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Conflict is not a rare warning flare in the workplace; it’s 
a constant burn. Research by CPP shows that 85% of 
employees experience conflict at work and nearly a third 
face it continually.1  On average, employees spend 2.8 hours 
every week dealing with conflict, the equivalent of more than 
a working month lost each year.2  The cost is staggering, 
not only in wasted time but in damaged relationships, lost 
productivity, and eroded wellbeing.

Despite this, most organisations remain stuck in firefighting 
mode. Leaders swoop in to extinguish flare-ups through 
formal grievances, disciplinary measures, or rushed 
interventions. Yet this reactive approach rarely satisfies. 
Employers often believe they are handling conflict effectively, 
but employees report the opposite: most disputes remain 
unresolved, leaving mistrust and disengagement smouldering 
beneath the surface.

But fire does not have to be destructive. Under the right 
conditions, it can fuel warmth, light, and transformation. 
So too with conflict: in mature organisations, sparks of 
disagreement are channelled into innovation, resilience, and 
stronger dialogue. The true test of organisational maturity 
is not whether conflict occurs (it always will) but whether it 
consumes or creates.

This whitepaper explores how organisations can move 
beyond firefighting to mastery, transforming conflict from a 
hidden cost into a strategic capability.

of employees experience 
conflict at work and nearly a 
third face it continually.85%
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UNDERSTANDING THE 
COST OF CONFLICT

9%

Conflict in the workplace is rarely a single event; it is a symptom of deeper organisational immaturity. When disputes are 
handled reactively, they do more than consume time, they fray relationships, undermine trust, and sap engagement. Research 
shows that unresolved conflict contributes to lower employee satisfaction, higher turnover, and increased absenteeism, yet 
organisations often treat each flare-up as an isolated incident rather than recognising patterns of underlying dysfunction.

The immediate costs of conflict are both visible and tangible. According to Acas, conflict costs UK organisations an estimated 
£28.5 billion annually, roughly £1,000 per employee. While only about 5% of employees leave their jobs as a direct result, the 
ripple effects are far wider: around 9% take sickness absence, 40% report decreased motivation, and over half experience stress, 
anxiety, or depression.3  These impacts slow productivity, disrupt workflows, and create ongoing pressure on managers and 
colleagues who must compensate for reduced engagement.

take sickness absence report decreased motivation experience stress, anxiety, 
or depression

40% 50+%

CONFLICT COSTS UK ORGANISATIONS

ANNUALLY, AROUND £1,000 
PER EMPLOYEE. (ACAS, 2021)

£28.5 BILLION 
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The true costs of conflict often lie beneath the surface. 
Beyond lost hours and formal processes, unresolved disputes 
shape the very culture of an organisation. Teams operating in 
an environment of distrust and defensiveness are less likely 
to collaborate effectively, share knowledge, or take the 
risks that drive innovation. Ideas are stifled, decision-making 
slows, and employees become increasingly risk-averse, 
focusing on self-protection rather than organisational goals. 
Over time, these subtle but pervasive effects can undermine 
strategic initiatives, erode employee loyalty, and make it 
difficult to attract and retain talent.

Immature conflict management frequently shows in an 
overreliance on grievance and disciplinary routes. Ego-driven 
leadership, coercive cultures, and unresolved disputes all 
reflect reactive, immature approaches that fail to address 
root causes. Rather than fostering constructive dialogue or 
developing resilience, these methods reinforce cycles of 
defensiveness, mistrust, and disengagement.

Addressing conflict early and constructively is therefore 
not just a matter of crisis management, it is a strategic 
imperative. Organisations that cultivate conflict maturity 
can transform potential disruption into an engine for 
growth, fostering engagement, innovation, and long-term 
organisational resilience.
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USING CONFLICT TO 
DRIVE CREATIVITY

Conflict often feels like something to extinguish, tensions 
flare, sparks fly, and leaders rush to put out the fire before it 
spreads. But conflict, like fire, is not inherently destructive. 
With the right conditions, it can illuminate, energise, and 
drive transformation. The same sparks that, if mismanaged, 
erode trust and morale can, when harnessed, fuel creativity 
and innovation.

Fire requires three elements: fuel, oxygen, and heat. Conflict and 
innovation follow the same principle:

Despite significant investment in policies and interventions, 
organisations frequently fall short. While 81% of employers 
believe they handle bullying and harassment effectively, only 
36% of employees affected by conflict feel their issues 
were resolved.4  A 2025 HRDirector poll went further: 76% of 
employees believe their employer does not resolve workplace 
conflict effectively.5  The reality is clear: conflict is inevitable. 
The critical question is whether it will consume organisations 
or light the way to new ideas.

Fuel: Divergent Thinking
Differences in perspective provide the raw material for both conflict and innovation. Task-
related disagreements can generate insights and novel solutions, if the environment allows 
these sparks to ignite. Without this fuel, teams risk groupthink, where the safest idea 
dominates and creativity stalls.

Oxygen: Opportunity
Ideas only flourish when they have space to breathe. Organisations provide oxygen by creating 
forums, workshops, or dialogue circles where employees can share opinions safely. Time, 
resources, and intentional structures give divergent ideas room to grow.

Heat: Environment
The organisational environment determines whether sparks lead to creativity or conflict that 
burns teams out. Psychological safety is critical: in safe environments, disagreements energise 
teams and spark innovation; in hostile environments, even task conflict can become corrosive.

ONLY 36% OF EMPLOYEES FEEL WORKPLACE 
CONFLICT IS RESOLVED, DESPITE 81% OF EMPLOYERS 
BELIEVING OTHERWISE. (CIPD, 2024)

36%

FIRE AS A MODEL FOR INNOVATION 
AND CONFLICT
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Poorly managed conflict drains energy, undermines trust, and stifles innovation. Relationship conflict, clashes of personality, 
style, or ego, is particularly corrosive. Task conflict, though potentially productive, can also hinder performance if the 
environment is hostile. Conversely, when teams feel psychologically safe, disagreements ignite creativity rather than 
resentment, driving open dialogue and innovative thinking.

The contrast is evident across sectors. In finance and professional services, coercive “ego-driven” leadership cultures perpetuate 
toxic behaviour.6  By contrast, “eco-leadership” models, focusing on inclusion, empowerment, and dialogue, create 
conditions for conflict to become constructive, enabling both individual and organisational growth.

REFRAMING CONFLICT AS DIALOGUE

WHEN CONFLICT CONSUMES INSTEAD 
OF CREATES

Even the word conflict can trigger fight-or-flight instincts. To 
harness its potential, organisations must reframe conflict as 
dialogue: a shared process of discovery rather than a battle to 
win. Emerging practices show the way:

Appreciative Inquiry:

Starts from what works, not what’s broken, lowering 
defensiveness and creating space for exploration.

Psychometrics: 

Beyond recruitment, these tools now help teams 
understand communication styles, team dynamics, 
and sources of tension, channelling energy 
productively.

Somatic Techniques:

Practices like breathwork, posture awareness, and 
tension release help individuals regulate emotional 
responses during heated moments, creating room 
for constructive dialogue.

Conflict Coaching:

Focuses on long-term capability, helping individuals 
understand emotional triggers and develop more 
effective response patterns.
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EVOLVING PRACTICES IN 
CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

Conflict management is evolving from reactive, transactional approaches toward strategic, proactive, and capability-focused 
practices. Organisations that embrace this evolution view conflict not as a problem to suppress, but as an opportunity to learn, 
innovate, and strengthen team dynamics. Modern practices combine leadership development, psychological safety, data 
insights, technology, and practical tools that empower employees to navigate disagreements constructively.

Organisations increasingly rely on quantitative and qualitative metrics to understand conflict patterns and inform interventions:

	 Pulse surveys and engagement metrics: Identify recurring disagreements or areas where employees feel unheard.

	 Communication analysis: AI-assisted tools can detect friction in email or collaboration platforms, helping managers 	
	 address tensions proactively.8

	 Resolution tracking: Monitoring the proportion of conflicts resolved without formal escalation highlights organisational 	
	 capability and identifies where targeted training may be needed.

Measuring conflict maturity helps organisations move beyond anecdote, ensuring interventions are timely and effective.

1. INTEGRATING CONFLICT 
INTO EVERYDAY LEADERSHIP

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AS 
A FOUNDATION

3. DATA-DRIVEN INSIGHTS AND 
MEASUREMENT

Effective leaders treat disagreements as natural and valuable 
opportunities for dialogue and problem-solving. Practices 
include:

	 Micro-mediation moments: Short, structured 		
	 sessions (10–15 minutes) embedded into 			 
	 team routines allow minor tensions to be addressed 		
	 early, preventing escalation.

	 Conflict coaching: Leaders guide employees through 	
	 disagreements, helping them articulate perspectives 	
	 clearly and explore mutually acceptable solutions.

Embedding these practices in daily work helps conflict 
become a natural part of team culture, rather than an 
exceptional HR process.

Research shows that employees are far more likely to engage 
in constructive conflict when they feel psychologically safe.7   
Organisations cultivate this safety through:

	 Structured reflection spaces: Facilitated team 		
	 reflections or after-action reviews create 			 
	 neutral forums to discuss 	disagreements.
	
	 Personal conflict playbooks: Employees map 		
	 their communication preferences, triggers, and 		
	 strategies for de-escalation. Sharing these selectively 	
	 reduces misunderstandings and fosters transparency.

	 Leadership modelling: Leaders openly acknowledge 
	 their own conflicts and mistakes, signalling that 		
	 disagreement is normal and manageable.
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4. EMBEDDING CONFLICT LITERACY ACROSS
THE ORGANISATION

5. LEVERAGING TECHNOLOGY 
FOR PROACTIVE RESOLUTION

6. PRACTICAL TAKEAWAY

Conflict literacy, the ability to recognise, interpret, and respond to disagreements, is increasingly being trained across 
all levels:

	 Differentiating task conflict (work-related) from relationship conflict (personal tension).

	 Providing practical tools such as reflective listening, structured problem-solving, and de-escalation techniques.

	 Encouraging teams to resolve minor disagreements autonomously, freeing HR to focus on higher-stakes issues.9

Technology can extend the reach and timeliness of conflict 
management:

	 Guided reflection platforms: Digital tools help 		
	 employees analyse their role in disputes and explore 		
	 constructive solutions.

	 Anonymous feedback channels: Allow concerns to 		
	 surface early without fear of reprisal.

	 Pattern recognition: Analytics identify recurring 		
	 friction points, enabling early intervention before 		
	 issues escalate.

Modern conflict management emphasises prevention, 
learning, and capability-building. By combining leadership, 
psychological safety, data insights, conflict literacy, and 
technology, organisations can:

	 Address disagreements before they escalate, 		
	 reducing hidden costs such as stress, 			 
	 disengagement, and turnover.

	 Foster teams that are resilient, collaborative, and 		
	 capable of constructive debate.

	 Equip leaders with actionable insights to guide 		
	 people and processes effectively.

The result is a culture where conflict is managed thoughtfully, 
informed by evidence, and leveraged for organisational 
improvement rather than being feared or avoided.
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Just a few years later, the Mexican-set film Emilia Pérez would 
be widely criticised for its cliché depictions of both the 
country and its characters. The contrast is instructive. While 
Jacques Audiard was praised for pursuing his singular “creative 
vision,” it was precisely this reliance on one perspective that 
left many audiences and communities feeling alienated.11  
Pixar, by contrast, had cultivated a company culture that 
rejected the myth of the lone genius. Instead, it embraced 
the necessity of multiple, and sometimes conflicting, 
perspectives.

At the centre of this culture was the Pixar “Braintrust”: a group 
of directors and creative leaders who came together not to 
impose authority but to challenge one another honestly. 
Their purpose was not to control but to create a safe but 
demanding space where divergent thinking was expected, 
and conflict could be used to move past creative dead ends.12  
This structure meant that ideas were tested, reshaped, and 
often improved through robust debate rather than deference.

The making of Coco shows how this process worked in 
practice. The film had originated with Unkrich’s passion for 
the Mexican holiday Día de Muertos, yet it struggled with a 
crucial element, the protagonist Miguel’s motivation. The 
breakthrough came not from Unkrich himself but from 
Adrian Molina, who had begun his Pixar career as a layout 
artist and later worked as an animation manager. Drawing on 
his own family experiences, Molina suggested that Miguel’s 
quest should hinge on receiving his family’s blessing.13  This 
insight unlocked the heart of the story. Far from resisting, 
Unkrich welcomed Molina’s idea and elevated him first to co-
writer and ultimately to co-director.

This was not just good fortune, it was the outcome of a 
culture deliberately designed to welcome challenge, 
embrace difference, and recognise that the best ideas 
often come from unexpected places. Where Emilia Pérez 
faltered by narrowing itself to one creative voice, Coco 
thrived because Pixar understood that creativity is rarely linear 
and often thrives in the friction between perspectives. The 
willingness to step back, listen, and let conflict sharpen rather 
than derail the process is what transformed Coco from a risky 
project into a universally celebrated story.

CASE STUDY: PIXAR AND COCO

Pixar, one of the world’s most consistently 
successful creative companies, is a 
good example of how conflict can be 
incorporated into the creative process for 
astounding results.

Coco is a film that has received accolades and been lauded 
for its emotionally poignant representation of Mexican 
culture. But this success was never guaranteed. Director Lee 
Unkrich recognised early that, as a non-Latino filmmaker, his 
own perspective could not deliver the cultural authenticity 
the story required. He understood that his voice could not, 
and should not, be the only one shaping the narrative and 
hired a team of consultants.10
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FROM MASTERY TO 
ADVANTAGE: THE FUTURE 
OF CONFLICT CAPABILITY

Organisations that master conflict move 
beyond reacting to crises; they cultivate a 
culture where disagreement fuels growth 
rather than friction. Conflict maturity 
becomes a strategic capability, a source 
of resilience, innovation, and long-term 
advantage.

True mastery of conflict requires more than isolated interventions. It demands that conflict literacy is woven into the everyday 
fabric of the organisation:

	 Onboarding and Culture Induction: New employees understand from day one that constructive disagreement is 		
	 valued and expected. Norms of dialogue, psychological safety, and respectful challenge are introduced alongside 		
	 organisational purpose.

	 Leadership Development: Leaders are trained to model openness, curiosity, and constructive challenge, turning 		
	 potential flashpoints into collaborative problem-solving. Programs such as Ashorne Hill’s leadership workshops equip 	
	 leaders with the skills to spot, manage, and leverage conflict at every level.

	 Performance and Recognition: Employees are rewarded for behaviours that foster dialogue, collaboration, and 		
	 innovative problem-solving, not just outcomes. Organisations signal that mastering conflict is a core competency, not 	
	 an optional skill.

1. EMBEDDING CONFLICT INTO ORGANISATIONAL DNA

2. LINKING CONFLICT MASTERY TO STRATEGIC OUTCOMES

Conflict capability is a business enabler, not merely an HR initiative. When integrated into strategy, it delivers tangible benefits:

	 Accelerating Innovation: Debate and dissent at the design and planning stages uncover blind spots and generate 		
	 creative solutions.

	 Enhancing Agility: Teams can navigate disruption and ambiguity because disagreements are seen as opportunities to 	
	 learn rather than threats to authority.

	 Improving Collaboration: Constructive conflict ensures that diverse perspectives are surfaced, reducing silos and 		
	 increasing cross-functional alignment.
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Hybrid teams, global collaboration, and AI-driven 
workflows introduce new layers of complexity and potential 
misunderstanding. Organisations that are future-ready:

	 Train employees in digital communication, cross-		
	 cultural awareness, and remote conflict 			 
	 management.

	 Leverage data insights to detect recurring friction 		
	 points before they escalate.

	 Cultivate inclusive environments where differences 		
	 in background, expertise, and perspective 			 
	 are actively valued and leveraged.

Organisations that build conflict maturity gain more than 
stability; they generate energy. Disagreements become 
opportunities for learning, experimentation, and creative 
problem-solving. Over time, this translates into a clear 
competitive advantage:

	 Talent Attraction and Retention: High performers 		
	 are drawn to workplaces where ideas are valued and 		
	 debate is safe.

	 Innovation and Growth: Constructive conflict drives 		
	 better decision-making and faster, more effective 		
	 solutions.

	 Resilience: Teams can adapt to change and 			 
	 uncertainty without paralysis, giving the organisation 	
	 an edge in volatile markets

3. PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE OF WORK

4. THE COMPETITIVE EDGE
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ASHORNE HILL’S APPROACH TO 
BUILDING CONFLICT CAPABILITY

At Ashorne Hill, we believe conflict capability is not a soft skill, it is a strategic strength. Through decades of experience in 
leadership development, we’ve seen that the ability to navigate disagreement constructively is what distinguishes high-
performing organisations from those perpetually firefighting. Our approach equips leaders and teams to move from avoidance 
and reaction toward curiosity, collaboration, and resilience.

Ashorne Hill’s conflict capability framework helps organisations shift from managing conflict to mastering it, creating the 
conditions for stronger relationships, braver conversations, and more innovative, resilient performance.

Conflict maturity starts with leadership. Our experiential programmes enable leaders to 
recognise their own conflict styles, regulate emotional responses, and model constructive 
challenge. Through simulations, facilitated dialogue, and conflict coaching, leaders learn 
how to reframe tension as a driver for creativity and growth. These behaviours cascade 
through teams, shaping cultures where open conversation replaces defensiveness.

Conflict capability is measurable. Using diagnostic tools and data-led reflection, we help 
organisations assess their current level of conflict maturity and identify opportunities 
for growth. These insights inform targeted interventions that align with wider goals in 
engagement, innovation, and wellbeing. Leaders gain visibility of patterns and progress, 
ensuring that conflict management becomes a visible and valued part of strategic 
performance.

Sustainable capability depends on trust. Ashorne Hill integrates tools and frameworks that 
strengthen psychological safety across all levels of the organisation. We work with clients to 
co-design practical structures, such as reflective team sessions, micro-mediation practices, 
and conflict playbooks, that normalise open discussion and make disagreement part of 
everyday problem-solving rather than a source of disruption.

Our blended learning solutions combine leadership workshops, coaching, and applied 
projects that embed conflict literacy into the organisation’s DNA. By equipping teams with 
shared language, structured dialogue models, and confidence in managing differences, 
organisations move from reactive handling to proactive mastery. The outcome is a culture 
that welcomes debate, harnesses diversity of thought, and transforms tension 
into opportunity.

1. Building Leadership 
Mastery

3. Enabling Organisational 
Insight

2. Embedding Psychological 
Safety

4. Developing Resilient, 
Collaborative Cultures



CONCLUSION

Conflict will always be part of the workplace, but when handled well, it becomes a catalyst for growth. Organisations that 
cultivate conflict maturity don’t just prevent problems; they strengthen trust, creativity, and collaboration across every level.
At Ashorne Hill, we help leaders and teams build this capability through our leadership programmes, skill mastery workshops, 
and conflict maturity initiatives designed to:

	 Address disagreements before they escalate.

	 Develop confident, psychologically safe teams.

	 Turn friction into innovation and resilience.

Conflict is inevitable, but its impact doesn’t have to be. Partner with Ashorne Hill to equip your organisation to manage tension 
constructively, harness creativity, and transform workplace conflict into lasting growth. 

Contact us today to explore how we can help.

TAKE THE NEXT STEP IN 
CONFLICT MASTERY

12
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