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A Typical Conflict Spiral 

Problem Solving 

Personal Antagonism 

Defensiveness 

Issue Proliferation 

Stereotyping 

Reciprocal Hostility 

Polarisation – taking sides 
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Problem Solving 

 Sometimes information gleaned from previous 

colleagues even before a new colleague is appointed 

can prevent people ever effectively problem solving – 

They could not know this! 

 Sometimes we need to remind colleagues that we are 

paid to work at very senior level and that senior 

colleagues coming together brings the most effective 

solution for the patient 
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Personal Antagonism 

 Important to focus on each person‟s perception  

 Do not insist on „evidence‟ too soon 

 Based on South African Process of Truth and Reconciliation 

 In order to achieve a sustainable solution 

 Each person must say everything that is really bothering them – and enable it to 

be done 

 Each person must acknowledge their own part in the conflict 

 Each person must recognise their “opponent” as a human being 

     Ken Cloak 
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Defensiveness 

 A very human response – that serves to prevent sustainable solutions 

 

 Defensiveness prevents people listening and trying to 
understand 

 

 Normal HR and legal processes force the individual to defend 
themselves 

 

 The act of defending oneself repeatedly aligns that person 
deeper and deeper into their own view of the world 

 

5 



Issue Proliferation 

Searchlight behaviours 

Listening for. “and another thing” 

Underlying issues and chosen ground 

Being aware of the role and view of the 

„conduit‟ of the message 

Own searchlights and antidotes 
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Stereotyping 

 Very normal – very dangerous 

Often leads us to choose the wrong person as the 

perpetrator 

Makes the perpetrator into the victim 

 A major role of mediation is to enable others to see the 

person not the stereotype 
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Reciprocal Hostility 

 

 Disrespectful behaviours drive the conflict spiral 

Can be very subtle and justified as „following procedure‟ 

Often at this stage when it feels out of control and you 
are drawn in e.g. „email wars‟, the department that 
takes all your time 

 Remember it can feel even more hostile when you try to 
resolve the conflict as people are invested in their 
positions and fear loss of power 
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Polarisation – taking sides 

Generally the human side of the individual seeking 
succor 

 Individuals rarely know they are in a camp 

 Be aware of the role of their „significant others‟ in 
derailing your attempts at resolution 

 Be aware of the impact on others wider than the 
immediate main protagonists – it wont fix if those fuel the 
fight 

 Be aware of key influencers 

9 



Who can help resolve the conflict and 

when to use them 

 You 

 Internally trained mediators or others with mediation skills 

 External mediators 
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Having Mediated conversations 

yourself 

 Good in early days of the conflict 

 If you think you know who is right and who is wrong – you may be 

the wrong person for the job 

 Recognise the conflict between a mediation type role and the 

management line 

 Give time, time and more time.  Understand the history not just the 

immediate issue 
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Some important Don‟ts 

 Don‟t get people together in a room until they are properly 
prepared 

 Don‟t believe that diluting the situation with new colleagues will 

make it better 

 Don‟t console yourself with their age or the rumour they might 
leave/retire soon 

 Don‟t get involved if you think you may favour one colleague over 

another – you‟ll end up part of the problem – they may well then 

both turn on you 
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Internal mediators or others with 

mediation skills 
 Use when the conflict includes people in their pay grade or below 

 Make sure they have the Trust‟s backing in terms of the time away 

from their role and in case it goes wrong 

 Ensure they are acceptable to the parties involved 

 Useful if it really is a one-to-one situation 

 Check what the internal mediator is comfortable with and that they 

feel able to deal with the case 

 Ensure they understand the importance of not seeking a solution 

until the parties have had their say – a superficial solution is worse 
than no solution 
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Professional Mediators 

 When it is essential to have truly independent people 

 Use for senior level people, entrenched situations, whole 

department issues 

 Check the level of the people they have worked with 

 Check they have experience of the health service 

 Never allow them to work in your organization without they have 

parties sign up to a legally binding Mediation Procedure and 

Agreement with clear rules on the process and on levels of 

confidentiality 

 Ensure they are skilled at facilitating binding written agreements 
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We believe Professional Mediators 

will…. 

 Be neutral but never neutered – be able to challenge 

 Have an understanding of consultant and broader politics 

 Prep participants in pre-mediation interviews – perhaps including coaching in preparation 
of case summaries 

 Use BATNA effectively in situations where employees can‟t 

 Deal with breakdowns in Trust and disrespectful behaviours before they tackle the „chosen 
ground‟ 

 Be skilled at overcoming intertia and disbelief, creating momentum towards agreement 
and keeping participants focused, using principled negotiation 

 Be skilled at supporting participants in writing agreements that are as clear and 
unambiguous as possible…..and then getting signatures 

 Ensure agreements provide for what happens when things next go wrong 

 Insist agreement is followed up with monitoring, monitoring, monitoring 

15 



Who are we at Problem Resolution 

 Mark Smithers. (mark@problem-resolution.com) 

 Deborah O‟Dea (Deborah@problem-resolution.com) 

 Gill Bellord 

 David Mitchell 

 Ann Macintyre 

 Jane McCue 
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Mark Smithers, our CEO, started the business in 2008.   
 

Mark’s background is as an international Big Deal Maker and negotiator in the oil and gas 
and Enterprise Transformational Outsourcing to various market sectors.  He has extensive 
experience in teaching and coaching negotiators.  Mark is an accredited mediator with the 
Law Society.   
 

Mark has been working with the NHS through PRL since 2008. He has personally mediated several hundred 
team mediations with both senior teams of clinicians and NHS senior management and executives.  
 
We work with a number of experienced mediators, all of whom have significant experience of working at 
board level for many years and are fully qualified.   Biographies of three are provided below.  
 
Deborah O’Dea (Mediator) 

Deborah worked for 27 years in the NHS primarily as a Workforce Director.  She also had 3 
years’ experience as the General Manager of a Medical Directorate and 18 months as 
Acting Chief Executive of an Acute Trust.  In 2003, as a Workforce Director she negotiated 
employment policies that included mediation as part of the process and so has extensive 
knowledge of internally provided, as well as independent mediation.  Deborah is an 

accredited mediator with the CEDR (Centre for Effective Dispute Resolution), and a member of CEDR  



18 Gill Bellord (Mediator) 
Gill has two decades of experience in developing workforce policies and improving employment relations in the NHS. She has 
been an independent mediator working with Problem Resolution Ltd since 2015. She was trained and accredited by the 
Centre for Effective Dispute Resolution (CEDR) in 2012.  Gill was previously Director of Employment Relations and Reward at 
NHS Employers where she was responsible for the national negotiating machinery for NHS pay and pensions and other key 
work programmes.  Gill has previously worked on a range of HR policy areas in the Department of Health, including: pay, 
medical education and workforce planning.  
 

Ann Macintyre ( Mediator) 
Ann has been a HR director at executive Board level for over thirty years and most recently worked at Guys and St Thomas’ 
Hospitals. She is a qualified coach and mediator. Ann has achieved success in building high performing teams who create strategic 
advantage through creative workforce strategies and her work has achieved recognition across the NHS.  
As well as her executive roles, Ann has worked at regional, national and government level advising and shaping workforce 
strategies policies and plans. She was a member of Bruce Keoghs Seven Day Services Forum and has worked closely with the 
GMC, Department of Health and Academy of Royal Colleges in the development of the revalidation and remediation processes for 

doctors.  Until recently she represented NHS Employers as Chair of the Consultant Contract Reform Negotiations with the BMA. Ann retired 
from her executive role in June 2017 but remains active in influencing NHS workforce policy through her role as Chair for the HRD network in 
London.  
Jane McCue (Mediator) 

 
Jane was appointed as Consultant Colorectal Surgeon in 1996.  Until December 2017 Jane was Medical Director for a large 
multi-site Acute Trust, a role she held for almost ten years.  She was the professional lead for around 800 doctors and held 
the Responsible Office role.  She saw, at first hand, the value of mediation for two of the Trust’s teams.  She has been the 
Medical Director for a Cancer network, led Strategic redesign workstreams at the East of England SHA, been a Specialist 
Adviser for the CQC, sat on the Board of Governors of the University of Hertfordshire and is currently the Honorary Colonel 
for 254 Medical Regiment.  Now in Independent Medical Management practice she is an accredited mediator with CEDR.  



Our clients include 

 Guys & St Thomas‟ NHS Foundation Trust 

 University College London Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 West Middlesex University Hospital 

 South Lanarkshire NHS Trust 

 West London Mental Health NHS Trust 

 St George‟s University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 North Middlesex University Hospital NHS Trust 

 London North West Hospitals NHS Trust 

 University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust 

 James Paget University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 Luton and Dunstable University Hospital NHS Trust 
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Our clients include 

 NHS Lanarkshire 

 Yorkshire Ambulance Service NHS Trust 

 Northampton General Hospital  NHS Trust 

 Moorfields Eye Hospital NHS Foundation Trust 

 University Hospital of South Manchester NHS Foundation Trust 

 Barts Health NHS Trust 

 Whittington Health NHS Trust 

 University Hospitals Coventry & Warwickshire NHS Trust 

 George Eliot Hospital NHS Trust 

 South West London and St George‟s NHS Trust 
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Our clients include 

 Frimley Health NHS Foundation Trust 

 Scottish Ambulance Service 

 Royal National Orthopeadic  Hospital NHSTrust 

 Buckinghamshire  Healthcare NHS  Trust 

 Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust 

 Basildon and Thurrock  University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 Royal Marsden NHS Foundation Trust 

 Birmingham Children‟s Hospital NHS Trust 

 Epsom & St Helier  University Hospitals NHS Trust 
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Our clients include 

 North Essex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust 

 Barking Havering and Redbridge  University Hospitals NHS Trust 

 NHS Highlands 

 Hillingdon Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 Royal Wolverhampton NHS Trust 

 Homerton University Hospital NHS Trust 

 Kings College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust 

 Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust 

 Wrightington, Wigan, & Leigh NHS FoundationTrust 

 University Hospitals of Morecombe Bay NHS FoundationTrust 
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Our clients include 

 Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust 

 Lewisham and Greenwich NHS Trust 

 Worcestershire Community NHS Trust 

 Newcastle-upon-Tyne NHS Foundation Trust 
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If you need our help …. 

• Contact  

• Mark Smithers 07877 833717 mark@problem-resolution.co.uk 

• Deborah O‟Dea 07766 245144 deborah@problem-resolution.co.uk 
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