Whittington Hospital

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT FOR GPs:

A Box of  Tools and a Cast of Characters

When you find yourself in a situation of conflict with a patient, these are some of the tools from which you are likely to be choosing. I’ve grouped them very roughly into the order you are likely to deploy them, as the conflict unfolds and eventually transforms. It struck me that as you move through the process, you will be swapping between at least 6 different roles, or characters, as shown below. 

1. THE WITNESS

At this stage you are accepting, embracing the situation and giving them permission to express themselves.

ACCEPT the situation:

· breathe

· ground yourself by whatever means work for you (e.g. for me, calling on the peace of the desert) 

· accept the discomfort (yours and theirs), rather than resisting or denying it

· no need to take it personally or defend yourself

· allow them to vent

ASK them questions, to encourage them to express themselves

· open questions e.g. “would you like to tell me more…”

· questions which stem from their agenda, not your assumptions (e.g. you’ve just mentioned XYZ, how is that affecting you?)

2. THE MIRROR

Here, you are reflecting back to them what they have revealed to you, to help them see their situation more clearly and make more sense of it. 

REFLECT to demonstrate your understanding and attention

· Reflect back their facts, feelings and needs e.g. “so you’ve been to see three specialists and none of them have helped you so far, you’re feeling very confused and you would like some clarity”

· Acknowledge their reality, their perceptions e.g. “so for you this is not a normal situation”

· Summarise “so to recap on what you’ve told me so far…..”

· Use their words where appropriate

· Check for understanding e.g. “what I’m hearing is XYZ….. have I understood that correctly?”

3. THE ALLY

The ally’s role is to empathise with them, to establish a connection and build trust.  As a mediator I wouldn’t do this, because I have to remain strictly impartial; but might it be appropriate for a doctor?

· Validate and connect with their feelings and perceptions e.g. “it’s not surprising that you’re so upset”; “I can understand that you might be feeling angry right now”; 

4. THE DIRECTOR

Like a film director, you can influence the angle or lens through which they see the situation (long term/short term, past/future, positive/negative).

REFRAME to help them move forward (NB only when they are ready to do so!)

· include the bigger picture e.g. “what we can do as a first step is…; later we could….”

· reframe positions to interests and needs e.g. “you want antibiotics  [their presenting position] because you’re suffering severe headaches which are stopping you from sleeping [their underlying interests] and you urgently need to rest [their basic need]. 
· shift to a future focus to help them move on e.g. “you’re really angry with the last person you saw for saying XYZ, what would you like for the future/next time”; “you’ve said you don’t want XYZ, what do you want?”

· Highlight the positives and opportunities that have arisen e.g. “so you’re saying that one good thing to come out of all this is …”

5. THE PROBLEM-SOLVER

By now, you are ready to agree a way forward. As far as possible, empower them to take ownership of the solution, by linking it to the needs they have expressed and offering them choices along the way.  

PROBLEM-SOLVING

· Link your proposal to their interests and needs e.g. “I’m suggesting you do XYZ to help you sleep and get the rest you need”

· Offer them choices, to empower them e.g. “I can see two ways that might help you, which would you prefer?”

· Reality testing/managing expectations: “there’s a chance that we won’t be able to find a solution. What would you do then?” (NB in negotiation terms this is called a BATNA = best alternative to a negotiated agreement)
· Follow their agenda, where possible e.g. “yes I can do that for you now if you like”

6. THE FELLOW HUMAN BEING 

You too are a human being with feelings and needs. Honest communication will require that you express this. 

EXPRESS YOURSELF (within the limits you feel are appropriate for your role)

· Express your facts, feelings and needs e.g. “I’m feeling uncomfortable about XYZ…”

· Make requests based on your facts, feelings and needs e.g. “I need to be sure that I’m prescribing you the right thing so please could you tell me about…”
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