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Two employees you value don’t get along. In 
the same room, they bristle. Whether their 
discord is muffled or conspicuous—whether 
it is a personality clash or a darker force—
everyone is uneasy. 

As for the protagonists, they may ignore one 
another but behind the scenes snipe, 
withhold information or give one another wrong information. 
They may enjoin members of staff to take sides. One of the two 
may be intimidated—or frustrated or angry—and resign. 

“Bad chemistry between two good people isn’t unusual”, 
observes John Lees, a prominent UK career consultant, “but it can 
get in the way of organisational and individual success. It can set 
the needs of the organisation and the individuals into conflict and 
negatively affect performance across the board. And it isn’t likely 
to just go away”. 

What to do? If you turn a blind eye or turn the matter over to HR, 
you send a signal to your teams that there’s no one in charge—
and people will feel leaderless. So take action. Here are some 
suggestions. They may not map perfectly to your workplace; 
hopefully they do provide starting points. 

MEETING ONE: SPEAK THE UNSPEAKABLE 
Bring the two people together and state: 

• That you value both employees equally, and greatly.  
 
• The problem simply: you two don’t get along.  
Remind them that the situation is a common occurrence, however 
unfortunate.  
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• That you do not ascribe blame to, or harbour any prejudice 
against, either party.  

• That you are seeking solutions, and set some ground rules. 
You want to understand each person’s experience; you want to 
help them find common purpose. You do not want to referee a 
debate.  
 
In your view, no one is a victim and no one is a villain. Rather, each 
is an integral part of a situation that hopefully can be, yet may not 
be, resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. 

• That you wish to address the matter with the help of both 
people, and that each may speak without fear or favour. 

Adjourn the meeting with plans for a next step. This will either be 
a meeting among the three of you or a meeting with each one 
individually. Your own goal will be learning enough to judge 
possibilities: for finding common purpose, for finding a solution 
that’s acceptable to both or deciding on some form of separation. 

MEETING TWO: INVITE ANALYSIS  
You will want each person to state an assessment of the problem. 
Remind them that you are describing dynamics, not ascribing 
blame. Invite each to describe the situation and offer ideas. 

If you meet each person individually, it is likely the person will 
speak freely and perhaps forcefully. Listen carefully; acknowledge 
feelings but refrain from comment. If the decision is that you’ll all 
meet together, they may argue, so plan to be a strong moderator. 

In either case, emphasise that you seek to understand in order to 
help develop solutions and that the purpose is to explain, not to 
debate. 

NOTE: If either requests a one-to-one, accommodate it. If one 
insists that there is intentional action to provoke or disrupt, take 
this seriously. It may be the case. 

ASSESS PRIVATELY  
You have had a close look at the personalities. Is there a hope for 
tolerance and acceptance? If in your judgment the answer is yes, 
what are your options? Here are some ideas for working it out on 
your own before calling for help or calling a halt. 



Ask for Suggestions  
Reconvene the meeting and offer your judgment that the 
problem is soluble. “Invite each to avoid confrontational or 
absolutist thinking”, Mr. Lees cautions. “Then, ask for 
suggestions”. 

It’s Just Lunch  
Reconvene the meeting and offer your judgment that the 
problem is soluble. Ask these two people to spend some time 
getting to know one another—with or without you, as you judge 
the situation. Fifteen minutes over coffee or an occasional lunch 
can turn up common interests, common views—even an alliance. 

Restructure  
“If you are you in a position to restructure, can you redraw work 
schedules or unbundle overlapping duties”? John Lees asks. “If so, 
ask for agreement and restructure the jobs”. 

CALL FOR HELP 
“If you judge that the individuals might move toward behaviour 
change but not without some help”, Mr. Lees advises, “consider 
asking each to work with a coach or mentor”. A mentor can 
provide a positive model of desired behaviour. A coach can help a 
person talk through feelings that get in the way of action. A coach 
can help a person make tough decisions, such as one to accept a 
different position within the organisation, or even a decision to 
move on. 

CALL A HALT 
If one or both refuse to acknowledge the problem, and/or insist 
on blame and/or reject the opportunity for guidance and help, 
then it might be wise to consider warnings, retraining and 
ultimately dismissal. 

What you finally do depends on you, the people involved and the 
politics; so over to you to assess the situation, be creative within 
your boundaries and take positive action. 
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