Dealing with difficult employees - a handout for supervisors
Dealing with conflict
A difficult employee may be someone who is normally challenging to deal with, or they may be difficult because of workplace conflict, or because they are in pain or worried. 
Why is it important?

All supervisors have to deal with difficult employees in the course of their careers. 
A return to work case is fertile ground for conflict. Apparently clear-cut cases can be derailed by conflict because they involve significant change, suffering for the employee and increased pressure for the supervisor. 
How can you identify conflict and what needs to be done?

It’s worth keeping an eye out for conflict within your team such as:

· Changes to the workplace climate or the general mood of the team. For example, if workers generally greet one another and chat when they arrive at work in the morning, and this stops suddenly, conflict could be the reason.
· Individuals who ignore or avoid each other (or you).
· Underperforming projects. Conflict impacts negatively on productivity, underperformance may indicate that there is a problem.
· Excessive sick days. A more extreme example of conflict avoidance is when people take days off work to escape a negative workplace situation.
· Resignations. Workplace conflict can become so damaging that people would rather quit than continue dealing with it.
· Colleagues don’t necessarily understand the difficulties a worker with an injury faces.  They may try humour to deal with the situation, however this humour may be inappropriate or hurtful.  
This all might sound rather grim, but the good news is that once conflict is recognised, it can be resolved or managed successfully.

Managing conflict well involves:

· Being aware of the signs of conflict, and keeping an eye out for them in the workplace.
· Having a chat with the people involved, and getting them talking to each other.
· Encouraging the individuals involved to give each other an “account,” of their perspective, actions and statements about the conflict.
· Knowing how to manage the emotions of people in conflict, so that things don’t get out of hand.
· Not taking issues personally.
· Promoting a workplace culture that allows people to talk about conflict.

How to resolve conflict

The steps in mediating and resolving conflict might include:

· Meeting with the employees in conflict. Let each briefly summarize their point of view, without comment or interruption by the other party. This should be a short discussion so that all parties are clear about the disagreement and conflicting views. Intervene if either employee attacks (verbally or physically) the other employee. This is not acceptable.

· Asking each participant to describe specific actions they’d like to see the other party take that would resolve the differences. 
Three or four suggestions work well. An example is, “I’d like Mary to send the report to me by Thursday at 1 p.m. so I can complete my assignment by my due date of Friday at noon.” 
A second example is, “I would like to have responsibility for all of the business development and follow-up with that client. The way the work is divided now causes Tom and I to never know what the other person is doing.”

· Sometimes, as in the second example above, you, as the supervisor, must own some of the responsibilities for helping the employees resolve their conflict. Always ask, “What if the work situation is causing these staff members to fail?” If this needs further exploration, ask each participant to identify what the other employee can do more of, less of, stop and start.

· All participants should discuss and commit to making the changes necessary to resolve the conflict. They should also commit to noticing that the other person has made a change, no matter how small, and commit to treating each other with dignity and respect. It is acceptable to have reasonable disagreements over issues and plans; it is unacceptable to have personality conflicts that affect the workplace.

· Let the antagonists know that you will not choose sides, and that it is impossible for a person external to the conflict to know the truth of the matter. You expect the individuals to resolve the conflicts proactively as adults. If they are unwilling to do so, you may be forced to take disciplinary action that can lead to dismissal for both parties.

· Finally, assure both parties that you have every faith in their ability to resolve their differences and to get on with job. Set a time to review progress.
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