
Conflict shows up in every London company I work with, from seed-stage fintechs in Shoreditch to global media
houses in Soho. The triggers range from missed handoffs in hybrid product teams to blunt feedback delivered by
colleagues from direct cultures. Leaders often come to a Leadership Coach after something has already frayed, a
key engineer has resigned or a client escalated. Repair is part of the work, but prevention is better. The most
effective Executive Coach focuses on building the team’s muscles for candor, recovery, and decision clarity, not just
patching the problem of the week.

This article shares field-tested techniques I use with London teams to de-escalate tension, get to root causes, and
restore momentum. They are practical, not theoretical, and they assume limited time, busy calendars, and real
stakes. Most can be applied by a manager with some practice, especially when reinforced through thoughtful
Leadership Training.

Why London’s context matters
London teams navigate complexity that is easy to underestimate. Many work on hybrid schedules, with two or
three office days. Colleagues live across boroughs and commuter belts, which makes in-person repairs require
planning. Culturally, teams blend British indirectness with Eastern European directness, South Asian hierarchy
sensitivity, American urgency, and everything in between. Add professional services clients who expect polish and
pace, or product teams racing quarterly OKRs, and you get the perfect setting for friction.

I see conflicts in London concentrate around three patterns. First, hybrid working exposes hidden dependencies.
People assume agreement after a half-heard comment on a noisy Wednesday, then discover on Friday that two
functions built different versions of the plan. Second, status ambiguity plays out in polite meetings then resurfaces
in private Slack threads. Third, decision rights are unclear in matrix structures, which breeds turf wars between
regional and global teams. The right Business Coach helps teams navigate these specific realities rather than
pushing generic models.

What conflict looks like before it gets loud
Managers often only spot trouble once someone snaps in a retro or a client complains. The earlier signals are
subtle. Watch for growing side-channel messages after meetings, uneven participation when certain colleagues
speak, repeated calendar declines from the same people, or work that arrives almost right but with one consistent
blind spot. I ask leaders to share examples with timestamps. We look at a four-week window and mark two or
three moments where a shrug or silence hid disagreement. Patterns emerge fast.

In one Canary Wharf product group, two senior PMs were competing to lead a launch. No shouting, just parallel
roadmaps. Both copied the CPO on every update. The real issue was decision rights, with dotted lines that made
everyone nervous. Once that was clear, conflict management shifted from personality talk to governance. They still
disagreed about priorities, but we had a frame to decide, and the temperature fell within two sessions.
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Diagnosis before prescription
As an Executive Coach, I do not start with training modules. I start with a map. The map answers four questions.

Where is the conflict visible, and where is it hidden

Who holds formal authority, and who holds informal influence

What facts are uncontested, and where are interpretations diverging

What time pressure or external stake is distorting behavior

You can gather this in one week. Run brief one to ones, 20 minutes each, with the five or six people closest to the
issue. Ask for concrete examples, not opinions. Then synthesise on one page. If a team is in acute distress, I share
the page the same day. Clarity is often the biggest relief.

Contracting for safety without turning soft
Teams in London often equate psychological safety with endless agreement. That is not safety, that is avoidance.
Contracting is the antidote. At the start of a tense meeting, I state a tight social contract: we will stay specific,
name assumptions, challenge ideas not people, and keep advocacy and inquiry in balance. I also set one
expectation that changes behavior immediately. If anyone feels misrepresented, they can call a 30 second pause
and restate their point. This micro-contract gives permission for midstream course correction without drama.

Anecdote: during a cross-functional budget discussion at a media firm in Fitzrovia, the marketing lead felt
ambushed by a last-minute cost line from product. Tempers flared. The contract let her pause, rewind the claim,
and ask for the chain of assumptions. In five minutes we found a rounding error and a duplicate agency fee. The
room shifted from adversarial to collaborative because the process gave a safe off-ramp.

From positions to interests with a simple map



People present positions, but they move when you speak to interests. I ask each party to list what they need to
protect, achieve, and avoid. It takes five minutes per person. Then we compare. In a logistics startup near Old
Street, operations insisted on freezing scope two weeks before peak season. Sales resisted, arguing for late-stage
custom deals. Positions clashed, but interests overlapped. Ops needed reliability and a defensible on-time metric,
sales needed strategic accounts to feel special. We designed a small exceptions panel with a cap of three deals per
fortnight. Performance held, revenue grew, and the policy felt principled, not political.

The trick is to keep the interests visible. I write them on the board and return to them during debate. When the
conversation drifts to personalities, I point the team back to the named interests so we do not waste half the
meeting litigating tone.

Clean language and neutral questions
In conflict, the coach’s language becomes the room’s thermostat. I discipline myself to ask questions with no built-
in verdict. Try these:

What would have been visible if this had worked

What is the smallest piece we can test by next Thursday

Where did the handoff actually fail, not where it was supposed to fail

Neutrality reduces defensiveness and saves time. During a finance and product scuffle about forecast accuracy in a
Westminster scale-up, a single question reframed the meeting. We asked, what is the earliest moment the forecast
becomes more wrong than useful. They discovered it was at the first marketing conversion assumption. Rather
than arguing about revenue, they fixed lead quality. Cycle time to decision fell by half.

The ladder of inference, applied in minutes
The ladder of inference is not new, but most teams wield it like theory. I use a two-minute version. When someone
makes a heated claim, I ask them to name the data they noticed, the meaning they added, and the action they
propose. Then I ask a counterpart to repeat the exercise. The contrast surfaces the jump from data to story. In a
Croydon service team, a manager read a developer’s quietness as disengagement. The developer read the
manager’s Slack pings as distrust. Once we separated data from stories, they agreed a simple rule for response
times and meeting prep, and both felt more respected.

The 4Rs recovery ritual
Conflicts that ended badly leave a residue. Without a ritual, the residue lingers. I teach a 4Rs process that takes 20
minutes.

Recall: play back what happened in observable terms.

Responsibility: each party names their part without qualifying language.

Repair: ask what would help put things right, within reason and time.

Recommit: agree the next visible behavior to demonstrate the reset.

A design lead in Hammersmith and a product owner used the 4Rs after a sprint review where the PO mocked a
prototype. Two weeks later, after 20 minutes of 4Rs, they built a rule for demo etiquette and an edit checklist. The
design team’s NPS for internal reviews rose from 5 to 7.5 within a month, measured on a simple 1 to 10 pulse.



Facilitating a 90 minute reset meeting
When a team is stuck, I convene a 90 minute reset. The agenda is tight because long meetings let avoidance creep
back in. We start with the shared goal and external stake, not with grievances. Then we run a data only round
where each person presents one slide with facts and timestamps. I timebox each to three minutes, no crosstalk.
Next, we extract the three biggest points of divergence and choose one to resolve first, normally the one affecting
customer outcomes. We use a decision frame, either a RAPID style or a simple owner, approver, consulted model.
The final 20 minutes set experiments for the next 10 working days, with named owners and calendar holds.

One retail-tech team ran this reset after a tense quarter. They cut weekly meetings from ten to six, defined
escalation thresholds in pounds and hours, and agreed that two senior ICs could decide API versioning without
waiting for a steering committee. Their on time delivery moved from 62 percent to 79 percent in six weeks.
Nothing flashy, just discipline and focus.



A brief checklist for managers in the heat of conflict
Slow the moment. Name the decision deadline and buy 24 to 72 hours if possible.

Anchor to facts. Ask for timestamps, quantities, and specific examples.

Separate process from person. Fix the handoff or rule before judging intent.

Make a visible next step. Set a test, date, and owner in the room.

Close the loop. Confirm what will be communicated, to whom, and when.

Measuring impact without drowning in dashboards
Leaders want to know if the work helps. I track three indicators for 8 to 12 weeks. First, cycle time to decision on
cross-functional topics. Pick five recurring decisions and time them. Second, rework rate. How often do tasks
bounce back due to unclear inputs. Third, team sentiment on candor, using a straight 1 to 10 scale. You do not
need a complex system. A lightweight spreadsheet and a fortnightly check-in are enough. In many teams, cycle
time drops by 20 to 40 percent when conflict moves from personality debates to crisp decision rights and
transparent risks.

In a South Bank media division, the COO agreed to run this measurement for a quarter. Cycle time on pricing
decisions dropped from 11 days to 6. Rework fell by roughly a third. Engagement scores at the next pulse rose
modestly, but the comments shifted from blame to process improvement. That language change is often the
earliest sign that conflict work is sticking.

Working with executives versus first line leaders
An Executive Coach adjusts the approach depending on seniority. With executives, the leverage tends to sit in
structure and narrative. If the operating model is unclear, no amount of mediation will fix turf friction. I help
executives clarify who decides what, then get them to demonstrate that clarity in their own behavior. The second
lever is story. Executives set the weather. If they celebrate speed but punish mistakes harshly, the team will hide
problems and breed conflict in the shadows.

With first line leaders, the leverage is in micro-skills. How to interrupt artfully, how to summarise a heated point
without spin, how to write a decision note so that absence does not equal ambiguity. I have managers practice a
two minute rewind script in coaching sessions. They learn to say, here is what I heard, here is what I intended, here
is the decision we need, and here is the time we have. It sounds simple, but it transforms rushed meetings.

The role of Leadership Training and spaced practice
Formal Leadership Training helps, but content without practice fades fast. I prefer short, spaced sessions with real
cases. For example, a four session series over six weeks. Session one teaches the ladder of inference with live role
plays. Session two covers decision rights and escalation thresholds, using the company’s own RACI gaps. Session
three trains repair rituals, with managers practicing difficult apologies and boundary setting. Session four
integrates it all into the team’s operating rhythm, such as how a Monday priorities meeting sets the week and
how a Thursday review surfaces tensions early.

Between sessions, I assign micro-actions, like running a 10 minute interests map before a negotiation, or
practicing a neutral question set in the next sprint review. Managers send me two notes per week, 100 words
each, on what they tried and what shifted. Over a quarter, those notes trace real behavior change, which matters
far more than workshop energy.



Handling edge cases: legal, unions, and cross-border tensions
London companies sometimes face conflicts with legal dimensions. Allegations of harassment, discrimination, or
whistleblowing must be handled through formal channels. A coach can support the human side, but HR and legal
take the lead. I have, on occasion, paused team work until an investigation concluded. It protects people and the
company, and it signals that safeguarding is not up for debate.

Unionised environments in transport, media, or the public sector bring their own dynamics. You cannot treat a
collective bargaining issue like a personality clash. The Business Executive Coaching interests map still helps, but
formal frameworks shape the options. In those settings, preparing leaders to engage respectfully with reps, stick to
agreed processes, and document commitments prevents escalation.

Cross-border strains also show up, especially when London is the regional hub and product or compliance sits
abroad. Time zones and regulatory differences create friction. The fix is not cultural training alone. It is shared
artifacts, such as a one page decision charter that states what London can decide, what requires global sign-off,
and what the SLA is for a response. I have seen this single page cut weeks of delay in financial services teams.

Designing a team conflict playbook
Teams that reduce conflict waste treat it like any other recurring risk. They codify responses and rehearse them.
You do not need a glossy PDF. Build a living document in your wiki, two to three pages. It should include the social
contract for hard meetings, the decision rights for the top ten recurring cross-functional calls, the 4Rs steps, the
neutral questions bank, and examples of good and bad escalation notes. Review it every quarter, prune what is not
used, and add a brief case from the last 90 days. A playbook earns its keep when a new manager can act on day
one without guessing the team’s unwritten rules.

Here is a simple way to get from zero to a working playbook within a month:

Capture three recent conflicts and extract the triggers, the repair steps, and the decision gaps.

Write your social contract for high-stakes meetings, one paragraph maximum.

List the top ten decisions that create friction and assign clear owners and approvers.
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Add two scripts, a neutral question set and a two minute rewind.

Schedule a 30 minute review every quarter with the team to keep it live.

When to bring in a neutral facilitator
There are moments when a manager should not try to both participate and facilitate. If you are personally
involved in the conflict, or if the power dynamics make people cautious, bring in a neutral party. A Leadership
Coach or Business Coach can hold the container, keep the discussion honest, and make sure the quietest voice is
not drowned out. In one East London health-tech, the CTO and head of data had reached a stalemate over
architecture. Their teams mirrored the split. As an external, I could pause grandstanding without career risk to
anyone. We ended with a two track path, a conservative stability lane and an experimental lane with strict
guardrails, and we set a review after eight weeks with hard metrics. Both sides saved face, and the company
shipped.

Remote and hybrid specifics that make or break the process
Hybrid work in London has its own quirks. Wednesday is often the heaviest office day, which leads to overbooked
rooms and noisy floors. If you are repairing conflict, do not rely on a corridor chat. Book a quiet space, set an
agenda, and turn off notifications. For remote days, record decision summaries as 90 second Loom videos or
written notes with the three Ws, what we decided, why, and who owns next steps. People process better
asynchronously when the message is short and focused.

Time zones also matter more than leaders acknowledge. If you have colleagues in Warsaw or Bangalore, avoid
stacking all key conversations at UK end of day. Fatigue increases misinterpretation. Rotate meeting times and
commit to a 24 hour response rule for clarifying questions. It is simple fairness, and it removes a consistent source
of friction.

Escalation and aftercare
Not every conflict will resolve in the room. Some require escalation, and that is not failure. Escalation is a tool, not
a threat. Define the threshold in advance. For example, if two functions cannot reach agreement within two
business days, the decision moves to the COO, with both sides presenting one page briefs. Keep the rule
transparent and neutral. People are more willing to try to agree when the fallback is clear and fair.

Aftercare matters too. Once a visible conflict resolves, leaders often sprint away and hope the dust settles. I set a
short aftercare plan. A check-in after one week, a sentiment pulse after two, and a brief review at four. The point is
to catch silent backsliding and to acknowledge progress. Recognition is not fluff. In the City, I watched a trading
technology team turn around its tone after the manager publicly thanked two analysts for speaking up about risks
early. That kind of reinforcement shifts norms.

What leaders can practice this week
Leaders learn conflict management by doing, not by reading. Try a small experiment in the next seven days.
Choose one high-friction meeting and add a social contract. Use a neutral question to reframe a debate. Write a
crisp escalation note that states the decision, the data, and the options. Capture one conflict in your new playbook
and discuss it with the team for ten minutes. If you have a leadership circle, invite a peer to watch you run a reset
and give feedback on your moves, how you interrupted, how you summarised, when you moved to decisions.



Good coaching makes this practice routine. An experienced Leadership Coach will spot your verbal tics, your tells
when you get defensive, your tendency to over explain or under specify. They will help you build a personal toolkit,
not a copy of someone else’s style. A Business Coach can also connect conflict skills to commercial outcomes so
the work does not become a side project. When these efforts sync with formal Leadership Training that respects
time pressure and uses live cases, teams change for good.

A final word from the field
Over the last decade in London, the teams that thrive in conflict share two traits. They keep the work close to the
customer or mission, which cuts through ego, and they build small, reliable rituals that survive busy weeks. No
hero speeches, just quiet habits, clear roles, and visible repairs. Conflict does not vanish, it becomes a signal the
system can read. With a few grounded techniques and the right coaching support, most leaders can turn heat into
light, and friction into focus.


