these 
private interactions. Persistent contradiction, refusal to acknowledge clear evidence, or 
repeated questioning of basic instructions can place the manager under pressure. If the 
manager responds with visible frustration, the employee may later describe the interaction in 
a way that portrays the manager negatively. 

This ability to control the narrative after private interactions is one of the most powerful aspects 
of the closed-door behaviour pattern. Because the conversation was not witnessed, the 
employee’s version of events may become the only account available to others within the 
organisation. If complaints or concerns are raised later, the absence of independent evidence 
can make it difficult for managers to defend themselves effectively. 

Over time, this dynamic can create a sense of vulnerability for the manager. Routine 
supervisory conversations may begin to feel risky, particularly if previous interactions have 
been misrepresented or interpreted negatively by others. The manager may begin 
approaching discussions cautiously, aware that even well-intentioned feedback could later be 
reframed as a complaint or grievance. 

The closed-door behaviour pattern can also distort the organisation’s understanding of 
workplace dynamics. Senior leaders and HR teams who only observe the employee’s public 
behaviour may find it difficult to reconcile allegations of difficult conduct with the cooperative 
individual they see in meetings. As a result, the manager’s concerns may be viewed with 
scepticism. 

In environments where this pattern continues unchecked, the manager may gradually feel 
isolated. Attempts to explain the behaviour may appear unconvincing in the absence of 
witnesses, while the employee continues to maintain a composed and professional image in 
public settings. This imbalance can significantly weaken the manager’s position within the 
organisation. 

For managers and organisations alike, recognising the potential for closed-door behavioural 
dynamics is critical. Where patterns of private confrontation or manipulation appear to be 
developing, steps such as documenting conversations, conducting certain discussions in the 
presence of others, or maintaining written follow-up communications can provide greater 
transparency. These measures help ensure that workplace interactions remain accountable 
and reduce the opportunity for private behaviour to be misrepresented or misunderstood. 

Undermining Authority Through Constant Contradiction 

One of the most subtle yet damaging behaviours a manager can encounter is an employee’s 
persistent contradiction. Professional disagreement is a normal and often valuable part of 
organisational life, particularly where complex operational decisions are involved. However, 
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when contradiction becomes habitual rather than constructive, it can gradually erode the 
authority managers require to lead effectively. 

In the situation examined here, contradiction was not limited to occasional differences of 
opinion. The employee frequently challenged routine instructions, operational explanations, or 
factual clarifications offered by the manager. Even where the manager relied on documented 
information, supplier communications, or established procedures, the employee would often 
dispute the interpretation and insist that their own understanding was correct. 

Initially, managers may attempt to treat such behaviour as part of a healthy workplace debate. 
Many experienced leaders encourage employees to contribute ideas, question assumptions, 
and participate actively in problem-solving discussions. However, the tone and persistence of 
contradiction can reveal when the behaviour is no longer constructive but instead reflects an 
attempt to challenge authority itself. 

Over time, repeated contradictions can create a destabilising dynamic within the management 
relationship. Each conversation that should resolve an operational issue instead becomes an 
argument about the validity of the manager’s judgment. The manager is placed in the position 
of continually defending decisions that fall within their legitimate area of responsibility. 

For the employee, this pattern may serve several psychological purposes. Persistent 
contradiction can provide a sense of control over conversations that might otherwise expose 
capability gaps. By challenging the manager’s authority, the employee attempts to reposition 
themselves as an equal or superior voice within the discussion, thereby reducing the perceived 
power imbalance that normally exists in supervisory relationships. 

The effect on the manager can be more profound than organisations sometimes recognise. 
Managers are expected to lead teams, resolve problems, and maintain operational clarity. 
When instructions are routinely challenged or dismissed, the manager may begin to 
experience frustration, self-doubt, or professional fatigue. The energy required to manage 
daily tasks increases significantly when every decision becomes the subject of dispute. 

In many cases, the contradiction is delivered in a way that appears superficially professional. 
The employee may frame their disagreement as a request for clarification or as an alternative 
interpretation of events. However, when this approach is repeated, it undermines the 
manager’s credibility and authority in the working relationship. 

The psychological pressure created by such behaviour can be substantial. Managers may 
begin to anticipate conflict before routine conversations even occur. Simple discussions about 
operational matters can feel emotionally exhausting when they regularly escalate into 
arguments about basic facts or responsibilities. 

Over time, this dynamic can also affect the manager’s confidence in their own professional 
judgement. When an employee repeatedly insists that the manager is incorrect, even when 
the manager has clear evidence, the constant challenge can create a sense of instability in 
the managerial role. The manager may begin to question whether their approach is being 
perceived differently by others within the organisation. 

The wider organisational consequences should not be overlooked. Authority within 
management structures depends partly on the consistent reinforcement of professional roles 
and responsibilities. When employees repeatedly challenge managerial direction without 
constructive purpose, the organisational hierarchy becomes blurred, and decision-making can 
slow or become confused. 

Managers facing this situation often attempt to maintain professionalism by responding calmly 
and providing further explanation. While this approach reflects good leadership practice, it 
does not always resolve the underlying dynamic. If the contradiction is driven by insecurity or 
reputational defence, additional explanation may provide further opportunities for dispute. 

Recognising persistent contradiction as a behavioural pattern rather than isolated 
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disagreement is therefore essential. Once the pattern becomes clear, managers and 
organisations can begin to consider how best to restore a healthy professional relationship. 
Without such recognition, the cumulative psychological impact on managers can become 
severe, gradually weakening both leadership effectiveness and personal wellbeing. 

Supplier Relationships Under Attack 

In businesses that rely on international supply chains, supplier relationships are among the 
most valuable operational assets an organisation possesses. Trust between supplier and 
importer is built over time through clear communication, reliable information, and professional 
conduct. When these elements are maintained consistently, suppliers are more willing to 
cooperate, resolve difficulties quickly, and support the commercial success of the 
organisations they supply. 

Within a construction equipment import business, these relationships are particularly 
important. European manufacturers rely on UK importers to represent their products 
competently in the domestic market. The importer is not simply a purchaser of equipment but 
also a commercial partner responsible for communicating technical information, coordinating 
deliveries, and ensuring that customer expectations are managed accurately. 

Because of this, suppliers closely observe the professionalism of the individuals with whom 
they interact. Emails, telephone conversations, and operational discussions all contribute to 
the supplier’s perception of the importing organisation. Even relatively small lapses in 
communication can raise concerns if they suggest disorganisation, uncertainty, or internal 
disagreement within the importer’s team. 

When an employee demonstrates poor behaviour towards suppliers, the consequences can 
therefore extend beyond the immediate interaction. Dismissive responses, a confrontational 
tone, inaccurate information, or reluctance to acknowledge mistakes can quickly damage the 
organisation’s professional credibility. Suppliers may begin to question whether the importer 
fully understands the operational requirements associated with the equipment being supplied. 

In the situation examined in this publication, several interactions between the employee and 
external suppliers raised concerns. Communications that should have focused on solving 
operational issues instead became unnecessarily defensive or argumentative. Suppliers who 
sought clarification on technical matters or delivery arrangements sometimes received 
responses that appeared dismissive rather than cooperative. 

For the manager responsible for maintaining supplier relationships, such interactions 
represented a serious operational risk. European manufacturers often operate in competitive 
markets and rely on trusted distribution partners to represent their brand professionally. When 
communication becomes difficult or confrontational, suppliers may begin to question the 
importer’s reliability as a commercial partner. 

The manager, therefore, faced the challenge of protecting these relationships while also 
addressing the behaviour causing concern. In many cases, this required the manager to 
intervene directly in supplier communications, clarifying misunderstandings and reassuring 
partners that the organisation remained committed to maintaining professional standards. 

Such interventions can be delicate. Suppliers may not always express their concerns openly, 
particularly where long-standing commercial relationships exist. However, subtle indicators 
such as changes in tone, requests for confirmation, or repeated escalation of routine matters 
can signal that confidence in the relationship is beginning to weaken. 

When poor communication with suppliers recurs, the reputational consequences can 
compound. Suppliers may begin to bypass certain individuals within the organisation and 
communicate directly with more senior managers. While this approach can temporarily 
stabilise the relationship, it also signals that the supplier has lost confidence in parts of the 
importer’s operational structure. 
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For managers attempting to address these issues internally, the situation can become 
increasingly complex. Correcting the behaviour that is damaging supplier relationships may 
require direct feedback to the employee responsible for the communication. However, where 
defensive behavioural patterns already exist, such feedback can trigger further conflict rather 
than constructive improvement. 

The commercial implications of damaged supplier relationships should not be underestimated. 
In industries involving technical equipment and international logistics, suppliers often prioritise 
partners who demonstrate reliability and professionalism. If trust begins to erode, the 
organisation may experience slower responses, reduced cooperation, or less favourable 
commercial support. 

Ultimately, supplier relationships depend not only on contractual agreements but also on 
professional trust between individuals. When an employee’s behaviour begins to undermine 
that trust, managers must act carefully to protect the organisation’s credibility. Failure to 
recognise and address such issues early can result in reputational damage that extends far 
beyond the immediate operational problem. 

Coaching and Mentoring Misinterpreted as Bullying 

In well-functioning organisations, coaching and mentoring are essential management tools for 
developing employee capability and improving operational performance. Managers provide 
feedback, correct mistakes, and guide employees towards more effective working practices. 
These conversations are intended to support learning and professional development while 
ensuring that operational standards are maintained within the organisation. 

However, in situations where an employee feels insecure about their competence, corrective 
feedback can be interpreted very differently. Rather than viewing coaching as constructive 
guidance, the employee may perceive it as criticism of their ability or status. This perception 
can quickly transform routine management discussions into emotionally charged interactions 
in which the employee feels personally challenged. 

Where this dynamic develops, the employee may begin to interpret normal managerial 
behaviour as hostile or unfair. Requests for clarification, reminders about procedures, or 
discussions of mistakes may be framed as excessive scrutiny. The manager’s intention to 
improve performance becomes overshadowed by the employee’s perception that they are 
being singled out for criticism. 

This reframing of feedback can gradually evolve into allegations that the manager’s behaviour 
is unreasonable or intimidating. If the employee communicates these concerns to colleagues, 
senior leadership, or human resources departments, the narrative surrounding the working 
relationship may begin to change. Conversations originally intended as coaching can be 
perceived as confrontational or oppressive. 

One of the difficulties managers face in these circumstances is that the context of the feedback 
may not always be visible to those receiving the complaint. Senior leaders or HR professionals 
may hear that an employee feels under pressure or believes they are being criticised 
excessively. Without a detailed understanding of the operational issues that triggered the 
feedback, the organisation may interpret the situation primarily as a potential workplace 
conduct issue. 

In environments where organisations are understandably cautious about allegations of 
bullying, this interpretation can quickly shift attention away from the original performance 
concerns. HR teams may focus on ensuring that the employee feels supported, while the 
manager’s role in addressing operational problems becomes secondary. The intention to 
correct mistakes or improve processes may no longer be the central topic of discussion. 

For the manager, this shift can be deeply confusing. Conversations conducted professionally 
and with the intention of helping the employee improve may suddenly be characterised as 
inappropriate behaviour. The manager may find themselves needing to explain or defend 



20 
 

routine supervisory actions that are typically considered part of responsible leadership. 

This situation can also discourage managers from providing direct feedback in the future. If 
constructive conversations repeatedly lead to complaints or misunderstandings, managers 
may begin to avoid addressing performance issues altogether. While this approach may 
reduce immediate conflict, it can allow operational problems to continue unresolved. 

From an organisational perspective, the misinterpretation of coaching as bullying presents a 
serious management challenge. Effective leadership depends on managers’ ability to guide 
employees, correct errors, and maintain professional standards. When these responsibilities 
become difficult to exercise, the organisation risks weakening its own management structures. 

At the same time, it is important to recognise that genuine bullying does occur in workplaces 
and must always be taken seriously. The challenge for organisations is to distinguish between 
legitimate concerns about inappropriate behaviour and situations where normal management 
actions are being reframed through the lens of personal insecurity or conflict. 

The difficulty arises when complaints rely heavily on subjective interpretation rather than 
verifiable evidence. Without careful investigation and balanced consideration of both 
perspectives, organisations may unintentionally reinforce a narrative that discourages 
effective management while failing to address the operational issues that originally prompted 
the feedback. 

For managers facing this situation, the experience can be professionally damaging and 
emotionally exhausting. The very actions expected of them as leaders, providing guidance, 
correcting mistakes, and maintaining standards, can become the source of allegations that 
undermine their credibility. Without organisational clarity and support, the breakdown of trust 
between manager and employee can rapidly escalate into a much broader organisational 
conflict. 

The Manager’s Attempt to Lead Constructively 

Despite the growing difficulties within the working relationship, the manager initially 
approached the situation with a strong commitment to constructive leadership. Rather than 
responding defensively to the employee’s behaviour, the manager attempted to apply 
recognised management techniques designed to improve capability, encourage 
accountability, and maintain a professional working environment. The objective was not 
confrontation but improvement in both individual performance and team stability. 

The manager recognised that employees sometimes struggle when faced with new 
operational responsibilities or unfamiliar expectations. As a result, the early approach focused 
on coaching rather than criticism. Conversations were structured to clarify procedures, explain 
the commercial consequences of operational mistakes, and encourage the employee to 
develop a deeper understanding of supplier relationships and organisational processes. 

Mentoring was also used as a supportive management tool. The manager attempted to share 
practical knowledge gained from managing supply chains and external partnerships. This 
included guidance on communicating with European manufacturers, handling technical 
queries from suppliers, and maintaining a professional tone when addressing operational 
difficulties. 

Where mistakes occurred, the manager sought to address them calmly and constructively. 
The emphasis was placed on identifying the cause of the issue and discussing how similar 
problems could be avoided in the future. The intention was to create a learning environment 
in which the employee could build confidence while gradually improving their ability to manage 
the role’s complexities. 

The manager also attempted to establish clearer operational processes. In many 
organisations where procedures have developed informally, misunderstandings can arise 
because expectations are not fully documented. By introducing more structured 
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communication and clearer task allocation, the manager hoped to reduce ambiguity and make 
it easier for employees to understand their responsibilities. 

Another element of the manager’s approach involved encouraging open discussion about 
operational challenges. Rather than positioning themselves as an authoritarian supervisor, the 
manager invited the employee to raise concerns or questions about procedures that appeared 
unclear. This approach was intended to foster collaboration and reduce the likelihood that 
misunderstandings would escalate into operational mistakes. 

In addition, the manager made efforts to protect the employee’s professional reputation when 
dealing with external suppliers. Where communication difficulties arose, the manager often 
intervened discreetly to clarify issues without publicly criticising the employee. This approach 
reflected an attempt to preserve the employee’s credibility while still ensuring that supplier 
relationships remained stable. 

The manager also remained conscious of maintaining professionalism during difficult 
conversations. Even when discussions became tense or argumentative, the manager 
attempted to remain calm and focused on the operational issue rather than responding 
emotionally. Maintaining composure was seen as an important part of preventing the situation 
from escalating further. 

Documentation gradually became part of the manager’s approach as the pattern of difficulties 
continued. Written summaries of discussions, follow-up emails clarifying instructions, and 
records of operational decisions were used to ensure that expectations were clear and that 
misunderstandings could be minimised. These records also provided a transparent reference 
point for future conversations. 

Throughout this period, the manager continued to focus on improving the organisation’s 
operational performance. Efforts to strengthen supplier coordination, introduce clearer 
processes, and support employee development remained central to the manager’s role. The 
intention was to demonstrate that constructive leadership could stabilise the situation while 
still allowing the business to progress. 

Despite these efforts, the underlying behavioural dynamics between the manager and the 
employee remained unresolved. Coaching was often interpreted as criticism, mentoring was 
met with resistance, and attempts to clarify responsibilities sometimes triggered further 
disputes. The manager increasingly found that professional management techniques were not 
producing the expected improvement. 

This experience highlights a difficult reality many managers face. Even well-structured 
leadership approaches cannot always resolve conflicts involving deeper behavioural patterns. 
In such circumstances, the manager may continue to act professionally and constructively 
while gradually recognising that the problem extends beyond routine performance 
management into a more complex organisational challenge. 

When Professional Feedback Becomes a Trigger 

In effective organisations, professional feedback forms the foundation of performance 
management. Managers provide feedback to clarify expectations, correct errors, and guide 
employees toward improved working practices. Constructive feedback is intended to 
strengthen capability and ensure that operational standards are maintained. However, when 
an employee strongly resists accountability, even routine feedback can trigger conflict. 

In the situation examined in this publication, feedback that would normally be considered part 
of standard managerial practice began to generate disproportionate reactions. Conversations 
intended to correct operational mistakes or clarify procedures were not received as supportive 
guidance. Instead, the employee appeared to interpret them as personal criticism or an 
attempt to undermine their competence. 

This reaction is not uncommon in environments where individuals feel their credibility may be 
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at risk. When an employee perceives feedback as a threat to their professional identity, the 
discussion can quickly shift away from the operational issue that prompted the conversation. 
The focus becomes defending personal reputation rather than addressing the mistake itself. 

Resistance to accountability often manifests through a series of recognisable behaviours. The 
employee may dispute the factual basis of the feedback, question the manager’s interpretation 
of events, or attempt to redirect attention toward other factors that could explain the issue. 
These responses create an environment in which resolving the operational problem becomes 
increasingly difficult. 

Another common reaction is emotional escalation. Feedback delivered calmly and with clear 
evidence may still provoke a defensive or confrontational response. The employee may raise 
their voice, express frustration, or suggest that they are being treated unfairly. Such reactions 
can place the manager in a difficult position, particularly if the discussion later becomes the 
subject of a complaint or grievance. 

In some cases, the employee may attempt to reframe the conversation entirely. Rather than 
acknowledging the feedback, the employee may argue that the manager’s approach to the 
discussion is inappropriate or excessive. The original operational issue becomes secondary 
to the allegation that the manager’s behaviour has created an uncomfortable or hostile working 
environment. 

This shift in narrative can have significant organisational consequences. Once a conversation 
is characterised as a dispute about conduct rather than a discussion about performance, 
attention from senior leaders or HR departments may focus on the interpersonal dynamic 
rather than the operational mistake that initiated the discussion. 

For managers, this dynamic creates a persistent dilemma. The responsibility to address 
mistakes and maintain professional standards remains unchanged, yet each attempt to 
provide feedback risks triggering another defensive reaction. Over time, managers may begin 
to anticipate conflict whenever feedback becomes necessary. 

The psychological impact on the manager should not be underestimated. Repeated 
experiences in which routine supervisory actions provoke hostility can create uncertainty 
about how best to communicate with the employee. Conversations that would normally be 
straightforward may require careful preparation and cautious language to avoid unnecessary 
escalation. 

From an organisational perspective, unresolved resistance to accountability can undermine 
performance management systems. If employees learn that feedback can be avoided or 
neutralised through defensive reactions or complaints, the effectiveness of managerial 
authority becomes weakened. Other team members may also observe the dynamic and 
question whether accountability is being applied consistently. 

In the long term, organisations must recognise that professional feedback is not optional within 
operational environments. Where resistance to accountability becomes entrenched, 
leadership teams must address the underlying behaviour directly. Without this intervention, 
managers may find themselves unable to perform their supervisory responsibilities effectively. 

Understanding when professional feedback has become a trigger rather than a tool is, 
therefore, an important step in managing difficult workplace dynamics. Recognising the 
pattern allows organisations to move beyond individual incidents and address the broader 
behavioural issue that is preventing constructive dialogue and genuine performance 
improvement. 

The Psychological Toll on the Manager 

While much organisational attention focuses on employees raising concerns or complaints, 
the psychological impact on managers in such situations is often overlooked. Managers are 
expected to maintain professionalism, continue delivering operational results, and navigate 
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interpersonal conflict simultaneously. When workplace dynamics become persistently 
adversarial, the cumulative emotional and psychological pressure on the manager can be 
substantial. 

At the beginning of the situation, the manager may experience confusion more than stress. 
When an employee repeatedly disputes clear operational facts or reacts defensively to routine 
feedback, the manager may initially assume that the issue is simply a misunderstanding. Time 
and energy are therefore invested in explaining processes, clarifying instructions, and 
attempting to restore a constructive working relationship. 

However, when these efforts fail to improve the situation, the manager may begin to question 
their own approach. Experienced managers often take professional pride in their ability to 
develop staff and resolve workplace tensions. When established management techniques 
such as coaching, mentoring, and structured feedback appear ineffective, self-doubt can begin 
to emerge. 

This self-doubt can intensify when the employee raises complaints with senior leadership or 
human resources teams. Even when the complaints lack substantive evidence, the mere 
existence of allegations can create uncertainty about how the manager’s behaviour is being 
perceived within the organisation. The manager may begin to worry that their intentions are 
being misunderstood. 

Stress levels often increase as the conflict becomes more visible within the organisation. 
Meetings with senior managers, requests for explanations, or formal discussions with HR 
departments can create the sense that the manager’s conduct is under scrutiny. The manager 
must continue to perform their operational responsibilities while simultaneously defending their 
professional reputation. 

Another significant psychological burden arises from the unpredictability of interactions with 
the employee. Routine management conversations that would normally be straightforward 
may risk further complaints or disputes. The manager may begin to approach each interaction 
cautiously, aware that even carefully delivered feedback could be interpreted negatively later. 

Over time, this constant state of vigilance can become exhausting. Managers may find 
themselves replaying conversations in their mind after meetings, questioning whether 
particular phrases could have been interpreted differently. The emotional energy required to 
maintain composure and professionalism during repeated confrontations can gradually erode 
resilience. 

Isolation within the workplace can further compound this stress. When colleagues are aware 
of conflict but do not fully understand its origins, informal discussions and speculation may 
begin to circulate. The manager may become conscious of workplace gossip or subtle 
changes in colleagues’ behaviour, reinforcing the feeling of being judged or misunderstood. 

The absence of visible organisational support can deepen the psychological strain. When 
managers feel that their concerns are not being taken seriously by senior leadership or HR 
teams, they may experience a sense of professional abandonment. The responsibility to 
resolve the situation appears to rest entirely on their shoulders, even when the behavioural 
issues originate elsewhere. 

Sleep disruption, persistent worry, and declining confidence can gradually follow. Managers 
who were previously confident in their leadership abilities may begin to question whether they 
can manage the situation effectively. The emotional toll can extend beyond the workplace, 
affecting concentration, mood, and overall wellbeing. 

In many cases, managers continue to perform their professional duties despite these 
pressures. A strong sense of responsibility toward the organisation, colleagues, and external 
partners often motivates them to maintain high performance standards. However, the personal 
cost of sustaining this effort in a hostile environment should not be underestimated. 



24 
 

Understanding the psychological toll on managers is essential for organisations seeking to 
maintain healthy leadership structures. When managers are placed under sustained pressure 
without adequate support or clear investigation of workplace dynamics, the consequences can 
extend far beyond the immediate conflict. Capable leaders may eventually conclude that 
leaving the organisation is the only viable way to protect their professional integrity and 
personal wellbeing. 

When Organisations Choose the Wrong Narrative 

In complex workplace disputes, organisations do not always reach conclusions based solely 
on the objective facts of a situation. Instead, decisions may be influenced by perception, risk 
management concerns, organisational culture, and the narratives presented by those 
involved. When these factors align in particular ways, businesses can unintentionally adopt 
an interpretation of events that differs significantly from the operational reality experienced by 
the manager. 

One reason organisations may side with the complainant is the natural institutional tendency 
to respond cautiously to allegations of bullying or inappropriate conduct. Modern workplaces 
operate within strong legal and regulatory frameworks designed to protect employees from 
harassment and unfair treatment. While these protections are essential, they can sometimes 
lead organisations to adopt a precautionary stance that prioritises avoiding potential legal 
exposure. 

In practice, this means that once an allegation has been raised, the organisation’s attention 
may focus primarily on ensuring that the complainant feels supported and protected. 
Managers accused of inappropriate behaviour may therefore find themselves placed in a 
defensive position before the operational context of the dispute has been fully examined. The 
emphasis shifts from understanding what happened to ensuring that the organisation appears 
responsive to the complaint. 

Narrative plays a powerful role in shaping how workplace conflicts are interpreted. Employees 
who raise concerns may present their experiences in ways that emphasise personal distress 
or perceived unfairness. These accounts can be emotionally compelling, particularly when 
described in detail over time. Senior leaders and HR professionals may therefore find 
themselves responding to the narrative of harm rather than analysing the operational 
circumstances that led to the conflict. 

Managers, by contrast, often describe situations in operational terms. Their explanations may 
focus on performance issues, supplier relationships, procedural mistakes, or the need for 
corrective feedback. While these explanations may be factually accurate, they can appear less 
emotionally compelling than an employee’s description of feeling criticised or unfairly treated. 

Organisational hierarchy can also influence how narratives develop. Senior leaders removed 
from the day-to-day operational environment may rely on summaries, brief conversations, or 
written complaints to form their understanding of events. Without direct observation of the 
interactions between manager and employee, it becomes difficult to assess the true nature of 
the conflict. 

Another factor contributing to organisational blindness is the desire to avoid internal 
confrontation. Addressing behavioural issues directly can be uncomfortable for leadership 
teams, particularly when the situation involves long-serving employees or individuals with 
strong informal relationships within the business. In such cases, leaders may gravitate toward 
interpretations that appear to reduce conflict rather than confront its underlying causes. 

Human resources departments also operate within constraints that influence how they 
respond to disputes. HR professionals must balance employee welfare, legal compliance, and 
organisational stability. When complaints are framed as bullying or harassment, HR teams 
may prioritise procedural fairness and documenting concerns, sometimes without fully 
investigating the operational context that triggered the complaint. 



25 
 

Over time, repeated complaints, even when individually minor, can accumulate into a narrative 
that appears to confirm the employee’s concerns. Each allegation may seem small when 
examined in isolation, but collectively they can create the impression that the manager’s 
behaviour is consistently problematic. This accumulation effect can shape the organisation’s 
perception even where substantive evidence remains limited. 

Meanwhile, the manager’s attempts to explain operational difficulties may struggle to gain the 
same attention. Managers who continue performing their duties while responding to 
complaints may find that their explanations are overshadowed by the employee’s ongoing 
narrative of grievance. The organisation may gradually begin to view the manager as the 
central source of conflict. 

Once an organisation adopts a particular narrative, reversing that perception becomes 
increasingly difficult. Confirmation bias can influence how subsequent events are interpreted, 
with new incidents being viewed through the lens of the existing narrative. Actions taken by 
the manager may be scrutinised more critically, while the employee’s behaviour may receive 
less attention. 

For the manager experiencing this shift in organisational perception, the consequences can 
be profound. Professional credibility, authority, and reputation may gradually erode, even in 
the absence of clear evidence of wrongdoing. The manager may feel that their efforts to 
explain the situation are not being heard or taken seriously. 

Understanding how organisations sometimes adopt the wrong narrative is therefore essential 
for both managers and leadership teams. Workplace disputes are rarely straightforward, and 
perceptions can easily diverge from reality when evidence is incomplete or when emotional 
narratives dominate decision-making. Recognising this risk is the first step toward ensuring 
that organisational responses remain balanced, fair, and grounded in a careful examination of 
the facts. 

HR Departments and the Fear of Discrimination Claims 

Human resources departments operate within a complex legal and regulatory framework that 
places strong emphasis on protecting employees from unfair treatment, discrimination, and 
harassment. In the United Kingdom, employment legislation and associated case law require 
organisations to respond carefully to allegations that could potentially expose the business to 
legal challenge. As a result, HR teams often approach workplace complaints with a strong 
focus on risk management. 

This risk-focused approach can influence how complaints are interpreted and handled. When 
an employee frames their concerns in terms that could be associated with bullying, 
harassment, or discrimination, HR professionals must consider the potential legal 
consequences if the matter were to escalate. Even where the facts remain unclear, the 
organisation may feel obliged to demonstrate that it is taking the complaint seriously and acting 
cautiously. 

From an HR perspective, the consequences of mishandling a discrimination-related complaint 
can be significant. Employment tribunals may examine whether the organisation responded 
appropriately once concerns were raised. HR teams, therefore, often prioritise creating a 
documented record showing that complaints were received, discussed, and investigated. This 
documentation process can sometimes give the impression that the complainant’s account is 
being accepted at face value. 

In situations where allegations involve sensitive areas such as health conditions, gender-
related matters, or protected characteristics, the perceived legal risk may become even more 
pronounced. HR professionals may feel pressure to ensure that the organisation is not seen 
to dismiss concerns too quickly. This can lead to a cautious approach in which the complainant 
is offered reassurance and support while the manager’s perspective receives less immediate 
attention. 
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This dynamic does not necessarily reflect bias against the manager but rather a defensive 
posture shaped by legal responsibility. HR departments are often tasked with protecting the 
organisation from potential liability. Where the facts are ambiguous, HR may lean toward the 
interpretation that appears least likely to expose the organisation to accusations of ignoring 
employee welfare. 

However, this defensive stance can have unintended consequences. Managers who are the 
subject of complaints may feel that the presumption of fairness has shifted away from them. 
When HR focuses heavily on documenting the employee’s concerns, the manager may 
perceive that their own account is being treated with scepticism or that the operational context 
of the dispute is receiving insufficient consideration. 

Another challenge arises from the reliance on subjective evidence in many workplace 
complaints. HR investigations frequently involve gathering accounts of conversations, 
perceptions of behaviour, and interpretations of tone. When allegations are based largely on 
hearsay or personal interpretation, it can be difficult to establish definitive conclusions about 
what actually occurred. 

In such circumstances, HR departments may concentrate on whether the employee felt 
uncomfortable or distressed rather than examining whether the manager’s conduct was 
objectively inappropriate. While employee wellbeing is an important consideration, focusing 
exclusively on perceived harm can sometimes obscure the operational realities that triggered 
the interaction in the first place. 

Managers working within complex operational environments often provide feedback, correct 
mistakes, and enforce procedures as part of their normal responsibilities. If these actions are 
interpreted solely through the lens of potential employee distress, the organisation risks 
weakening the effectiveness of its management structure. HR teams must therefore balance 
their duty of care toward employees with the need to support legitimate management activity. 

The challenge for HR professionals is to maintain procedural fairness for all parties involved. 
This requires examining not only the content of complaints but also the context in which 
workplace interactions occur. Operational responsibilities, performance expectations, and 
communication patterns should all be considered before concluding managerial conduct. 

For managers facing complaints in such circumstances, understanding the pressures on HR 
departments can be helpful, even if the experience feels frustrating. HR’s cautious approach 
often reflects concern about legal exposure rather than a deliberate attempt to undermine 
managerial authority. Nonetheless, when defensive risk management dominates the process, 
organisations must remain alert to the possibility that important contextual information may be 
overlooked. 

Ultimately, effective HR practice requires careful investigation rather than automatic alignment 
with either party. Where organisations allow fear of potential claims to dictate their 
interpretation of workplace conflict, they risk creating an environment in which narrative and 
perception outweigh evidence. This not only affects individual managers but can also weaken 
organisational confidence in fair and balanced decision-making. 

The Menopause and Workplace Sensitivity Narrative 

In recent years, organisations across the United Kingdom have rightly become more aware of 
the impact that menopause and perimenopause can have on employees in the workplace. 
Symptoms such as fatigue, difficulty concentrating, anxiety, and physical discomfort can affect 
an individual’s day-to-day work experience. Many employers now recognise the importance 
of supporting employees through these changes with understanding, flexibility, and 
appropriate workplace adjustments. 

This growing awareness reflects wider developments in employment policy and organisational 
culture. Employers are increasingly encouraged to treat menopause as a legitimate workplace 
wellbeing issue, similar to other health-related conditions that may affect performance or 
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comfort at work. Sensitivity, reasonable support, and open discussion are therefore considered 
important elements of modern workplace management. 

From a legal perspective, organisations must also consider the possibility that menopause-
related symptoms could intersect with protections under UK employment law. In certain 
circumstances, symptoms may be connected to disability protections under the Equality Act 
2010, or may raise issues of sex or age discrimination if employees feel they are being treated 
unfairly because of their condition. 

Because of these legal and cultural developments, many organisations approach discussions 
involving menopause with particular caution. HR departments and senior managers may be 
understandably reluctant to dismiss concerns raised by employees who suggest that 
workplace stress or interpersonal conflict may be connected to health-related symptoms. The 
intention is often to ensure that employees feel supported and that the organisation 
demonstrates sensitivity toward an important wellbeing issue. 

However, the presence of a legitimate health consideration does not automatically explain all 
forms of workplace conflict. While menopause can affect energy levels, concentration, and 
emotional wellbeing, it does not justify behaviour that undermines colleagues, damages 
supplier relationships, or disrupts organisational performance. Distinguishing between health-
related challenges and behavioural misconduct is therefore essential. 

In the situation explored in this publication, the organisation appeared to interpret the conflict 
primarily through the lens of workplace sensitivity. The difficulties between the employee and 
the manager were attributed, at least in part, to possible menopause or perimenopause-
related factors. This interpretation shaped how senior leadership and HR approached the 
dispute. 

For the manager, this narrative created a complex and difficult environment. On one hand, the 
manager understood the importance of treating health issues with respect and empathy. On 
the other hand, the operational problems, mistakes, confrontational communication with 
suppliers, and persistent challenges to managerial authority, required practical solutions to 
protect the business. 

When health narratives become central to interpreting workplace conflict, there is a risk that 
operational concerns may receive less attention than they require. Managers attempting to 
address behavioural issues may feel constrained in raising concerns if those concerns are 
perceived as insensitive to potential health matters. 

This does not mean that menopause should be dismissed as a factor in workplace behaviour. 
On the contrary, organisations benefit greatly from recognising and supporting employees who 
may be experiencing genuine symptoms that affect their work. Supportive policies, open 
dialogue, and flexible management practices can help employees continue to contribute 
effectively during periods of transition. 

However, organisational sensitivity must be balanced with clear expectations of professional 
conduct. Health-related support should not prevent organisations from addressing behaviour 
that damages working relationships, disrupts operations, or undermines managerial authority. 
Both considerations can and should coexist within responsible workplace governance. 

For managers, this balance can be particularly difficult to navigate. Demonstrating empathy 
while also maintaining operational standards requires careful communication and 
organisational support. When the organisation focuses exclusively on the sensitivity narrative 
without examining the broader behavioural context, managers may find themselves unable to 
resolve issues that continue to affect performance. 

Ultimately, effective organisational leadership requires the ability to recognise multiple realities 
at once. Menopause is a genuine and important workplace consideration that deserves 
thoughtful support. At the same time, behavioural patterns that damage professional 
relationships must be addressed transparently and fairly. When organisations fail to distinguish 
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clearly between these issues, misunderstandings can deepen, and conflicts may remain 
unresolved. 

When Health Narratives Mask Behavioural Problems 

Workplace health narratives play an important role in modern organisational culture. 
Employers are increasingly encouraged to recognise how physical and psychological 
conditions can influence performance, communication, and behaviour at work. When handled 
appropriately, this awareness can foster more supportive environments in which employees 
feel comfortable discussing legitimate health concerns without fear of stigma or unfair 
judgment. 

However, difficulties arise when health narratives begin to dominate the interpretation of 
workplace conflict without sufficient examination of the underlying behaviour. In complex 
organisational situations, it can be tempting to attribute interpersonal difficulties to health-
related explanations because doing so appears compassionate and avoids confronting more 
uncomfortable behavioural realities. 

In the case examined in this publication, the difficulties between the employee and the 
manager were increasingly interpreted through the lens of possible menopause or 
perimenopause-related challenges. While such conditions can genuinely affect concentration, 
emotional stability, and physical wellbeing, they do not necessarily explain patterns of 
behaviour involving persistent denial of mistakes, confrontational communication, or attempts 
to undermine managerial authority. 

When organisations adopt a health-based explanation too readily, they risk misattributing the 
source of the problem. Behaviour that might otherwise be addressed through normal 
performance management processes may instead be treated as something outside the scope 
of managerial accountability. The result can be a reluctance to examine the behavioural 
dynamics that are actually driving the conflict. 

This misattribution can place managers in a particularly difficult position. Managers are 
expected to demonstrate empathy toward colleagues experiencing health challenges, yet they 
also carry responsibility for maintaining professional standards and operational effectiveness. 
When behaviour that damages working relationships is interpreted primarily as a health issue, 
the manager may feel constrained in addressing it directly. 

The effect can be the gradual suspension of normal accountability. Operational mistakes, 
confrontational interactions, or inappropriate communication may be tolerated for longer than 
they otherwise would be because the organisation fears appearing insensitive to a potential 
health-related condition. While the intention behind this caution is often positive, the 
consequences can be problematic. 

Over time, the unresolved behaviour may begin to affect wider aspects of the organisation. 
Supplier relationships may suffer, internal communication may deteriorate, and managerial 
authority may weaken. Colleagues observing the situation may also become uncertain about 
the organisation’s expectations regarding professional conduct. 

Another risk associated with health-based explanations is that they may unintentionally 
reinforce the behaviour they are intended to accommodate. If an employee learns that certain 
patterns of conduct are unlikely to be challenged because they are attributed to health-related 
factors, there may be little incentive to adjust the behaviour or accept responsibility for its 
impact. 

For managers attempting to navigate such situations, the experience can be deeply frustrating. 
Attempts to address operational issues may be interpreted as a lack of empathy or 
understanding. The manager may therefore feel unable to raise legitimate concerns without 
appearing insensitive to the health narrative that has developed within the organisation. 

It is important to emphasise that recognising this risk does not diminish the importance of 
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supporting employees who are experiencing genuine health challenges. Responsible 
organisations should provide reasonable adjustments, compassionate leadership, and open 
dialogue where health conditions affect workplace participation. 

The challenge lies in distinguishing clearly between health-related difficulties and behavioural 
patterns that undermine professional relationships. Both issues require attention, but they 
must be addressed through appropriate mechanisms. Health concerns should be managed 
through supportive policies, while behavioural misconduct should be addressed through 
established management processes. 

When organisations fail to make this distinction, conflicts can remain unresolved, and 
workplace tensions may intensify. Managers may feel unsupported, employees may not 
receive the clarity they need regarding expectations, and operational performance may 
deteriorate. Clear thinking and balanced investigation are therefore essential to prevent health 
narratives from unintentionally masking behavioural problems that require direct attention. 

Hearsay Evidence and Internal Complaints 

Internal complaint processes within organisations are designed to ensure that employees 
have a safe and structured way to raise concerns about workplace conduct. When used 
appropriately, these processes can protect individuals from genuine bullying, harassment, or 
unfair treatment. However, difficulties can arise when complaints rely heavily on hearsay rather 
than verifiable evidence. 

Hearsay evidence typically involves second-hand accounts of events rather than direct 
observation. In workplace disputes, this may take the form of statements such as “someone 
told me” or “I heard that” rather than descriptions of interactions personally witnessed by the 
individual making the complaint. While such accounts may reflect genuine perceptions, they 
are inherently difficult to verify objectively. 

In complex workplace conflicts, hearsay can gradually accumulate. A single complaint may 
initially appear minor or inconclusive, but when similar concerns are raised repeatedly over 
time, they can create the impression of a pattern of behaviour. Senior managers or HR teams 
reviewing the situation may therefore see a series of complaints rather than examining the 
evidential strength of each claim. 

This accumulation effect can be particularly influential when complaints are raised over 
extended periods. Each new concern may appear to reinforce the previous one, even if none 
of the individual incidents contains clear evidence of wrongdoing. The organisation may begin 
to treat the number of complaints as an indicator of credibility, rather than examining whether 
the underlying claims can be substantiated. 

In situations where interactions between the parties occur primarily in private, hearsay 
becomes even more difficult to challenge. If a manager and an employee frequently 
communicate in one-to-one settings, there may be no independent witnesses to corroborate 
or contradict the claims. The absence of direct evidence allows subjective interpretations of 
conversations to carry greater weight. 

Employees who understand this dynamic may unintentionally or deliberately rely on it when 
raising concerns. Complaints framed around feelings, perceptions, or interpretations of tone 
can be difficult to disprove, particularly when the events described occurred during private 
discussions. The manager may find themselves responding to allegations that cannot easily 
be verified or disproven. 

For HR teams attempting to manage such complaints, the situation can be equally challenging. 
HR professionals must treat complaints seriously and ensure that employees feel heard. 
However, when the available information consists largely of subjective accounts, the 
investigation process may focus more on documenting perceptions than establishing factual 
certainty. 
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This dynamic can place managers in a particularly vulnerable position. The manager may 
know that conversations were conducted professionally and appropriately, yet the absence of 
witnesses makes it difficult to demonstrate this conclusively. Each new complaint, therefore, 
requires explanation and response, even when the manager believes the allegation is 
unfounded. 

Over time, the process itself can create the appearance of legitimacy. A record of multiple 
complaints may exist within HR documentation, giving the impression that the manager’s 
behaviour has been repeatedly questioned. Yet the individual complaints may lack the 
evidence required to reach a clear conclusion about misconduct. 

This situation can lead to what might be described as procedural momentum. Once complaints 
are recorded, organisations may feel obliged to continue documenting further concerns rather 
than critically reassessing the validity of the earlier allegations. The accumulation of 
documentation can then shape the organisation’s perception of the conflict. 

For the manager involved, the experience can feel deeply unfair. The existence of complaints 
may gradually overshadow the absence of substantiated evidence. The manager may sense 
that their professional reputation is being affected by a narrative that has developed from 
repeated allegations rather than from an objective examination of the facts. 

Effective organisational governance requires careful attention to the quality of evidence within 
internal complaint processes. While employees must always have the ability to raise concerns 
safely, organisations must also ensure that decisions are grounded in reliable information 
rather than in the accumulation of unverified accounts. Without this balance, hearsay evidence 
can unintentionally shape organisational narratives in ways that damage both individuals and 
workplace trust. 

When HR Becomes a Note-Taking Exercise 

In effective organisations, human resources departments play an active role in resolving 
workplace disputes. HR professionals are expected to investigate concerns, evaluate 
evidence objectively, and support both employees and managers in restoring professional 
working relationships. Their role involves more than administrative oversight; it requires 
judgement, balance, and the willingness to address uncomfortable behavioural realities when 
necessary. 

However, in some organisational environments, the HR function can gradually become more 
passive than proactive. Rather than investigating the substance of workplace complaints, HR 
may focus primarily on documenting conversations, recording concerns, and maintaining 
written records of interactions between the parties involved. While documentation is an 
important part of procedural fairness, it should not replace meaningful investigation. 

When HR activity becomes dominated by note-taking, the process can begin to resemble an 
administrative exercise rather than a problem-solving function. Meetings are recorded, 
complaints are logged, and summaries are filed, yet little effort is made to examine the deeper 
behavioural dynamics causing the conflict. The organisation appears to be responding, but 
the underlying issues remain unresolved. 

Several factors can contribute to this passive approach. HR teams may be cautious about 
intervening too strongly in disputes where the facts appear ambiguous. Without clear evidence 
of misconduct, HR professionals may feel that their safest course of action is to document 
concerns while allowing the situation to continue. 

Another reason can be organisational pressure to avoid escalation. Investigating behavioural 
problems thoroughly may require difficult conversations with employees or managers, which 
could lead to disciplinary action or formal grievance procedures. Some organisations prefer to 
minimise confrontation and therefore allow the conflict to continue in a controlled but 
unresolved state. 
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In such circumstances, HR meetings may take on a repetitive character. The employee raises 
a concern, the manager responds, and HR records both perspectives in written notes. The 
documentation grows over time, but little progress is made toward determining what actually 
happened or how the working relationship can be stabilised. 

For the manager involved, this experience can be deeply frustrating. Each meeting may feel 
less like an opportunity to resolve the issue and more like an exercise in recording 
accusations. The manager may sense that their explanations are being written down but not 
genuinely evaluated or acted upon. 

The passive recording of complaints can also unintentionally reinforce the complainant’s 
narrative. Each documented concern becomes part of the organisational record, creating the 
impression that the issue is persistent or widespread. Yet the absence of investigation means 
that the validity of those concerns may never be properly tested. 

Over time, the accumulation of notes can begin to influence how senior leadership perceives 
the situation. When reviewing HR records, leaders may see a long list of documented 
concerns associated with the manager’s name. Without deeper context, this record may 
appear to confirm the existence of a behavioural problem, even if none of the individual 
complaints has been substantiated. 

The manager may also begin to feel that the process itself is working against them. Every 
interaction with the employee carries the risk of generating another entry in the HR record. 
The manager’s focus shifts from managing performance to protecting themselves from further 
documentation of alleged misconduct. 

This dynamic can weaken managerial confidence and authority. Managers who feel that HR 
processes are recording complaints without resolving them may become hesitant to address 
operational issues directly. The fear of generating further complaints can discourage open 
communication and effective leadership. 

From an organisational perspective, a passive HR approach can allow workplace conflict to 
persist far longer than necessary. Documentation alone does not resolve behavioural 
problems or restore professional relationships. Without active investigation and clear 
conclusions, both parties remain trapped in an unresolved dispute. 

Ultimately, HR functions best when it combines careful documentation with decisive analysis. 
Recording concerns is only the first step; the more important responsibility lies in evaluating 
the evidence, identifying behavioural patterns, and helping the organisation reach clear 
conclusions. When HR activity becomes limited to note-taking, the opportunity to resolve 
workplace conflict constructively can be lost. 

The Role of the Line Manager in Escalated Conflict 

In situations where workplace conflict escalates between a manager and an employee, the 
role of senior leadership becomes critically important. Line managers at higher levels within 
the organisation are expected to provide oversight, guidance, and balanced judgement when 
disputes arise. Their intervention can often stabilise a situation by clarifying expectations, 
objectively examining evidence, and ensuring that both parties receive fair treatment. 

In the case discussed in this publication, the manager’s immediate supervisor held a senior 
position within the organisation and therefore had the authority to intervene effectively. As the 
second-highest senior leader in the organisation, this individual bore both the responsibility 
and the influence to assess the developing conflict and offer clear guidance on how to resolve 
it. 

Effective leadership in such circumstances typically involves active engagement with the 
underlying issues. This may include reviewing operational evidence, speaking with external 
stakeholders where appropriate, and observing employee interactions. By examining the 
situation directly, senior leaders can often identify patterns of behaviour that may not be 
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immediately visible through written complaints alone. 

However, when leadership adopts a more distant or passive approach, conflicts can intensify 
rather than stabilise. If senior leaders rely primarily on summary accounts or documented 
complaints without examining the operational context in which those complaints arise, their 
understanding of the situation may become incomplete or distorted. 

In this case, the line manager appeared to adopt a position that could be described as neutral 
on the surface, but the manager involved perceived it as lacking meaningful support. While 
neutrality can sometimes be appropriate during investigations, prolonged neutrality in the face 
of ongoing operational conflict can leave the manager responsible for the situation without 
guidance or protection. 

Managers facing sustained interpersonal challenges often require leadership that is willing to 
examine the full circumstances of the dispute. This includes recognising the pressures of 
managing performance, correcting mistakes, and maintaining operational discipline in 
complex environments. Without such recognition, the manager may feel that their leadership 
responsibilities are being judged without proper context. 

Another aspect of leadership failure occurs when senior managers focus narrowly on the 
visible symptoms of the conflict rather than on the underlying causes. In this situation, the line 
manager appeared to focus primarily on the manager’s difficulty in managing the employee 
rather than on investigating the behavioural patterns contributing to the breakdown in the 
working relationship. 

This approach can unintentionally shift responsibility away from the organisational system and 
onto the individual manager. The manager may be expected to resolve a situation that is 
already influenced by deeper behavioural dynamics, HR processes, and organisational 
narratives. Without leadership support, the manager’s capacity to resolve the conflict is 
severely limited. 

Leadership intervention also plays a crucial role in establishing clear expectations for 
professional behaviour. When employees consistently challenge managerial authority or 
refuse accountability for operational mistakes, senior leaders have a responsibility to reinforce 
organisational standards. Failure to do so can signal that such behaviour will be tolerated. 

In organisations where leadership remains silent or passive during conflicts, employees may 
interpret this absence of intervention in different ways. Some may assume that the 
organisation is unwilling to address difficult issues, while others may conclude that the 
behaviour in question has been implicitly accepted. Either interpretation can undermine the 
authority of managers attempting to maintain professional standards. 

The manager in this case also experienced the absence of constructive coaching from their 
line manager. Senior leaders often play a mentoring role for those reporting directly to them, 
particularly when complex interpersonal challenges arise. Guidance on managing the 
situation, reassurance about leadership expectations, or, where appropriate, constructive 
criticism can all help managers navigate difficult circumstances. 

When this support is not provided, managers may feel that they are facing the situation alone. 
The lack of feedback, whether positive or critical, can create uncertainty about how the 
organisation evaluates the manager’s performance. The manager may struggle to determine 
whether their actions are aligned with leadership expectations. 

This uncertainty can weaken the manager’s confidence in making decisions. Without clear 
backing from senior leadership, managers may hesitate to take decisive action regarding 
performance management or behavioural concerns. The fear of further complaints or 
organisational criticism can create a climate in which leadership becomes cautious and 
reactive rather than confident and proactive. 

The impact of leadership failure can extend beyond the immediate conflict. Other employees 
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within the organisation may observe the situation and conclude how the company handles 
disputes. If leadership appears unwilling to address problematic behaviour directly, trust in the 
fairness and effectiveness of organisational governance may decline. 

For the manager involved, the absence of constructive leadership intervention contributed 
significantly to the escalation of the conflict. Without clear guidance, balanced investigation, 
or visible support, the manager was left to navigate an increasingly complex and adversarial 
situation without the organisational backing typically required to resolve such disputes. 

Over time, this lack of leadership engagement can transform manageable workplace 
disagreements into entrenched organisational conflicts. What might have been resolved 
through early intervention gradually evolves into a prolonged struggle involving complaints, 
HR processes, and reputational consequences. 

Ultimately, leadership plays a decisive role in determining whether workplace conflict is 
resolved constructively or allowed to escalate. Senior managers must be willing to engage 
actively with the facts of a situation, examine evidence carefully, and support fair outcomes for 
both managers and employees. Without such engagement, organisations risk allowing 
disputes to grow beyond the point where they can be resolved effectively. 

Neutrality That Is Not Really Neutral 

In organisational disputes, senior leaders often describe their position as neutral. Neutrality is 
intended to signal fairness while facts are reviewed. In principle, this approach may be 
appropriate, as leaders should avoid premature judgment. However, neutrality can sometimes 
become passive leadership. When leaders remain distant rather than actively examining 
evidence and context, their neutrality may unintentionally disadvantage the manager 
responsible for maintaining performance and operational discipline within the organisation. 

True neutrality requires active engagement with the situation. Senior leaders must review 
evidence, understand operational responsibilities, and listen carefully to both parties involved. 
When leadership observes events from a distance while complaints continue to accumulate, 
neutrality becomes organisational detachment. Without a meaningful inquiry into the 
circumstances of the dispute, the organisation risks drawing conclusions based on an 
incomplete understanding rather than a careful examination of the facts presented. 

For the manager involved, passive neutrality can create a profound sense of uncertainty. The 
manager continues to supervise the employee, manage operational tasks, and address 
supplier relationships while the conflict remains unresolved. Without visible leadership 
engagement, the manager may feel that responsibility for resolving the dispute has been 
entirely left to them, even though organisational support is essential to restoring professional 
balance. 

Another consequence of passive neutrality is that the complainant’s narrative may gradually 
dominate organisational thinking. When complaints are recorded without challenge or deeper 
investigation, they can accumulate into a pattern that appears persuasive. Leadership may 
believe it is remaining impartial, yet the absence of scrutiny can allow one version of events 
to shape perceptions while the operational context remains insufficiently examined. 

Managers rely on organisational backing to exercise authority effectively. When senior 
leadership appears distant or hesitant to intervene, employees may begin to question the 
strength of managerial authority. This can weaken the manager’s position within the team and 
make it more difficult to maintain accountability for performance, behaviour, and 
communication with internal and external stakeholders. 

Passive neutrality can also deprive the manager of constructive guidance. Senior leaders often 
play an important mentoring role when complex interpersonal situations arise. Advice 
regarding communication strategies, reassurance about leadership expectations, or direct 
intervention with the employee can help stabilise the working relationship. When such support 
is absent, the manager may struggle to determine how best to move forward. 
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Over time, the manager may begin to feel professionally isolated. Without visible support or 
clear direction from leadership, each interaction with the employee may appear risky. The 
manager may worry that routine conversations about performance or operational mistakes 
could lead to further complaints, creating an environment in which normal management activity 
becomes increasingly cautious. 

This environment can significantly affect confidence and decision-making. Managers who 
previously operated with clarity and authority may begin to second-guess their judgment. The 
emotional energy required to navigate unresolved conflict, protect professional reputation, and 
maintain operational responsibilities can gradually erode resilience and effectiveness in the 
role. 

From an organisational perspective, passive neutrality rarely resolves conflict. Instead, the 
absence of leadership intervention often allows behavioural patterns to become more 
entrenched. What might have been addressed through early engagement gradually develops 
into a prolonged dispute involving HR documentation, reputational concerns, and declining 
trust within the team. 

Employees observing the situation may also conclude how leadership responds to difficult 
circumstances. If senior leaders appear reluctant to intervene, others within the organisation 
may interpret this as a reluctance to confront behavioural issues. Such perceptions can 
weaken confidence in the organisation’s commitment to fairness and professional 
accountability. 

Effective neutrality should therefore involve active leadership rather than organisational 
withdrawal. Leaders must carefully examine evidence, ensure that both parties are heard 
fairly, and address behavioural patterns that undermine operational stability. Neutrality should 
represent balanced investigation rather than passive observation. 

When leadership fails to distinguish between neutrality and disengagement, the 
consequences can be serious. Capable managers may feel unsupported and increasingly 
vulnerable, while the underlying conflict remains unresolved. In such environments, the 
organisation risks losing experienced leaders whose commitment to maintaining standards is 
not matched by the support they receive from above. 

The Politics of Corporate Reputation 

In many organisations, reputation management plays a powerful role in leadership decision-
making. Senior leaders are responsible not only for operational performance but also for 
maintaining stability, protecting the company’s image, and avoiding internal conflicts that could 
damage morale or external perception. While these concerns are understandable, they can 
sometimes influence how workplace disputes are handled. 

When disruptive behaviour emerges within an organisation, addressing it directly can create 
uncomfortable consequences. Leaders may need to challenge an employee’s conduct, 
acknowledge management failures, or admit that a workplace problem has been allowed to 
develop. Such actions can expose weaknesses in organisational oversight and may create 
tensions among teams or departments. 

As a result, some organisations become reluctant to confront the issue openly. Rather than 
addressing the disruptive behaviour itself, leaders may focus on managing the visible 
symptoms of the conflict. This approach often prioritises maintaining the appearance of 
organisational harmony rather than resolving the underlying cause of the problem. 

Long-serving employees can further complicate this dynamic. Individuals who have been with 
the organisation for many years often develop strong internal relationships and informal 
influence. They may be perceived as loyal contributors to the business or as individuals whose 
experience makes them difficult to challenge without creating wider internal disruption. 

Leaders may therefore feel that confronting such employees carries political risk. Addressing 
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the behaviour directly could lead to grievances, internal disputes, or reputational damage if 
the situation becomes widely known within the organisation. In some cases, leadership may 
conclude that avoiding confrontation is the safer option. 

This reluctance to intervene can unintentionally shift the burden of the conflict onto the 
manager responsible for supervising the employee. The manager is expected to resolve the 
operational difficulties, while the organisation avoids addressing the behavioural patterns 
contributing to the problem. The manager, therefore, becomes the focal point of a situation 
that leadership is unwilling to confront directly. 

Reputation management can also influence how complaints are interpreted internally. Leaders 
may be more comfortable supporting a narrative that suggests interpersonal 
misunderstanding rather than acknowledging the presence of disruptive behaviour. Framing 
the conflict as a communication issue can appear less damaging to organisational credibility 
than recognising a deeper behavioural problem. 

However, this approach can create significant difficulties for managers attempting to maintain 
professional standards. When disruptive behaviour is not challenged at the leadership level, 
employees may feel emboldened to continue the same patterns of conduct. The absence of 
visible consequences can reinforce the perception that such behaviour will be tolerated. 

The longer this situation continues, the more entrenched the organisational narrative can 
become. Leaders may become invested in maintaining the original interpretation of the conflict 
because acknowledging a mistake in judgment could appear to undermine their credibility. As 
a result, the organisation may continue to support a flawed narrative even when evidence 
suggests the situation has been misunderstood. 

Managers caught within this dynamic often experience increasing frustration and isolation. 
Their attempts to address operational problems may appear to challenge the narrative 
leadership has chosen to adopt. Rather than being seen as responsible management, these 
actions may be interpreted as contributing to the conflict. 

The political considerations surrounding reputation can therefore prevent organisations from 
addressing workplace problems directly. Leaders may prioritise short-term stability or the 
avoidance of controversy over the long-term health of the organisation. While this approach 
may appear to maintain calm in the immediate term, it often allows behavioural issues to 
persist beneath the surface. 

Over time, the consequences of avoiding confrontation can become more serious than the 
original problem. Supplier relationships, internal trust, and management credibility may all 
suffer when disruptive behaviour is allowed to continue unchecked. Employees observing the 
situation may also question whether the organisation is willing to uphold its own professional 
standards. 

Effective leadership requires the willingness to confront uncomfortable realities. Protecting 
corporate reputation should not mean ignoring behaviour that undermines organisational 
performance or damages professional relationships. When leaders prioritise appearance over 
accountability, they risk creating an environment in which capable managers are left to resolve 
conflicts without the necessary support. 

Gossip, Rumours and Workplace Theatre 

In many organisations, informal communication plays a significant role in shaping workplace 
culture. Conversations in corridors, break rooms, and informal meetings often form a parallel 
channel through which employees interpret events occurring within the business. While such 
communication can strengthen relationships and collaboration, it can also become a powerful 
mechanism for spreading gossip and rumours during periods of conflict. 

When disputes arise between employees and managers, these informal channels can quickly 
begin to circulate interpretations of what is happening. Colleagues who are not directly 
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involved may attempt to fill gaps in their understanding through speculation. In the absence of 
clear information, narratives can develop that exaggerate or distort the original events. 

Gossip often thrives where there is uncertainty. When employees notice tension between 
colleagues or hear fragments of information about complaints or disagreements, curiosity 
naturally increases. Individuals may begin sharing partial accounts of conversations, personal 
impressions, or second-hand interpretations of what they believe has occurred. 

Over time, these fragments of information can take on a life of their own. Stories are repeated, 
embellished, and reshaped as they move through different social circles within the 
organisation. Each retelling may introduce subtle changes, turning relatively ordinary 
workplace disagreements into dramatic narratives that capture attention. 

In the situation examined in this publication, the conflict between the manager and the 
employee gradually attracted this kind of informal attention. Colleagues who were not directly 
involved in the working relationship became aware of the tensions. Without full knowledge of 
the operational circumstances, they relied on workplace conversation to interpret what might 
be happening. 

For some individuals within organisations, conflict can also become a form of workplace 
theatre. Dramatic narratives about disputes, allegations, or interpersonal tensions can serve 
as social entertainment in professional environments. Employees may discuss developments 
with interest, not necessarily out of malice but because conflict offers a departure from routine 
organisational life. 

However, this theatrical aspect of workplace gossip can have serious consequences for those 
directly involved. The manager may become aware that conversations about the situation are 
occurring across the organisation, but may have little ability to correct inaccurate or 
exaggerated accounts. The absence of direct control over these narratives can create a sense 
of vulnerability. 

Rumours can also reinforce the narratives that are already circulating within formal complaint 
processes. If colleagues repeatedly hear that a manager conflicts with an employee, they may 
begin to assume there is substance to the allegations. Even individuals who have no direct 
knowledge of the events may gradually adopt the prevailing interpretation. 

The employee involved in the conflict may also contribute to this dynamic, either intentionally 
or unintentionally. Sharing selective accounts of interactions with colleagues can shape how 
the story spreads through the organisation. Details may be emphasised in ways that present 
the employee as a victim of unfair treatment while omitting operational context. 

For the manager, this environment can become increasingly isolating. The knowledge that 
workplace conversations may be circulating beyond their control can intensify the emotional 
strain already associated with the conflict. The manager may feel that their professional 
reputation is being discussed in spaces where they have no opportunity to explain their 
perspective. 

Workplace gossip can also influence how senior leaders perceive the situation. Even when 
leaders attempt to remain objective, repeated informal comments or observations from 
employees may subconsciously shape their impressions. Over time, the gossip circulating 
within the organisation can reinforce the narrative that has already begun to develop. 

Another difficulty is that gossip rarely remains confined to factual information. Emotional tone, 
personal interpretation, and exaggeration often become part of the story. What may have 
begun as a routine workplace disagreement can evolve into a dramatic account of conflict that 
bears little resemblance to the operational reality. 

For organisations, the presence of such informal narratives can complicate efforts to resolve 
disputes fairly. When rumours circulate widely, individuals may begin to form strong opinions 
before the facts have been properly examined. This can create additional pressure on 
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leadership and HR teams as they attempt to investigate the situation objectively. 

Ultimately, gossip and rumours represent a powerful but often overlooked force within 
organisational life. When conflict emerges, informal conversations can amplify tensions, 
reshape perceptions, and deepen divisions between individuals. Without careful leadership 
and clear communication, workplace theatre can transform an already difficult situation into a 
reputational challenge that affects the entire organisation. 

Isolation of the Targeted Manager 

When workplace conflict becomes prolonged and visible within an organisation, one of the 
most damaging consequences for a manager can be gradual professional isolation. Managers 
are expected to maintain authority, lead teams, and deliver operational results. However, when 
allegations, rumours, or persistent disputes circulate, the manager may increasingly feel 
isolated from the professional support networks that normally exist within the workplace. 

Isolation rarely occurs suddenly. It tends to develop gradually as perceptions within the 
organisation shift. Previously cooperative colleagues may begin to behave more cautiously, 
unsure of how leadership or HR will ultimately interpret the situation. Informal conversations 
may become more guarded, and the manager may sense that interactions with others are 
changing. 

This shift can be particularly difficult because it often occurs without explicit explanation. Few 
colleagues will openly discuss their concerns, yet subtle changes in behaviour can be 
noticeable. Invitations to informal discussions may be declined, conversations may feel less 
relaxed, and colleagues may appear reluctant to be associated with the conflict. 

Managers experiencing this environment may begin to feel that they are under quiet 
observation. Routine interactions can feel scrutinised, particularly if complaints or concerns 
have already been raised through HR processes. The manager may become more conscious 
of how their behaviour is perceived by others within the organisation. 

Professional isolation can also emerge when senior leadership provides limited visible 
support. Managers rely on their leaders’ backing to maintain authority and credibility within 
their teams. When leadership remains distant or passive during a conflict, the manager may 
feel that their position within the organisation has become uncertain. 

This absence of visible support can affect how other employees respond to the situation. 
Colleagues often take cues from leadership when interpreting organisational disputes. If 
senior leaders appear hesitant to engage with the manager’s concerns, others may assume 
that the manager’s position is weakened. 

Over time, this dynamic can create a sense of professional vulnerability. The manager may 
feel that their reputation is being quietly questioned while they continue to carry out their 
responsibilities. Without clear reassurance from leadership, the manager may struggle to 
maintain confidence in how their actions are being interpreted. 

The emotional consequences of this isolation can be significant. Managers often take pride in 
their ability to lead effectively and maintain positive working relationships. When those 
relationships begin to deteriorate or become strained, it can create feelings of frustration, 
anxiety, and professional disappointment. 

Isolation can also influence how managers approach their work. Conversations that were 
previously straightforward may begin to feel risky. The manager may hesitate before 
addressing performance issues or operational mistakes, aware that further complaints or 
misunderstandings could arise. 

This cautious approach can gradually affect leadership effectiveness. Managers who feel 
unsupported may become more defensive or restrained in their communication. While this 
reaction is understandable, it can reduce the clarity and confidence normally required to 
manage teams and resolve operational challenges. 
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The psychological impact of sustained isolation should not be underestimated. Managers may 
find themselves reflecting repeatedly on conversations, decisions, or interactions with 
colleagues. The uncertainty surrounding how events are being interpreted can create 
persistent mental strain. 

Outside the workplace, these pressures can follow the manager into their personal life. 
Concerns about professional reputation, ongoing workplace tensions, and the potential 
consequences for career progression may become difficult to set aside. The conflict, therefore, 
extends beyond working hours into broader wellbeing. 

From a professional perspective, isolation can also damage long-term career confidence. 
Managers who previously felt capable and effective may begin to question their leadership 
abilities. The gap between their own understanding of events and the organisation’s apparent 
perception can be deeply unsettling. 

In some cases, the isolation becomes so severe that the manager begins to consider leaving 
the organisation as the only viable way to restore professional stability. The decision to leave 
is rarely taken lightly, particularly when the manager has invested significant effort into 
improving the organisation’s operations. 

Ultimately, the isolation of a targeted manager represents one of the most serious 
consequences of unresolved workplace conflict. When capable leaders feel unsupported and 
professionally vulnerable, organisations risk losing experienced individuals who were 
originally attempting to improve performance and maintain standards. 

Recognising and addressing this isolation early is therefore essential. Leadership and HR 
teams must remain attentive not only to the concerns raised by complainants but also to the 
wellbeing and professional integrity of managers involved in disputes. Without balanced 
attention to both sides, the emotional and professional cost to the manager can become 
profound. 

Understanding Bullying and Harassment Under UK Law 

Workplace disputes involving allegations of bullying or harassment must be considered 
carefully within the framework of UK employment law. Organisations have a legal duty to 
provide a safe working environment for employees, and this includes protection from 
behaviour that could reasonably be considered intimidating, degrading, or abusive. 
Understanding the legal definitions involved is essential for distinguishing genuine misconduct 
from disagreements arising through normal management activity. 

In the United Kingdom, bullying itself is not defined as a specific, standalone legal offence in 
employment legislation. However, bullying may form part of broader legal claims depending 
on the circumstances of the behaviour involved. For example, persistent bullying could support 
claims of constructive dismissal if an employee resigns because the working environment 
becomes intolerable. 

Harassment, by contrast, has a clearer legal definition within employment law. Under the 
Equality Act 2010, harassment occurs where unwanted conduct related to a protected 
characteristic has the purpose or effect of violating a person’s dignity or creating an 
intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating, or offensive environment for that individual. 

Protected characteristics defined by the Equality Act include age, sex, disability, race, religion 
or belief, sexual orientation, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, and marriage or 
civil partnership. For conduct to qualify as unlawful harassment under the Act, it must be 
connected to one of these protected characteristics. 

This distinction is important when evaluating workplace complaints. Not every difficult 
conversation or critical discussion between a manager and employee will meet the legal 
threshold for harassment. Managers are permitted, and indeed expected, to supervise 
employees, provide performance feedback, and address operational mistakes as part of their 
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role. 

Employment tribunals in the UK recognise the difference between robust management and 
unlawful harassment. Performance management, disciplinary action, and constructive 
criticism are legitimate managerial functions when carried out reasonably and professionally. 
These actions do not constitute harassment simply because an employee finds them 
uncomfortable or unwelcome. 

However, problems arise when conduct becomes persistent, aggressive, or disproportionate 
to the issue at hand. Behaviour that publicly humiliates employees, uses threatening language, 
or unfairly targets individuals may cross the threshold into bullying or harassment, depending 
on the context and available evidence. 

The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) provides guidance that many 
organisations rely upon when assessing workplace conduct. ACAS describes bullying as 
behaviour that is offensive, intimidating, malicious, or insulting, or an abuse or misuse of power 
that undermines, humiliates, or injures the recipient. 

Importantly, ACAS guidance emphasises that managers must be able to give constructive 
feedback and address poor performance without fear that routine management activity will 
automatically be classified as bullying. The key distinction lies in whether the behaviour is 
reasonable, proportionate, and related to legitimate management responsibilities. 

Evidence, therefore, becomes central to determining whether bullying or harassment has 
occurred. Investigations should consider documented communications, witness accounts, the 
context of conversations, and whether the behaviour formed a consistent pattern. Allegations 
based purely on perception or hearsay may be difficult to substantiate without supporting 
evidence. 

Organisations must also consider their own internal policies when evaluating such situations. 
Many employers maintain workplace dignity or anti-bullying policies that outline expected 
standards of behaviour and procedures for raising concerns. These policies can provide a 
framework for assessing complaints even where legal thresholds are not clearly met. 

For managers, understanding these legal distinctions can be reassuring. Supervisory 
responsibilities inevitably involve addressing mistakes, correcting behaviour, and maintaining 
professional standards. When these actions are carried out respectfully and proportionately, 
they fall within the scope of legitimate management rather than unlawful harassment. 

Nevertheless, allegations alone can create significant organisational pressure. Even when 
behaviour does not meet the legal threshold for bullying or harassment, companies may still 
treat complaints seriously to protect employee wellbeing and reduce the risk of legal 
escalation. 

This is why a balanced investigation is essential. Organisations must ensure that both the 
employee’s perception of events and the manager’s operational responsibilities are examined 
carefully. Without such a balance, there is a risk that legitimate management activity may be 
misunderstood as misconduct. 

Ultimately, UK employment law seeks to strike a balance between protecting employees from 
genuine mistreatment and allowing managers to perform their roles effectively. Understanding 
where this balance lies is crucial for organisations seeking to resolve workplace disputes fairly 
and for managers who must continue to lead teams in complex operational environments. 

The Role of ACAS Guidance in Workplace Disputes 

In the United Kingdom, many organisations rely on guidance from the Advisory, Conciliation 
and Arbitration Service (ACAS) when managing workplace disputes. ACAS provides widely 
recognised frameworks for handling grievances, disciplinary matters, and conflict resolution in 
ways that promote fairness, transparency, and legal compliance. Although ACAS guidance 
does not itself create law, employment tribunals frequently consider whether organisations 
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have followed the ACAS Code of Practice when assessing disputes. 

The ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures outlines the principles 
employers should follow when employees raise formal concerns about workplace conduct. 
The purpose of these procedures is to ensure that complaints are addressed promptly, 
investigated objectively, and resolved in a manner that protects both the complainant and the 
individual against whom the complaint is made. 

A central element of ACAS guidance is the requirement for fair and balanced investigation. 
When a complaint is raised, employers are expected to gather relevant evidence before 
reaching conclusions. This may include reviewing documentation, speaking with both parties, 
and identifying any witnesses who can clarify what occurred. 

ACAS emphasises that investigations should remain impartial. The individual conducting the 
investigation should approach the situation without pre-judgement and should carefully 
examine the context in which the alleged behaviour took place. This principle is particularly 
important where complaints arise from complex workplace interactions between managers 
and employees. 

Another key principle within ACAS guidance is that both parties must be allowed to explain 
their perspective. The complainant should have the opportunity to clearly describe their 
concerns, while the manager or employee subject to the complaint must also be allowed to 
respond to the allegations. Fairness requires that both accounts be considered equally during 
the investigation process. 

ACAS also encourages organisations to distinguish between interpersonal misunderstandings 
and more serious misconduct. Not all workplace conflicts require formal disciplinary action. In 
some cases, mediation or facilitated discussion can help restore professional relationships 
and clarify expectations before tensions escalate further. 

Documentation forms an important part of the ACAS approach, but it should serve a clear 
investigative purpose. Notes from meetings, written statements, and relevant emails may 
provide valuable evidence when assessing the situation. However, documentation alone does 
not resolve disputes; it must be accompanied by active analysis of the facts. 

Another important element of the ACAS framework is proportionality. Organisations should 
ensure that their response to a complaint reflects the seriousness of the allegation. Minor 
disagreements may be resolved informally, while more serious accusations may require a 
formal investigation and structured disciplinary procedures. 

Transparency is also emphasised within ACAS guidance. Employees should understand how 
complaints are being handled, what steps are being taken during the investigation, and what 
outcomes may result from the process. Clear communication helps prevent 
misunderstandings and reinforces confidence in the fairness of the organisation’s procedures. 

ACAS also recommends that employees involved in disputes have the right to be 
accompanied by a colleague or trade union representative during formal meetings. This 
provision helps ensure that individuals feel supported and that discussions are conducted in 
a professional and balanced manner. 

When organisations fail to follow ACAS guidance, the consequences can extend beyond 
internal workplace tensions. Employment tribunals may increase or reduce compensation 
awards by up to 25 per cent if it is determined that an employer or employee unreasonably 
failed to comply with the ACAS Code of Practice. 

For managers, understanding the ACAS framework can provide valuable reassurance. The 
guidance recognises that managers must be able to provide feedback, address performance 
concerns, and maintain professional standards. At the same time, it ensures that employees 
raising concerns are treated respectfully and that their complaints receive proper 
consideration. 
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Ultimately, ACAS guidance exists to promote balanced, evidence-based resolution of 
workplace disputes. When organisations follow these principles carefully, they are better 
equipped to distinguish between genuine misconduct and conflicts arising from 
miscommunication, operational pressures, or misunderstandings. 

Constructive Dismissal and Psychological Pressure 

In UK employment law, constructive dismissal occurs when an employee resigns because the 
employer has fundamentally breached the terms of the employment contract. Although the 
employee technically leaves voluntarily, the law recognises that the employer’s actions or 
inaction may have effectively forced the employee to resign. Workplace environments 
characterised by sustained psychological pressure can sometimes create the conditions for 
such claims. 

A fundamental breach may arise when an employer fails to maintain the implied contractual 
duty of mutual trust and confidence. This duty requires employers not to engage in conduct 
that seriously damages the employer-employee relationship. Where leadership fails to 
address persistent conflict, unfair treatment, or workplace hostility, the employee may argue 
that this duty has been breached. 

In many cases, constructive dismissal does not result from a single dramatic incident but from 
the gradual accumulation of unresolved issues. Persistent disputes, allegations that are not 
properly investigated, or leadership failure to intervene when problems become evident can 
create a workplace environment that becomes increasingly difficult for the affected employee 
to tolerate. 

Psychological pressure often plays a significant role in these situations. Managers 
experiencing repeated complaints, professional isolation, or sustained challenges to their 
authority may begin to experience considerable emotional strain. The constant need to defend 
decisions, respond to allegations, and navigate uncertain organisational support can create 
an environment of prolonged stress. 

Over time, this pressure can begin to affect both wellbeing and professional confidence. 
Managers may find themselves constantly worrying about workplace interactions, anticipating 
further complaints, or feeling that their reputation is quietly being undermined within the 
organisation. The mental burden of operating under such conditions can become extremely 
difficult to sustain. 

When organisational structures fail to resolve the conflict, the manager may begin to feel that 
no realistic path exists to restore a normal working environment. Attempts to address the issue 
through leadership channels, HR discussions, or internal processes may appear ineffective or 
one-sided. At this point, resignation may begin to seem like the only practical option for 
protecting personal wellbeing and professional reputation. 

From a legal perspective, employees considering constructive dismissal claims must normally 
demonstrate that the employer’s behaviour represented a serious breach of contract. This can 
include situations in which the employer failed to properly investigate complaints, allowed 
harassment or bullying to continue unchecked, or created an environment in which the 
employee felt unable to perform their role. 

However, constructive dismissal claims can be difficult to prove. Employment tribunals 
examine the circumstances carefully and will consider whether the employee took reasonable 
steps to resolve the issue internally before resigning. Documentation, evidence of complaints 
raised with management, and records of workplace events often become crucial in 
establishing the context. 

For managers facing prolonged conflict, the emotional dimension of the situation is often as 
significant as the legal one. Leaving a role that has required years of professional effort can 
feel like a personal defeat, particularly when the manager believes they were attempting to 
improve the organisation rather than cause disruption. 
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The aftermath of resignation can therefore extend beyond the immediate career transition. 
Managers may spend considerable time reflecting on the events that led to their departure, 
questioning whether different decisions might have produced a different outcome. The 
psychological impact of unresolved workplace conflict can persist long after the employment 
relationship ends. 

Organisations also face consequences when capable managers feel compelled to leave under 
such circumstances. The loss of experienced leadership, disruption to operational continuity, 
and potential reputational damage can affect the business long after the dispute has 
concluded. 

Understanding the dynamics that lead to constructive dismissal is therefore essential for both 
organisations and managers. When conflicts remain unresolved and psychological pressure 
continues to build, resignation may become the final stage of a process that could have been 
prevented with earlier leadership intervention and a balanced investigation. 

Evidence Standards in Workplace Investigations 

When workplace disputes escalate into formal complaints or investigations, the quality of 
evidence becomes central to determining a fair outcome. Organisations must distinguish 
between allegations, perceptions, and verifiable facts. Without clear evidence standards, 
investigations risk being influenced by narrative, emotion, or organisational pressure rather 
than by an objective understanding of what actually occurred. 

In employment contexts, workplace investigations do not apply the same evidential standards 
as criminal courts. Decisions are usually based on the “balance of probabilities”, meaning that 
the investigator must determine whether it is more likely than not that the alleged behaviour 
occurred. Nevertheless, even under this lower threshold, reliable evidence remains essential. 

Verifiable evidence typically includes written communications, documented instructions, email 
correspondence, meeting notes, system records, and other material capable of demonstrating 
what took place. Such evidence provides an objective reference point that can confirm 
timelines, clarify instructions, and identify whether events occurred as described by the 
individuals involved. 

Witness testimony can also form part of the evidential process, particularly where other 
employees observed relevant interactions. However, witness statements should ideally be 
based on direct observation rather than on second-hand accounts or interpretations of what 
may have happened. The distinction between direct testimony and hearsay is important when 
evaluating the reliability of evidence. 

One of the difficulties in many workplace disputes is that key conversations occur privately 
between two individuals. In these circumstances, investigators may face conflicting accounts 
of the same event. Without documentary records or witnesses, determining the precise details 
of what occurred can become extremely challenging. 

For this reason, documentation plays a crucial role in maintaining transparency within 
professional environments. Managers who follow up on important conversations with written 
summaries or confirm instructions by email create a record that can later clarify 
misunderstandings. These records do not eliminate conflict, but they provide a factual 
reference that can support a fair investigation. 

Another important aspect of evidence standards involves examining the broader context in 
which events occurred. Investigators should consider operational circumstances, 
communication patterns, and any documented performance issues that may have influenced 
the interaction between the parties. Isolated statements or fragments of conversation rarely 
provide a complete picture. 

Organisations must also guard against the risk of allowing repeated allegations to substitute 
for evidence. When complaints accumulate over time, there can be a temptation to treat the 
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number of allegations as proof of misconduct. However, multiple complaints that lack 
supporting evidence do not necessarily establish that inappropriate behaviour occurred. 

The principle of procedural fairness requires that both parties to a dispute have the opportunity 
to present their evidence and respond to claims made against them. Investigations should 
therefore ensure that the manager or employee accused of misconduct can review the 
allegations and provide their account of events before conclusions are reached. 

Investigators should also remain aware of potential biases that may influence how evidence 
is interpreted. Confirmation bias, for example, can lead investigators to focus on information 
that supports an existing narrative while overlooking details that contradict it. Balanced 
investigation requires careful attention to all available evidence, not just the elements that 
appear to confirm the complaint. 

For managers operating in complex operational environments, maintaining accurate records 
can be a valuable professional safeguard. Written communication, documented procedures, 
and clear operational instructions help create transparency that supports fair evaluation should 
disputes arise in the future. 

Ultimately, evidence standards exist to protect both employees and managers. When 
investigations rely on verifiable facts rather than assumptions or narratives, organisations are 
more likely to reach fair conclusions. This not only strengthens trust in internal processes but 
also helps ensure that workplace conflicts are resolved based on reality rather than perception 
alone. 

The Risks of Mishandled Complaints 

When workplace complaints are not handled properly, the consequences can extend far 
beyond internal disruption. Employers in the United Kingdom have legal obligations to 
investigate concerns fairly, protect employee wellbeing, and maintain professional working 
environments. Failure to manage complaints appropriately can expose organisations to legal 
claims, reputational damage, and long-term organisational instability. 

One of the primary legal risks arises when employers fail to investigate complaints thoroughly 
or impartially. If an employee believes their concerns were dismissed without proper 
examination, they may argue that the employer did not take reasonable steps to address 
potential misconduct. In such situations, the organisation may face claims related to 
harassment, discrimination, or unfair treatment. 

Equally problematic is the situation in which complaints are accepted at face value without 
balanced investigation. If an employer acts against a manager or employee based on 
unverified allegations, the affected individual may argue that the organisation acted unfairly or 
damaged their professional reputation without sufficient evidence. This can expose the 
employer to claims of unfair dismissal, breach of contract, or constructive dismissal. 

Employment tribunals frequently examine whether employers followed fair procedures when 
resolving disputes. Investigations that lack structure, impartiality, or clear documentation may 
be viewed critically by tribunals. The employer’s approach to gathering evidence, speaking to 
relevant parties, and reaching conclusions becomes central to determining whether the 
organisation acted reasonably. 

Another area of legal exposure involves the employer’s duty of care toward employees. 
Organisations have a responsibility to prevent workplace environments that cause 
unnecessary psychological harm. If complaint processes allow conflicts to continue 
unresolved for extended periods, employees may argue that the employer failed to protect 
their wellbeing. 

In some cases, mishandled complaints can contribute to constructive dismissal claims. Where 
an employee resigns because they believe the organisation failed to address serious 
workplace problems, the tribunal may examine whether the employer breached the implied 
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duty of mutual trust and confidence. A poorly managed grievance process can become a 
significant factor in such cases. 

Discrimination risks may also arise if complaints are interpreted inconsistently, depending on 
who raises them. For example, if similar behaviour is treated differently depending on gender, 
age, or other protected characteristics, the employer may face allegations under the Equality 
Act 2010. Organisations must therefore ensure that investigations remain consistent and 
evidence-based. 

Reputational risk should also be considered alongside legal exposure. Employment disputes 
that reach tribunals or become widely known within professional networks can affect how 
potential employees, suppliers, and customers perceive an organisation. Mishandled 
complaints may signal weaknesses in leadership, governance, or internal culture. 

Another consequence involves the loss of experienced staff. When capable managers feel 
unsupported during workplace conflicts, they may eventually leave the organisation. The cost 
of replacing experienced professionals, rebuilding supplier relationships, and stabilising teams 
can be substantial, particularly in industries that depend heavily on specialist knowledge. 

From a governance perspective, mishandled complaints can also weaken trust within the 
organisation. Employees observing the process may conclude that workplace disputes are 
resolved through politics or perception rather than fair investigation. This perception can 
damage morale and reduce confidence in leadership. 

The role of HR and senior leadership is therefore crucial in ensuring that complaints are 
handled responsibly. Investigations must remain balanced, evidence must be evaluated 
carefully, and decisions must be communicated clearly. The objective should always be to 
establish an accurate understanding of events rather than to reinforce existing narratives. 

Employers who follow structured procedures, seek reliable evidence, and remain transparent 
in their decision-making significantly reduce the risk of legal exposure. Fair processes not only 
protect employees but also safeguard managers and the organisation itself from the 
consequences of unresolved or mishandled workplace disputes. 

Ultimately, the management of workplace complaints is not simply an administrative 
requirement. It is a central element of organisational governance. When complaints are 
handled properly, conflicts can be resolved constructively and professional relationships 
restored. When they are mishandled, the legal, reputational, and operational consequences 
can affect the organisation for many years. 

Case Study: The “Untouchable Employee” 

In many organisations, certain employees gradually acquire a reputation that places them 
beyond normal scrutiny. This status does not arise formally but develops through a 
combination of long service, strong internal relationships, and the perception that challenging 
their behaviour may create organisational difficulty. Managers working with such individuals 
sometimes describe them informally as “untouchable employees”. 

In this case study, a senior manager entered a business environment where one particular 
employee had worked in corporate roles for many years and had developed a reputation for 
experience and familiarity with organisational processes. On the surface, the employee 
appeared knowledgeable and confident, and senior leadership often assumed that this 
experience translated into reliable professional capability. 

However, as the manager began working closely with the employee, a different picture 
emerged. The employee’s understanding of certain operational processes proved limited, 
particularly in areas involving supplier coordination, technical information, and communication 
with external partners. When mistakes occurred, the manager attempted to address them 
through coaching and constructive feedback. 

Rather than responding positively to this guidance, the employee appeared defensive. 
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Feedback about operational errors was frequently disputed, and the employee often insisted 
that their interpretation of events was correct. Over time, the manager began to notice that the 
employee was reluctant to acknowledge mistakes and frequently attempted to redirect 
responsibility elsewhere. 

At the same time, the employee maintained a professional and cooperative demeanour during 
meetings with colleagues and senior leaders. This created a striking contrast between the 
employee’s public behaviour and the tone of their private interactions with the manager 
supervising their work. 

As the situation developed, the employee began raising concerns with HR and senior 
leadership about the manager’s conduct. These concerns were often framed as perceived 
criticism or pressure stemming from the manager’s attempts to address operational mistakes. 
While none of the complaints involved serious misconduct, they gradually accumulated over 
time. 

The organisation appeared to treat the complaints cautiously, in part because of the 
employee’s long service and in part because the concerns were framed in ways that 
suggested potential workplace sensitivity issues. As a result, leadership and HR departments 
were hesitant to challenge the employee’s narrative directly. 

Within the organisation, the employee’s version of events began to shape perceptions. 
Because many of the conversations between the manager and the employee took place 
privately, few witnesses could confirm what was actually said. The employee’s account, 
therefore, became a significant influence on how others understood the conflict. 

For the manager, this created an increasingly difficult environment. Attempts to correct 
operational mistakes were interpreted as further evidence of conflict, while the employee’s 
complaints reinforced the narrative that the manager’s leadership style was the source of the 
problem. 

Over time, the employee’s reputation as an experienced and long-serving member of the 
organisation appeared to shield them from deeper scrutiny. Leadership seemed reluctant to 
challenge the employee directly, perhaps fearing that doing so might escalate the dispute or 
expose weaknesses in the organisation’s handling of the situation. 

Managers encountering similar circumstances often describe the experience as managing 
within a protected narrative. Once the organisation has adopted a particular interpretation of 
events, challenging that interpretation becomes extremely difficult. Evidence that contradicts 
the narrative may receive less attention than accounts that reinforce it. 

This dynamic can leave the manager feeling professionally trapped. The employee continues 
to operate within the protection of the narrative that has formed around them, while the 
manager must continue performing their responsibilities under increasing scrutiny. 

For organisations, the lesson from such case studies is clear. When employees become 
informally “untouchable”, leadership risks allowing narrative and reputation to replace 
objective evaluation of behaviour. Over time, this can undermine both managerial authority 
and organisational credibility. 

The “untouchable employee” phenomenon demonstrates how workplace dynamics can evolve 
when leadership hesitates to examine behaviour critically. Without balanced investigation and 
a willingness to challenge assumptions, organisations may unintentionally protect disruptive 
behaviour while placing responsible managers in increasingly difficult positions. 

Case Study: When HR Became an Observer 

In another organisation operating within a complex commercial environment, a senior 
operations manager began experiencing difficulties with a long-serving employee responsible 
for coordinating supplier communications. The business relied heavily on external partners, 
and accurate information exchange was essential for maintaining delivery schedules and 
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protecting commercial relationships. 

Over time, the manager noticed that the employee was making repeated operational mistakes. 
Supplier instructions were occasionally misunderstood, delivery information was sometimes 
recorded incorrectly, and communications with external partners could become unnecessarily 
defensive when errors were identified. As the manager attempted to correct these issues, the 
employee increasingly resisted feedback. 

The manager initially approached the situation through constructive coaching. Meetings were 
arranged to clarify procedures, explain the operational consequences of mistakes, and 
encourage the employee to develop a more collaborative approach to supplier 
communication. The intention was to improve capability rather than to criticise performance. 

However, the employee reacted negatively to these discussions and began raising concerns 
with the organisation’s HR department. The complaints suggested that the manager’s 
approach was overly critical and created pressure within the working relationship. Although 
the complaints did not contain specific examples of serious misconduct, HR treated them as 
matters requiring documentation. 

HR began arranging regular meetings with both parties to discuss the situation. During these 
meetings, the employee described their perception of the manager’s behaviour, while the 
manager explained the operational issues that had prompted the conversations. HR 
representatives took detailed notes of each meeting and added the information to the 
organisation’s internal records. 

Despite the growing volume of documentation, little effort was made to examine the 
operational evidence behind the conflict. The supplier communications, delivery records, and 
documented mistakes that had originally prompted the manager’s concerns were not 
investigated in detail. Instead, the meetings focused primarily on how each individual felt about 
the interactions. 

From the manager’s perspective, the process began to resemble an administrative exercise 
rather than a genuine investigation. Each meeting produced further notes, but there was no 
clear conclusion regarding whether the employee’s complaints were substantiated or whether 
the operational problems identified by the manager required corrective action. 

Over time, the pattern repeated itself. The employee raised further concerns following routine 
management discussions, HR recorded the complaint, and another meeting was arranged. 
The documentation grew steadily, yet the underlying issues remained unresolved. 

The absence of decisive HR intervention gradually affected the manager’s confidence in the 
process. Instead of providing clarity or resolution, the HR function appeared to operate 
primarily as an observer recording the dispute as it unfolded. The manager continued 
performing operational duties while navigating an unresolved conflict that had become 
formally documented but never fully investigated. 

Within the organisation, colleagues became aware that tension existed between the manager 
and the employee. Without understanding the operational background, many assumed that 
the situation represented a personality clash. The organisation’s failure to examine the facts 
allowed this simplified narrative to develop. 

Eventually, the manager concluded that the conflict could not be resolved through internal 
processes. The lack of clear investigation, combined with the growing record of complaints, 
created a working environment in which the manager felt increasingly exposed to further 
allegations without meaningful organisational support. 

This case illustrates how workplace disputes can escalate when HR functions as a passive 
observer rather than an active investigator. Documentation alone cannot resolve behavioural 
problems or clarify responsibility for operational mistakes. Without analysis and leadership 
engagement, the process may unintentionally reinforce the very conflict it was intended to 
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resolve. 

Case Study: Supplier Damage Caused by Internal Conflict 

In organisations that depend heavily on external suppliers, the stability of those relationships 
is critical to operational success. When internal conflict begins to affect communication with 
suppliers, the consequences can quickly extend beyond interpersonal disagreement and 
damage commercial performance. This case study illustrates how unresolved behavioural 
issues within a team can gradually undermine supplier confidence. 

In one construction equipment importing business, a manager responsible for coordinating 
supplier relationships began noticing inconsistencies in communications between an internal 
employee and several European manufacturing partners. Suppliers occasionally reported 
receiving contradictory instructions, unclear delivery confirmations, and defensive responses 
when operational questions were raised. 

Initially, these issues appeared to be isolated misunderstandings. The manager intervened 
where necessary, clarifying technical details and reassuring suppliers that the organisation 
remained committed to maintaining professional communication. However, the pattern 
gradually became more frequent, suggesting that the problem was not simply an 
administrative error. 

The employee responsible for communications often reacted defensively when the manager 
tried to address mistakes. Rather than acknowledging the operational issues, the employee 
frequently disputed the manager’s interpretation and insisted that their communications had 
been correct. This resistance made it difficult to resolve the underlying problems internally. 

Over time, suppliers began to notice the inconsistencies more clearly. In international supply 
relationships, professionalism and reliability are essential. European manufacturers rely on 
their distribution partners to represent their brands accurately and manage operational details 
competently. When communication appears confused or confrontational, suppliers may begin 
to question the importer’s internal stability. 

The manager, therefore, found themselves increasingly involved in repairing the effects of 
these interactions. Emails required clarification, delivery arrangements had to be confirmed 
repeatedly, and technical questions from suppliers often had to be revisited to ensure that 
misunderstandings had not occurred. 

While the manager continued to intervene professionally, the repeated need to correct supplier 
communications began to affect credibility. Suppliers sometimes asked whether they should 
direct technical questions to the manager directly rather than through the employee 
responsible for the task. Although such requests were made politely, they indicated a growing 
lack of confidence in the reliability of the internal communication channel. 

Internally, the situation was complicated by the ongoing conflict between the manager and the 
employee. The employee frequently interpreted attempts to address the communication 
problems as criticism, and complaints about the manager’s behaviour began to surface in HR 
discussions. The interpersonal dispute, therefore, overshadowed the operational issues 
affecting suppliers. 

Without clear organisational intervention, the behavioural pattern continued. Suppliers 
increasingly relied on direct confirmation from the manager rather than trusting the initial 
information provided. This additional layer of verification created inefficiencies in the supply 
process and increased the manager’s workload. 

In some cases, suppliers expressed concern about the tone of certain communications they 
received from the employee, which at times appeared rude and abusive, especially when 
suppliers required exacting clarifications. Messages that appeared abrupt or dismissive could 
easily be interpreted as unprofessional, particularly where cultural differences in 
communication style existed between countries. Maintaining respectful and precise 



48 
 

communication was therefore essential to protecting the organisation’s reputation. 

The longer the situation continued, the more it affected suppliers’ perception of the 
organisation. Even when the manager successfully intervened to resolve issues, the repeated 
need for clarification gave the impression that internal coordination within the business was 
unstable. 

For organisations operating in international markets, such reputational signals can have long-
term consequences. Suppliers may become more cautious in their dealings, require additional 
verification before proceeding with orders, or prioritise other distribution partners who appear 
more reliable. 

The manager recognised that the operational risk was increasing, yet internal processes 
remained focused primarily on the interpersonal dispute rather than on the supplier impact. 
This imbalance made it difficult to address the behaviour that was creating the external 
problems. 

This case study demonstrates how internal conflicts can produce tangible operational 
consequences when left unresolved. Behaviour that initially appears to be a private 
management dispute can gradually influence supplier relationships, commercial credibility, 
and the efficiency of the organisation’s supply chain. 

For organisations, the lesson is clear. Internal behavioural issues should not be viewed solely 
as interpersonal matters. When such behaviour begins to affect communication with external 
partners, the risks extend into commercial performance and reputation. Leadership 
intervention becomes essential not only to restore internal stability but also to protect the 
organisation’s standing with its suppliers. 

Recognising Narcissistic Behaviour Early 

For managers facing difficult workplace dynamics, recognising problematic behavioural 
patterns early can make a significant difference. Narcissistic behaviour in professional settings 
rarely presents itself immediately in an obvious or dramatic way. Instead, it often develops 
gradually through repeated interactions that, when viewed individually, may appear minor or 
easily explained. 

One of the earliest warning signs is a consistent reluctance to accept responsibility for 
mistakes. In healthy professional environments, employees are generally willing to 
acknowledge errors and work constructively toward resolving them. When an individual 
repeatedly denies obvious mistakes or attempts to shift blame to colleagues or management, 
this pattern may indicate deeper behavioural defensiveness. 

Another indicator is persistent contradiction of managerial instructions or factual information. 
Constructive debate can be valuable within organisations, but when an employee challenges 
routine decisions or operational explanations in almost every interaction, the behaviour may 
be less about collaboration and more about asserting dominance within the working 
relationship. 

Managers should also pay attention to how employees respond to feedback. Constructive 
feedback is an essential element of professional development. Employees who respond with 
openness and curiosity often improve their performance over time. By contrast, individuals 
who interpret feedback as personal criticism and react with hostility or defensiveness may be 
signalling underlying insecurity. 

Inconsistent behaviour between private and public interactions can be another important 
warning sign. Some employees maintain a cooperative, professional image in meetings with 
colleagues or senior leaders, yet behave very differently in private discussions with their direct 
manager. This contrast can make it difficult for others within the organisation to recognise the 
full nature of the behaviour. 

A further pattern may involve narrative management. Employees displaying narcissistic 
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tendencies may attempt to shape how events are interpreted by others within the organisation. 
This can involve sharing selective accounts of workplace interactions, emphasising perceived 
unfairness, or portraying themselves as victims of unreasonable management behaviour. 

Managers may also notice that such individuals invest considerable energy in protecting their 
reputation rather than resolving operational issues. Conversations about mistakes may quickly 
shift toward defending personal credibility, questioning the manager’s judgement, or reframing 
the discussion as a dispute about leadership style rather than performance. 

Over time, these behaviours can begin to affect team dynamics. Other employees may 
become hesitant to challenge the individual’s actions or may avoid involvement in situations 
where conflict appears likely. This reluctance can allow problematic behaviour to continue 
unchecked within the team environment. 

Another important sign involves the accumulation of minor complaints or grievances directed 
toward the manager. While occasional disagreements are normal, repeated complaints about 
routine supervisory activity may suggest that the employee is attempting to reposition 
themselves within the organisational narrative. 

Managers encountering these patterns should not assume that the situation will resolve itself 
naturally. Behaviour rooted in insecurity or reputation management rarely improves without 
clear boundaries and organisational awareness. Early recognition allows managers to 
document interactions, clarify expectations, and seek guidance from leadership before the 
situation escalates. 

It is also important for managers to remain professional and measured in their responses. 
Emotional reactions or confrontational responses can reinforce the narrative that the 
employee may be attempting to create. Maintaining calm, evidence-based communication 
helps preserve credibility should the situation require formal review. 

Finally, managers should remember that recognising behavioural patterns is not the same as 
making psychological diagnoses. The objective is not to label individuals but to identify 
workplace behaviours that disrupt professional relationships and operational performance. 
Early awareness allows organisations to address these issues constructively before they 
develop into more serious conflicts. 

By learning to recognise these early warning signs, managers can better protect both 
themselves and the organisation. Awareness creates an opportunity to establish clear 
expectations, carefully document interactions, and involve leadership when necessary before 
difficult workplace dynamics become entrenched. 

Documenting Behaviour and Interactions 

When workplace relationships begin to deteriorate or conflicts emerge, one of the most 
important steps a manager can take is to maintain clear and accurate records of interactions. 
Documentation provides an objective reference point that can clarify events, protect 
professional reputation, and support fair investigation should concerns later be raised within 
organisational processes. 

In many workplace disputes, disagreements arise not because events are entirely unknown 
but because individuals remember or interpret them differently. Written records help reduce 
this ambiguity by establishing a factual timeline of conversations, decisions, and operational 
actions. When records exist, it becomes easier to demonstrate what instructions were given, 
what responses were received, and how situations developed over time. 

Managers should begin documenting interactions as soon as they notice patterns of behaviour 
that raise concern. Waiting until a dispute has escalated can make it difficult to reconstruct 
earlier events accurately. Early documentation allows managers to capture details while they 
are still fresh and ensures that minor incidents that later become relevant are not forgotten. 

Documentation does not require elaborate systems or complex reporting structures. Often, 
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simple methods, such as confirming verbal discussions with follow-up emails, can provide 
valuable clarity. For example, after a conversation about operational procedures, a manager 
might summarise the agreed points in writing and share them with the employee to ensure 
that expectations are understood. 

Meeting notes can also be helpful when addressing performance concerns or behavioural 
issues. Summaries of what was discussed, what actions were agreed upon, and what 
outcomes were expected can provide a clear record of management activity. These notes help 
demonstrate that conversations were conducted professionally and focused on operational 
improvement rather than personal criticism. 

In addition to documenting internal discussions, managers should retain relevant operational 
records. Emails with suppliers, delivery confirmations, technical communications, and system 
logs can all provide important evidence if questions arise about operational decisions or 
responsibilities. Such documentation helps establish the broader context surrounding 
workplace interactions. 

Documentation must remain factual and professional. Records should describe events 
objectively rather than including emotional interpretations or personal opinions. Clear, neutral 
language strengthens the record's credibility and ensures it can be relied upon when reviewed 
by HR departments or senior leadership. 

Managers should also be mindful of data protection and organisational policies when 
maintaining records. Documentation should be stored securely and shared only through 
appropriate internal channels. The purpose of the record is not to build a case against an 
employee but to ensure that factual information is available if clarification becomes necessary. 

When disputes reach formal investigation stages, well-maintained documentation can become 
invaluable. HR teams and investigators often rely heavily on written evidence when attempting 
to establish what occurred during workplace interactions. Clear records can therefore help 
ensure that investigations are grounded in fact rather than relying solely on conflicting 
recollections. 

Documentation can also provide reassurance to managers themselves. Knowing that 
interactions have been recorded accurately can reduce the anxiety associated with potential 
complaints or misunderstandings. Managers may feel more confident conducting necessary 
conversations when they know that a factual record exists. 

However, documentation alone cannot resolve behavioural issues. It is a tool that supports 
transparency and fairness rather than a substitute for leadership or organisational intervention. 
Managers should continue to address operational problems constructively while maintaining 
accurate records of those efforts. 

Ultimately, written evidence protects both the manager and the organisation. When events are 
documented clearly and professionally, disputes are less likely to be shaped by speculation or 
narrative. Instead, discussions can focus on verifiable facts, helping ensure that workplace 
conflicts are examined and resolved in a balanced and responsible manner. 

Managing Upwards When Leadership Is Passive 

Managers occasionally find themselves in situations where workplace difficulties escalate, but 
senior leadership remains distant or hesitant to intervene. When this occurs, the manager 
must often take a proactive approach to ensure that concerns are communicated clearly and 
that the operational implications of the conflict are understood. Managing upwards requires 
careful strategy, professionalism, and persistence. 

The first step is to ensure that concerns are presented in clear operational terms rather than 
emotional language. Senior leaders are often responsible for multiple areas of the organisation 
and may respond more effectively to issues framed in terms of business risk. Explaining how 
behaviour affects supplier relationships, delivery schedules, or team performance can help 
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leadership understand the wider implications of the situation. 

Managers should also provide structured information when raising concerns. Rather than 
presenting general frustrations, it is helpful to outline specific incidents, dates, and operational 
consequences. Well-organised documentation allows leadership to see patterns of behaviour 
rather than isolated disagreements and can strengthen the credibility of the manager’s 
concerns. 

Another useful approach is to link the issue to organisational objectives. Senior leaders often 
focus on strategic priorities such as operational reliability, commercial performance, and 
stakeholder relationships. Demonstrating how the ongoing conflict undermines these 
objectives may encourage leadership to engage more actively with the situation. 

Managers may also need to request a formal review or support through established 
organisational channels. This might involve requesting a structured meeting with senior 
leadership or HR to review the documented concerns. Framing this request as a desire for 
guidance rather than criticism of leadership can help maintain a constructive tone. 

Maintaining professionalism during these conversations is essential. Even when frustration is 
understandable, the manager should avoid appearing confrontational or accusatory. The goal 
is to encourage leadership engagement rather than to create further tension within the 
organisational hierarchy. 

It can also be useful to focus on solutions rather than solely describing the problem. Managers 
might propose potential steps such as mediation, formal performance review, clearer role 
definitions, or external facilitation of discussions. Offering constructive options demonstrates 
leadership initiative and a commitment to resolving the issue responsibly. 

Another important strategy is to ensure that communication with leadership remains consistent 
and documented. Follow-up emails summarising meetings or discussions can help confirm 
what was agreed and clarify next steps. This documentation also ensures that leadership 
remains aware of the ongoing situation. 

Managers should also recognise the limits of what they can control. While managing upwards 
can encourage leadership engagement, it cannot guarantee that senior leaders will respond 
as the manager hopes. Some organisations remain reluctant to intervene directly in complex 
interpersonal disputes. 

In such circumstances, maintaining personal professionalism becomes particularly important. 
Continuing to manage operational responsibilities effectively and to maintain respectful 
communication, protect the manager’s credibility regardless of how leadership ultimately 
responds. 

Seeking informal guidance from trusted senior colleagues or mentors within the organisation 
can sometimes provide additional perspective. Experienced leaders may offer advice on how 
best to approach the situation or suggest ways of communicating concerns that resonate more 
effectively with senior management. 

Where internal avenues appear exhausted, managers may need to reflect on whether the 
organisational culture supports effective leadership. In some environments, leadership’s 
reluctance to address behavioural issues can make it extremely difficult for managers to 
perform their roles effectively. 

Ultimately, managing upwards is about ensuring that leadership is fully aware of the 
operational and behavioural issues affecting the organisation. By presenting concerns clearly, 
documenting evidence, and proposing constructive solutions, managers increase the 
likelihood that senior leaders will recognise the seriousness of the situation and engage with 
the problem before it escalates further. 

Protecting Personal Reputation and Wellbeing 

When workplace conflict escalates and organisational support becomes uncertain, managers 
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must take deliberate steps to protect both their professional reputation and their personal 
wellbeing. Leadership roles often carry expectations of resilience and composure, yet 
sustained conflict can place considerable pressure on even the most experienced 
professionals. Safeguarding credibility, therefore, becomes an important part of managing the 
situation. 

One of the most important protections a manager can establish is professional consistency. 
Maintaining calm, measured communication in all interactions helps ensure that behaviour is 
not easily misrepresented. Even when conversations become difficult or emotionally charged, 
responding with professionalism reinforces the manager’s credibility and demonstrates 
adherence to expected leadership standards. 

Clear communication also plays a central role in protecting reputation. Managers should 
ensure that instructions, expectations, and decisions are expressed in ways that minimise 
misunderstanding. Where appropriate, confirming key discussions in writing can provide 
clarity and create an objective record of the conversation. 

Documentation, as discussed earlier, remains one of the most valuable tools available to 
managers. Accurate records of meetings, operational instructions, and behavioural concerns 
provide a factual foundation should questions arise later. Well-maintained documentation also 
helps ensure that organisational discussions remain focused on evidence rather than 
speculation. 

Managers should also be careful to separate operational feedback from personal criticism. 
When addressing mistakes or behavioural concerns, framing the conversation around specific 
tasks or processes helps prevent discussions from being interpreted as personal attacks. This 
approach reinforces the legitimacy of the manager’s role in maintaining professional 
standards. 

Building constructive relationships with colleagues across the organisation can also 
strengthen professional reputation. When managers are known for fairness, reliability, and 
professionalism, isolated complaints or allegations may be viewed in the broader context of 
their established credibility. Positive working relationships, therefore, provide an important 
form of reputational resilience. 

Another important step is to ensure transparency with senior leadership wherever possible. 
Keeping leaders informed about operational challenges and behavioural concerns helps 
prevent misunderstandings from developing. Regular updates also demonstrate that the 
manager is acting responsibly and seeking guidance rather than attempting to manage the 
situation in isolation. 

Managers should also remain mindful of their own emotional responses during prolonged 
conflict. Stress and frustration are natural reactions, but allowing these emotions to influence 
behaviour can create further difficulties. Taking time to reflect before responding to challenging 
situations helps maintain clarity and professionalism. 

Seeking an external perspective can also be beneficial. Trusted mentors, professional 
networks, or independent advisers may provide valuable insight into how the situation is 
developing. Such conversations can help managers assess whether their approach remains 
balanced and whether additional strategies might improve the situation. 

Protecting personal wellbeing is equally important. Sustained workplace conflict can affect 
sleep, concentration, and overall mental health. Managers should recognise when stress 
levels are becoming significant and consider practical steps to maintain personal resilience, 
including taking breaks, maintaining healthy routines, and seeking appropriate support. 

It can also be helpful to focus attention on the aspects of work that remain within the manager’s 
control. Continuing to deliver strong operational performance, maintaining supplier 
relationships, and supporting other team members reinforces the manager’s professional 
value within the organisation. 
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Managers should avoid engaging in workplace gossip or informal disputes about the conflict. 
While it may be tempting to correct rumours or defend reputation through informal 
conversations, such actions can inadvertently escalate tensions. Maintaining discretion and 
professionalism helps ensure that the manager remains above the surrounding workplace 
drama. 

In situations where complaints have been raised formally, cooperating fully with any 
organisational processes is essential. Providing clear explanations, relevant documentation, 
and professional responses demonstrates confidence and transparency. Attempting to avoid 
or resist these processes can create unnecessary complications. 

Managers may also benefit from reflecting on their own leadership style during the conflict. 
While the employee’s underlying behaviour may be the central issue, examining 
communication patterns and management approaches can sometimes reveal opportunities 
for improvement or clarification. 

At the same time, managers should avoid internalising responsibility for circumstances beyond 
their control. When behavioural patterns originate from other individuals or organisational 
dynamics, no amount of personal adjustment will fully resolve the situation. Recognising this 
distinction helps prevent unnecessary self-blame. 

Career perspective can also be important during difficult periods. A manager’s professional 
reputation is built over many years and across multiple roles. One challenging workplace 
situation does not define an entire career. Maintaining this broader perspective can help 
managers navigate conflict without losing confidence in their overall professional identity. 

Where the working environment becomes persistently damaging, managers should consider 
whether remaining in the organisation is in their long-term interest. While many professionals 
prefer to resolve disputes internally, there are circumstances where organisational culture or 
leadership decisions make constructive resolution unlikely. 

If departure becomes necessary, leaving with professionalism and dignity remains essential. 
Avoiding public criticism of the organisation and maintaining positive relationships with 
colleagues helps protect future career opportunities and preserves the manager’s professional 
reputation. 

Ultimately, protecting reputation and wellbeing requires a combination of professionalism, 
documentation, resilience, and perspective. Managers who approach conflict with clarity and 
integrity often emerge with their credibility intact, even when the organisational environment 
itself proves unable to resolve the underlying issues effectively. 

When Leaving the Organisation Becomes the Only Option 

In many workplace conflicts, managers initially believe that persistence, professionalism, and 
constructive leadership will eventually resolve the situation. Experienced managers are often 
reluctant to abandon roles where they have invested significant time and effort, particularly 
when they believe they are contributing positively to organisational improvement. However, 
there are circumstances in which the organisation’s internal dynamics make resolution 
increasingly unlikely. 

When leadership support is limited, complaint processes remain unresolved, and behavioural 
issues continue without meaningful intervention, managers may gradually conclude that their 
ability to perform the role effectively has been compromised. The conflict shifts from being a 
temporary management challenge to a structural problem embedded within the organisation’s 
culture and decision-making processes. 

The decision to resign is rarely made quickly. Most managers explore every available option 
before reaching this point. They may attempt to escalate concerns through leadership 
channels, engage with HR processes, adjust communication approaches, or seek informal 
guidance from colleagues and mentors. These efforts are usually made in the hope that clarity 
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or support will eventually emerge. 

However, when these attempts fail to produce meaningful change, the working environment 
can become increasingly difficult to sustain. Persistent conflict, reputational uncertainty, and 
organisational passivity can create conditions in which the manager feels unable to perform 
their duties with confidence. The role that once felt purposeful may begin to feel professionally 
and emotionally exhausting. 

Another factor influencing the decision to leave is the long-term effect on professional identity. 
Managers often define themselves by their ability to lead effectively, solve problems, and 
maintain operational stability. When their authority is repeatedly challenged and their actions 
are interpreted negatively within the organisation, confidence in their role can begin to erode. 

In such circumstances, resignation may gradually appear less like defeat and more like a form 
of professional self-preservation. Leaving the organisation allows the manager to distance 
themselves from an environment where their credibility is uncertain and their efforts to 
maintain standards are no longer supported by leadership. 

The emotional process surrounding this decision can be complex. Managers may experience 
disappointment that the organisation did not address the underlying issues more effectively. 
They may also feel frustrated that the work they attempted to improve within the business 
could not be completed under the prevailing circumstances. 

At the same time, many managers recognise that continuing within a damaging environment 
can have long-term consequences for personal wellbeing. Sustained stress, professional 
isolation, and ongoing conflict can affect both mental health and overall quality of life. 
Resignation, therefore, becomes a step toward restoring personal stability. 

From an organisational perspective, the departure of a capable manager under such 
conditions often represents a missed opportunity. The loss of experience, supplier 
relationships, and operational knowledge can weaken the organisation in ways that may not 
become immediately visible. 

Colleagues and stakeholders may also interpret the manager’s departure in different ways. 
Some may understand the pressures that led to the decision, while others may rely on the 
existing organisational narrative to explain the outcome. In environments where the conflict 
was never fully examined, the true reasons for the departure may remain unclear. 

For the manager, leaving the organisation does not necessarily end the emotional impact of 
the experience. Many individuals spend considerable time reflecting on the events that led to 
their resignation, particularly when they believe that the situation was misunderstood or 
mishandled by leadership. 

Despite these challenges, leaving can also mark the beginning of professional recovery. 
Distance from the conflict often allows managers to regain perspective and rebuild confidence 
in their leadership abilities. Many go on to succeed in new environments where their skills and 
experience are more clearly recognised. 

Ultimately, the decision to leave an organisation should not be viewed simply as a failure of 
individual resilience. In many cases, it reflects the breakdown of organisational systems that 
should have supported fair investigation, balanced leadership, and effective conflict resolution. 

When managers conclude that the organisation is unwilling or unable to address the dynamics 
that have developed, resignation may represent the most responsible path forward. By 
stepping away, the manager protects their professional integrity and creates the opportunity 
to rebuild their career in an environment where constructive leadership can once again 
flourish. 

The Five-Year Aftermath 

The consequences of a damaging workplace conflict rarely end when a manager leaves the 
organisation. In many cases, the professional and psychological effects continue for years 
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afterwards. Managers who resign under difficult circumstances often carry the experience with 
them, reflecting on the events that occurred and attempting to understand how a situation that 
began as a management challenge ultimately led to their departure. 

During the immediate period following resignation, many managers experience a mixture of 
relief and uncertainty. Relief arises from leaving an environment that had become stressful 
and professionally destabilising. At the same time, uncertainty can arise about how the 
experience may influence future career opportunities or how others in the professional 
community may interpret the situation. 

Over the longer term, the psychological impact can remain significant. Managers who 
previously held strong confidence in their leadership abilities may spend considerable time 
reflecting on whether their actions were misinterpreted or whether alternative approaches 
might have changed the outcome. This process of reflection is often part of the effort to restore 
professional self-assurance. 

Professional reputation can also become a source of concern. When managers leave 
organisations under disputed circumstances, they may worry that informal narratives about 
the conflict continue to circulate within industry networks. Even where such concerns are 
unfounded, the possibility can create lingering anxiety about how future employers or 
colleagues may perceive past events. 

For many individuals, the experience also reshapes their views of organisational leadership 
and corporate culture. Managers who have encountered situations where leadership failed to 
intervene constructively may become more cautious when evaluating new roles. They may 
pay closer attention to governance structures, leadership style, and organisational 
transparency before committing to future positions. 

The experience can also influence management philosophy. Some managers report that 
difficult conflicts strengthen their awareness of workplace dynamics and encourage them to 
place greater emphasis on documentation, clear communication, and the early escalation of 
behavioural concerns. In this sense, the experience may ultimately contribute to professional 
growth, even if it arose through difficult circumstances. 

However, the emotional consequences should not be underestimated. Feelings of injustice or 
unresolved conflict can persist long after the employment relationship ends. Managers may 
continue to reflect on moments where organisational decisions appeared unfair or where their 
professional efforts were misunderstood. 

Over time, most managers gradually rebuild their confidence through new professional 
experiences. Positive working environments, supportive leadership, and successful projects 
can help restore a sense of professional identity that may have been damaged during the 
earlier conflict. Distance from the original organisation also allows perspective to develop. 

In some cases, individuals eventually recognise that the experience revealed more about the 
organisation than about their own capabilities. Leadership failures, cultural dynamics, and 
organisational politics often play a larger role in such conflicts than managers initially realise. 
Understanding this can help reduce the sense of personal responsibility that many managers 
carry after leaving. 

The five-year horizon is often long enough for the experience to settle into a broader 
professional narrative. What once felt like a defining setback may come to be seen as one 
chapter within a much larger career. Managers frequently discover that their skills, integrity, 
and professional values continue to be recognised in other organisations. 

For organisations, the long-term impact is less visible but equally significant. When capable 
managers leave under unresolved circumstances, the loss of experience and leadership can 
affect operational continuity, supplier relationships, and internal confidence in governance. 
These consequences may only become fully apparent after the individual has departed. 
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Ultimately, the five-year aftermath illustrates how workplace conflicts can leave enduring 
marks on both individuals and organisations. While time and new opportunities often allow 
managers to recover professionally, the experience can shape their understanding of 
leadership, accountability, and organisational culture for the remainder of their careers. 

Rebuilding Confidence After Workplace Conflict 

Recovering from a damaging workplace conflict takes time, reflection, and deliberate effort. 
Managers who have experienced prolonged disputes or organisational injustice often find that 
the psychological effects persist long after they leave the environment where the conflict 
occurred. Rebuilding confidence, therefore, becomes an important part of professional 
recovery. 

One of the first steps in recovery is creating distance from the events that occurred. 
Immediately after leaving a difficult workplace, many managers continue to replay 
conversations, decisions, and interactions in their minds. While this reflection is natural, taking 
some time to step away from the situation helps reduce emotional intensity and fosters a 
clearer perspective. 

It can also be helpful to reframe the experience in a broader professional context. Most 
managers build their careers across many roles, organisations, and challenges. A single 
conflict, even one that feels deeply significant at the time, represents only one chapter within 
a much longer professional journey. 

Seeking constructive feedback from trusted colleagues or mentors can also support recovery. 
External perspectives often help managers recognise that organisational dynamics, rather 
than personal shortcomings, may have shaped the difficulties they experienced. Hearing this 
from experienced professionals can help restore confidence that may have been shaken 
during the conflict. 

Professional reflection is another valuable tool. Instead of focusing solely on what went wrong, 
managers may benefit from considering what the experience revealed about organisational 
culture, leadership behaviour, and workplace dynamics. These insights can strengthen future 
leadership practice and improve the ability to recognise problematic environments earlier. 

Maintaining engagement with professional networks can also play a positive role in rebuilding 
confidence. Conversations with peers, industry contacts, or former colleagues often reinforce 
the manager’s professional reputation and remind them that their skills and experience remain 
valued within their field. 

Developing new professional goals can help shift attention from past difficulties toward future 
opportunities. Whether this involves pursuing new leadership roles, developing specialist 
expertise, or exploring different sectors, focusing on forward progress can restore a sense of 
purpose and direction. 

For some individuals, formal professional development can also contribute to recovery. 
Training programmes, leadership courses, or industry certifications provide opportunities to 
refresh knowledge and reinforce professional credibility. These activities demonstrate 
continued commitment to growth and competence. 

Managers may also benefit from establishing personal wellbeing routines that support 
resilience. Regular exercise, time away from professional pressures, and maintaining healthy 
work-life boundaries can help restore mental clarity and emotional balance after prolonged 
periods of workplace stress. 

Another useful strategy is to evaluate organisational culture when considering new 
opportunities carefully. Managers who have experienced leadership failure or unresolved 
conflict often become more attentive to signs of supportive governance, transparent 
communication, and effective HR practices within prospective employers. 

When discussing past experiences during interviews or professional conversations, 
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maintaining a balanced narrative is important. Rather than focusing on the negative aspects 
of the conflict, managers can describe the experience as a learning opportunity that 
strengthened their awareness of organisational dynamics and leadership responsibilities. 

It can also be helpful to recognise the resilience demonstrated during the conflict itself. 
Managing difficult situations while maintaining professionalism, protecting supplier 
relationships, and continuing to deliver operational performance requires considerable skill 
and composure. These qualities represent strengths rather than weaknesses. 

Over time, new professional successes often help rebuild confidence naturally. Positive 
feedback from colleagues, successful project outcomes, and effective leadership experiences 
reinforce the manager’s sense of capability and restore trust in their professional judgement. 

Managers should also allow themselves to acknowledge the emotional impact of the 
experience. Attempting to dismiss or ignore those feelings can prolong the recovery process. 
Accepting that the conflict was difficult while recognising that it does not define an entire career 
can be an important step forward. 

Ultimately, rebuilding confidence after workplace conflict involves both reflection and renewal. 
By learning from the experience while focusing on future opportunities, managers can 
transform a challenging chapter in their career into a source of greater awareness, resilience, 
and professional strength. 

Lessons for Organisations and Managers 

Workplace conflicts involving allegations, behavioural disputes, and organisational 
misunderstandings rarely arise from a single cause. Instead, they tend to develop through a 
combination of individual behaviour, leadership responses, organisational culture, and 
governance processes. Examining such situations carefully can provide valuable lessons for 
both organisations and the managers who operate within them. 

One of the most important lessons concerns the role of leadership in addressing emerging 
problems early. When behavioural issues first appear, prompt and balanced intervention can 
often prevent the situation from escalating. Leaders who actively examine evidence, speak 
directly with those involved, and clarify expectations can restore stability before narratives 
become entrenched. 

Organisations must also recognise the importance of maintaining clear standards of 
accountability. Employees should feel safe raising concerns, but the existence of complaints 
should not replace careful examination of evidence. Fair governance requires that allegations 
are investigated thoroughly and that conclusions are based on verifiable facts rather than 
assumptions or organisational convenience. 

Human resources departments play a critical role in maintaining this balance. HR functions 
must move beyond administrative documentation and ensure that complaint processes 
involve genuine investigation. While careful record keeping is important, the ultimate 
responsibility lies in analysing evidence, identifying behavioural patterns, and helping 
leadership reach fair conclusions. 

Another lesson involves the risks associated with organisational narratives. Once a particular 
interpretation of events becomes accepted within a business, it can be difficult to challenge. 
Leaders and HR professionals must remain aware of confirmation bias and ensure that 
investigations remain open to all available evidence rather than reinforcing early assumptions. 

The case examined in this publication also highlights the importance of distinguishing between 
legitimate workplace sensitivity and behavioural misconduct. Health-related challenges, 
including menopause and other wellbeing issues, deserve thoughtful support. However, 
organisations must also ensure that behavioural expectations remain clear and that 
operational accountability is not overlooked. 

Leadership culture is equally important. Senior managers must be willing to confront 
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uncomfortable situations when they arise. Avoiding conflict for the sake of organisational 
harmony may appear to reduce tension in the short term, but unresolved behavioural issues 
often create far greater disruption over time. 

Managers themselves can also learn valuable lessons from such experiences. Recognising 
behavioural patterns early, documenting interactions carefully, and seeking guidance from 
leadership at the earliest stage can help prevent misunderstandings from escalating. Proactive 
management often provides the best opportunity to stabilise difficult workplace dynamics. 

Communication remains another essential factor. Managers who maintain calm, professional 
communication even in challenging circumstances strengthen their credibility. Clear written 
records and measured responses help ensure that workplace discussions remain grounded 
in fact rather than emotion. 

Organisations should also consider the wider operational implications of internal conflict. 
Behaviour that affects supplier relationships, customer communication, or operational 
coordination can quickly escalate from interpersonal disagreement to commercial risk. 
Leadership attention should therefore include the external consequences of internal disputes. 

Governance structures must support fair and transparent decision-making. Clear procedures 
for handling grievances, structured investigations, and well-defined leadership responsibilities 
help ensure that workplace disputes are addressed consistently across the organisation. 

Training and awareness can also play a role in preventing future conflicts. Leadership training, 
conflict-resolution skills, and an understanding of workplace behavioural dynamics can help 
managers and HR professionals recognise emerging problems earlier and respond more 
effectively. 

Another important lesson concerns the value of organisational courage. Addressing difficult 
behaviour requires leaders to engage directly with uncomfortable realities. While such 
engagement may involve short-term disruption, it ultimately strengthens trust within the 
organisation and reinforces professional standards. 

Managers should also remember that their professional identity extends beyond any single 
organisation. Even when conflicts arise that cannot be resolved internally, maintaining 
professionalism and integrity protects long-term reputation and career development. 

Organisations must recognise the cost of losing capable managers through unresolved 
disputes. The departure of experienced leaders can disrupt operations, weaken supplier 
relationships, and reduce confidence within teams. Preventing such outcomes requires 
leadership commitment to fair and effective conflict resolution. 

Workplace culture ultimately shapes how disputes are interpreted and resolved. Organisations 
that encourage transparency, accountability, and respectful communication are far more likely 
to resolve conflicts constructively than those where narratives and informal politics dominate 
decision-making. 

The relationship between leadership and HR is particularly important. Both functions must 
work collaboratively to ensure that workplace disputes are examined carefully and that 
decisions reflect both legal responsibilities and operational realities. 

Managers and employees alike benefit from organisations that maintain clear expectations of 
professional conduct. When standards are applied consistently, individuals understand how 
behaviour will be interpreted and what processes will be followed if concerns arise. 

For managers reading this publication, the broader lesson is that difficult workplace dynamics 
are not uncommon. Many capable professionals encounter situations where organisational 
structures fail to support fair resolution. Recognising this reality can help managers approach 
such situations with perspective and resilience. 

Ultimately, the central lesson for organisations and managers is the importance of balanced 
leadership. When evidence, fairness, accountability, and empathy are combined within strong 
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governance structures, workplace disputes can be resolved constructively. When these 
elements are absent, even capable individuals may find themselves navigating conflicts 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. 

 

 

 

https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/

