
I
F you’ve got a workplace,
you’re highly likely to get
conflict. “Where there are
people, there are going

to be things they don’t agree
on,” says conflict resolution
expert Therese Ryan of
Renewal Consultants. “It’s a
natural part of group rela-
tionships. The question isn’t:
does it exist or does it not
exist? The question for an
organisation is: do you have a
system to deal with it and do
your managers have the skill
to manage it?”

As Ryan points out, we’re
not a particularly conflict-
positive culture. A manager
confronted by conflict
between co-workers tends to
look for the broom and the
carpet. It can be seen 
as peripheral rather than
bottom-line; as personal
rather than business-related.
This is a dangerous attitude. 

A survey conducted by the
Small Firms Association last
year found that absenteeism
costs small business around
€692m per annum. Stress is
identified as the main driver
here, and nothing is as stress-
ful as conflict. “Underman-
aged conflict decreases
performance and productiv-
ity, it causes low morale and
increases both labour costs
and the risk of accident,” says
Ryan. Moreover, unresolved
conflict tends to spread. “What
happens is that because it’s
pushed aside or left for some-
one else to deal with, a very
small thing grows and you get
a ripple effect.” 

The first step in establishing
a policy to deal with work-
place conflict is risk assess-
ment. This process should
determine exactly what it is
that’s likely to trigger conflict
within an organisation. Once
the risk areas have been iden-
tified, training is essential to
ensure that employees are
aware both of those risks and
of how to deal with conflict
when it arises. “There’s an
assumption made that
because you’ve been able to
climb the ranks of industry
— you’re a competent engi-
neer or accountant or what-
ever — resolving conflict is

something that you can do.
However, the truth is many
people don’t actually have this
skill. We need to learn it and
it’s a skill that very definitely
can be taught.” As with any
other corporate policy, it must
be an active, living document,
communicated to all levels of
staff. It must also be directly
relevant to their working lives
and fully and continually
endorsed by management.

How to deal with it
So what do you do when an
employee comes to you with a
conflict issue? The first piece
of advice? Stay calm. “Handle
the feelings,” says Ryan. “Be
aware that the emotions are
those of the person that’s
coming to you, they’re not
yours. Lots of people engage in
the emotion and that triggers
other reactions. It’s important

not to get drawn into the 
argument.”  

In this initial approach, the
employee experiencing the
difficulty is invariably in the
grip of high emotion. “When
someone has the courage 
to actually say something,
they’ve all this energy in them.
It’s really important that you
give them time to vent. Maybe
the first 10 minutes you’re just
listening. Be aware of your
body language and make
sure you’re actively listen-
ing,” advises Ryan.

To advance the process,
schedule a second, more
formal meeting, in which the
specifics of the problem are
enumerated with greater
detachment. At this stage, it’s
important not to promise
anything that you cannot
deliver. “Often a person will
come to you with loads of

things they want you to do,
which might not be realistic,
so it’s important to reality test.
The manager doesn’t have
to be able to produce the
flying pig!”

Nor does the manager have
to have all the answers. The
more the responsibility for
resolving an issue is shared,
the stronger the resolution.
“What you often find is that
when people are engaged 
in problem-solving, they 
take ownership of it. Secon-
dly, it empowers them and
they start trying to resolve
their own problems. You’ll
find they actually implement
change because they were part
of the process.”

Specialised training is essen-
tial in the process of bringing
two conflicting parties toget-
her. As a means to this end,
Ryan favours independent

mediation. It’s a process
seldom used in an Irish
context, but one which she
believes offers one of the best
methods of containing a
conflict otherwise heading for
the courts.  

While large organisations
will have mediation experts
on the payroll, independent
mediation services are avail-
able to those without in-house
resources. “The most impor-
tant thing at the end of medi-
ation is that when you go back
to the workplace, both parties
communicate the same thing.
It stops the spread of rumours
and, over time, you don’t get
the ripple effect of negativity.”

Thereafter, it’s vital that
whatever has been agreed is
properly formalised. “Once
you have identified what has
happened and you’ve broken
it down and found a solution,

it’s very important at the
end of those meetings that
there is an implementation
plan — ‘this is what you’ve
agreed to do, this is what
I’ve agreed to do.’” Any fail-
ure to implement can then
be met with existing disci-
plinary procedures.  

In this way, the party who
has upheld his or her side of
the bargain is protected,
and the organisation’s
vulnerability to litigation
by either party is reduced.
Without formal follow-up
procedures, a resolved con-
flict can quickly unravel.
Ryan says: “It’s important
that organisations realise the
benefit of managing conflict.
Organisations that deal with
conflict well are more compet-
itive, they’re more productive
and their overall business
performance is better.”

T
HE traditional gen-
eral practitioner
(GP) profile and
work model are

changing, particularly in
urban areas. 

The generation now close to
retirement age was predomi-
nantly male, working alone
in their own practice, ratch-
eting up 70 hours or so a week
and often on call on a 24-hour
basis. Younger GPs work fewer
hours, have more flexibility,
more peer contact, but in
many cases will struggle to
set up their own practice to a
far greater extent than their
predecessors. 

There are an estimated
2,500 GPs in Ireland. Around
80 have been qualifying each
year, but the campaign to
increase that number to meet
what the Irish College of
General Practitioners (ICGP)
and the Irish Medical Organ-
isation (IMO) say is a worrying
shortage is progressing, and
this year some 122 will qual-
ify, of which a large portion
will be female.

GPs with their own prac-
tice are self-employed profes-
sionals. The bread-and-butter
income for most comes via
their link to the Health Service
Executive (HSE) General
Medical Services (GMS)
medical card scheme, for
which they are paid €200 per

patient per year. Private
patients pay a fee, usually
ranging between €30 and €50
per visit.

According to the IGCP and
IMO, the profession attracts
good quality graduates, with a

ratio of applicants to course
places of 3:1.  

“We’ve got a situation where
training courses are oversub-
scribed with many of the best
young graduates,” says IMO
GP committee chairman Dr

Martin Daly, “but the prob-
lem is when they qualify, some
graduates use the training to
go back into the hospital
system, go abroad or go into
community medicine.”

So what is deterring these

expensively and painstakin-
gly trained graduates from
staying in general practice?

“There is considerable cost
attached to the starting up of
a practice office and costs 
have risen distinctly,” Daly 

continues. “The main source
of income is the GMS medical
card scheme, which is under-
written by the State. Private
practice does not support
income stream.

“We have advised GPs to
set up schemes with better
support structures: one-stop-
shops with a retail pharmacy,
the HSE and other statutory
health professionals such as
physiotherapists, occupatio-
nal therapists or dentists.

“The average gross income
for GMS GPs is €140,000 but
out of that comes €39,000
nurse allowance, €22,000
secretarial allowance and
infrastructure and pension
costs. The after-tax and after-
grant figure is much lower.”

Pressures of the job
The lot of most GPs, however,
seems to be a happy one. The
benefits of increased numbers
of GPs being trained and of
flexibility in working hours
and work practices is a reduc-
tion in the stressors that are
traditionally associated with a
job where levels of personal
problems, mental health
issues, alcohol or substance
abuse can be high.

Training is rigorous and
generally acknowledged to be
of an extremely high standard
in Ireland. Following the initial
seven years as a medicine
undergraduate, GP students
work full time, completing
exams as they go along. They
spend two years in hospitals
on a rotation, which includes
areas such as obstetrics, paedi-
atrics and psychiatry and then
two years in a GP practice.
Remuneration is roughly
€70,000 per year, with the
option of overtime in locum or
night work in addition to this.
There is a training grant of
around €3,500, five weeks of
study leave plus a further five
weeks of annual leave.

“The training is very 

practical,” relates one young
GP. “Anything you’re worried
about can be discussed with
course directors who are GPs
as well. It’s a bit daunting at
first and it takes a bit of time
to get used to the wide variety
of cases you see, which cau-
ses some pressure. The typical
patient time is 10 minutes or
15-20 minutes when you’re
training. That means treating
the patient, writing a prescrip-
tion and possibly a referral, all
in a 10-minute window. The
short time slot can be a little
bit self-imposed by some prac-
tices, with earnings in mind.

“From the people I know
who went back to work in
hospitals, it was the uncer-
tainty of being a GP that
deterred them,” she says. “One
went back to specialise in
ophthalmology — no grey
areas. Most are very happy in
general practice and would
plan on staying in it.

“Work and lifestyle are
better compared to hospital
work where you have to go to
the hospital centres in Cork,
Limerick, Dublin or Galway.
GPs are more likely to have an
hour for lunch and finish at
five. It’s not as hectic as hospi-
tal work. There’s a huge choice
in how you work now and
there are co-ops set up to cover
out-of-hours calls.”

Under the newly updated
Medical Practitioners Act
there is a requirement for
competence, which GPs will be
obliged to sign up to, involving
five-yearly peer and patient
reviews.

To maintain registry on the
medical council, GPs will have
to garner enough Continuing
Medical Education points via
attendance at conferences,
meetings and training prog-
rammes to update their
professional skills, but the
majority of GPs already
undertake these activities
as a matter of course.

MANAGEMENT APPOINTMENTS
EXECUTIVE

Controlling conflict
Conflict issues between employees should not be dismissed as personal squabbles best

left outside the manager’s door. Instead, businesses should address them as soon as

possible to avoid further complications down the road. John Hearne reports

SKILLS

Showing vital signs

THE BROOM AND CARPET APPROACH: Not the way to deal with conflict in the workplace. Managing it properly requires a skillset that many Irish 

companies lack, says Therese Ryan of Renewal Consultants

IDA
continues
to attract
investment

DR MARTIN DALY: chairman of the Irish Medical Organisation GP committee 
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SECTOR: GENERAL PRACTITIONERS

The number of Irish medical graduates qualifying as general practitioners is

growing, with many more women joining the ranks. However, this new breed

will struggle to establish their own practices. Róisín Burke reports

What impact would a rise in
corporation tax rates have on
Ireland’s economy?

HAVE YOUR SAY

There is no doubt that the level of corporation

tax in Ireland has been one of the main driv-

ers in helping grow the economy over the

past decade. An increase in corporation tax here

would erode some of the advantages that

Ireland has in terms of attracting new compa-

nies to locate here and would mean that exist-

ing organisations would have to factor it into

their existing cost structures. Any increase in

the rate would impact negatively in relation to

employment retention and creation and, ulti-

mately, the economy would suffer. Any analy-

sis considering the issue on a macro level

would come to the conclusion that it should

remain at the current level.

— Mark Evans, chief financial officer, Vodafone Ireland

One of the contributing factors to Ireland’s

phenomenal economic success has been

inward investment and our low corporation

tax. A rise in corporation tax could be

harmful to our economy. However, thank-

fully there is full political consensus in

Ireland that the low corporation tax rate

is the right policy. This has been approved

by the European Commission and was

restated by the Government after the

recent election. However, we have to

remain vigilant to international pressures

on our tax rate. Another pressure is the EU

plan to harmonise the way companies

calculate their tax — Ireland, the UK and others are resolutely opposed

to this. 

— Andrew Quinn, corporate tax partner, A&L Goodbody

By any standard Ireland has enjoyed remark-

able economic and employment growth over

the past decade. A key factor has been the

cutting of corporation tax rates, frequently

cited by foreign investors as the most impor-

tant reason for locating in Ireland. Average

corporation tax rates have been falling in the

EU for the past 10 years and a rise in rates

would prove damaging to Ireland’s compet-

itiveness. The EU Commission’s promotion of

a common consolidation corporation tax base

will harmonise tax rates in the EU but in

Ireland’s case, drive rates upwards. Ireland

must resist any moves towards it. 

— Kathryn Burns, executive technical services, The Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants in Ireland 

While there are concerns on how an increase

in corporation tax towards European levels

may impact on the economy, it’s not really a

topic of discussion down in the trenches

where the average small to medium-sized

enterprise(SME) owner operates — yet. In

the current climate, a rise in corporation tax

back up to say 15pc or 20pc could be cata-

strophic for very many small businesses in

Ireland. SMEs here have to work within the

constraint of underfunding. Anything that

diverts funds out of the business will impact

dramatically on viability, development and

jobs. We may enjoy a low tax base, but we

have a high cost base and not much chance of harmonisation on that!

— John Flood, partner, Focus Business Advisers

LISA MATASSA

EMPLOYMENT in IDA
Ireland-supported companies
increased from 131,692 at the
end of 2005 to 135,487 at the
end of 2006. According to the
IDA Annual Report 2006,
which was published this
week, the Government agency
attracted inward investment
from 71 organisations, totalling
€2.6bn over the coming years. 

It also negotiated 54 res-
earch and development (R&D)
projects, involving a total
investment of almost €470m.
Six out of every 10 of the new
investments took place outside
Dublin and six out of every
seven R&D investments were
outside the capital, according
to IDA Ireland. 

“The competitive environ-
ment in which global compa-
nies operate is constantly
evolving,” said Minister Mic-
heál Martin TD who was
commenting on the newly
published report. “While these
changes have led to some
transfer of lower value activi-
ties out of Ireland, many over-
seas companies have also
greatly expanded their opera-
tions. Companies are contin-
uing to choose Ireland as a
base from which they can over-
see their operations in Europe,
the Middle East and Africa.
These activities not only
further enhance the activities
of foreign companies located
in Ireland, they also have
knock-on benefits in other
sectors in our economy.


