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JB Consulting welcomes thoughts, feedback or reflections about this guidance.

If  you have had experience of  being in an executive role in which your working relations
broke down, James Barrett would appreciate the opportunity to interview you about your
experiences in confidence. He is particularly keen to hear from executives who managed to
repair working relations after a crisis. 

James would like to express his deep appreciation to the interviewees who contributed to this
ongoing research, and also to Jesper Christensen of  ACEVO’s “CEOs in Crisis” service at
Bircham Dyson Bell LLP for his insight.



1. Think before you act 
• Take care of  your health
• Know where you stand
• Have a back up plan
• Make sense of  your crisis

2. Consider these options
• Do nothing – sit it out
• Challenge with conviction
• Try to resolve the conflict

yourself
• Request independent

support
• Fight your corner
• Leave with dignity

3. Realign your roles
• Establish a joint formulation

of  what the problem is
• Establish each person’s role

in tackling the problem and
the processes that each is
to follow

• Negotiate your mutual
needs in your roles

• Speak the same language
• Establish a shared mental

model about how change
can be implemented
effectively

Why?
It is acknowledged that a key factor in running a third sector organisation
successfully is a good relationship between CEO and Chair. If  the CEO and
Chair do not stay tightly aligned, tensions between them can escalate into a
complete breakdown in their working relationship. At the same time the CEO
role is very exposed and therefore vulnerable to critical judgements from
trustees, staff  and members. If  a problem emerges it can be easier for a
frustrated Chair and Board to single out the lone CEO to blame for this, rather
than try to tackle any wider organisational issues. 

Once an organisation slips into a blaming mode, it risks getting into recurring
cycles of  hiring and removing its CEOs. This can have a devastating effect on
the individuals and a very damaging impact on the organisation, which is why it
is essential to try to restore solid working relations wherever possible. 

On a positive note, if  a CEO and Chair are able to work through their conflict
effectively, and can model a constructive way of  relating to each other, this can
have a powerful impact on the wider organisational culture. 

What?
This toolkit is designed for CEOs whose relations with their Chairs and Boards
have reached crisis point, to help you identify what options you have for
restoring your working relations. The strategies described in this toolkit are
also useful for CEOs who are in conflict with their Chairs, so that you can be
proactive in managing the tensions before they escalate into a crisis.

The following pages outline practical hints and tips for undertaking the strategies outlined above.

How?
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The strategies outlined in this booklet were identified through James Barrett’s
cross-sector qualitative study into executive relations that had broken down. 
The toolkit follows three key stages for resolving the crisis:



1.  Think
before 
you act

When relations reach breaking point, our imaginations tend to
run wild with nightmare scenarios of  what might happen -
losing jobs and homes, or never working again. We become
entrenched and tend to demonise our opposite number. We
also lose our personal authority, and avoid saying what needs to
be said to bring relations back on track. So before you do
anything about the conflict, stop and assess the situation
accurately. You need to get yourself  to a state of  readiness to
have difficult conversations, and to take appropriate action.

Strategies Key questions

Take care of your health 

If  you are deeply stressed get yourself  signed off  work
to recover. If  meetings with your Chair are fractious, call
them to a close and make it clear that you aren’t
prepared to be harassed – for your sake, and for the
sake of  the organisation, insist that you are treated with
dignity. You won’t be able to represent yourself
effectively in high-stress situations anyway, so it’s better
to stay away until you are calm enough to engage
effectively.

• How am I performing under these
circumstances?

• Am I fit enough to handle this crisis?
• How do I conduct myself  with dignity?
• How can I ensure I am treated with

dignity? 

Know where you stand

Get reliable legal advice to know your rights, then follow
instructions for documenting evidence and protecting
yourself.

Review your organisational protocols, particularly the
disciplinary, grievance and performance appraisal
procedures. 

• Where do I stand legally?
•    What are my rights, and how do I

safeguard them?
•    How might the organisational

procedures be applied, and who would
apply them?

•   What do I need to document in writing?
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Strategies Key questions

Have a back-up plan 
Develop a financial survival plan for your worst-case
scenario. If  you dread a punitive sacking, think about what
you would do to stay solvent while you look for
alternative work. Be aware of  your transferable skills and
your value in the jobs market. You can stand your ground
and challenge your board more courageously if  you know
that you will survive whatever happens. You might also
discover that the worst scenario never materialises, or
something more positive emerges!

• What is the likelihood of  my worst-case
scenario really coming true? 

• How can I take a reality check? 
• What is my financial survival plan in the

worst-case scenario? 

Make sense of your crisis
Work intensively with an executive coach, mentor or peer
to make good sense of  what is happening, and to develop
a complex understanding of  your organisational dynamics.
Work out your options, and decide the best way forward.
The following structure can help with this.

• Who can help me make sense of  what is
happening in my organisation?

• What is going on for me, what might be
going on for my chair, and what might be
going on between us?

• How do I handle myself  in my role?
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2.  Consider
these
options

Consider these options in the sequence below, assessing
whether there is any space in which to engage constructively,
how best to do this effectively, and whether you need help to
achieve it.  

Options Key questions to ask 

Do nothing – sit it out

You may have to endure further distress while you wait to see how
the organisation responds. So direct your energy into invigorating
projects that you can enthuse about in future job interviews. It may
be a reality check to see whether your worst scenario actually
materialises. It may also buy you time to plan for your future. 

• How can I manage the stress
and minimise further conflict?

• What projects will keep me
inspired?

• What plans do I need to make
about my future?

Challenge with conviction

Be conscious of  your knowledge and expertise, and manage
upwards when you need to. Speak truth to power. If  you see the
board taking a decision that puts the organisation at risk, take up
your authority and speak out. If  you find yourself  tied up in knots
with contradictory instructions about what you are supposed to
achieve, point this out and seek clarification. Do so thoughtfully
and respectfully, in a way that they are most likely to respond 
well to.  

• Are the trustees’ actions
genuinely a clear risk to the
organisation?

• How can I explain this
authoritatively, in a way that
will be taken on board?

• How do I stay in role and not
overstep my remit?
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Options Key questions to ask 

Try to resolve the conflict yourself

This can be tough! By the time working relations reach crisis-point,
it is extremely difficult to repair them yourself. Conflict radically
reduces our capacity to be insightful, each individual gets
entrenched in a particular defensive interpretation of  the problem.
If  you want to restore a co-operative relationship, you have to step
out of  your defensive position, and take up two challenges:
• To let go of  any of  your own insistence that you are right, and

to be curious about your Chair’s position. What legitimate
points does your Chair make, that you can agree with? 

• To give ground and step into a neutral zone – to invite your
Chair to think collaboratively with you about how you can both
work together differently in the future. 

In other words, you only have direct control over your actions. So
if  you want to alter what the other person does, you first have to
change what you do. Concentrate on what is actually happening
and what you can do about it, rather than on the way things ought
to be. Sometimes the most powerful thing you can do is to
apologise!

• What assumptions do I need
to test out?

• How can I give ground and
meet in the middle?

• How can I be curious and ask
questions despite the
pressure?

Request independent support

Someone experienced in conflict resolution can help both parties
to step out of  the fight and find a shared “vantage point” from
where you can take stock of  the situation together. An
independent facilitator or mediator has the advantage of  being
trusted by all sides, a lack of  vested interest, and the skills to keep
people on track, so the process can be quicker and more thorough. 

• Who can facilitate us to
resolve the conflict?

• How can I say that we need
support without making it
worse?

• What exactly is the dilemma
that we are trying to resolve?
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Options Key questions to ask 

Fight your corner

If  you believe you have a clear case to argue then take up the
challenge formally through the bullying or grievance process –
there are times when you have to set limits and stand up for
yourself. Equally, if  the organisation thinks it has a case against
you, insist that you be formally disciplined or be allowed to get on
with your work. Know that cases are seldom clear-cut, the fight
will be draining and can last a long time, and you may not win.
Once you decide to fight it is almost always an ‘end-game’ for
your working relationship and either you or somebody else will
have to leave the organisation.

The issues are similar though more intensive if  you take your fight
to an external employment tribunal: the pain will be drawn out
for longer; the financial compensation is seldom worth the
distress; and it raises moral complexity if  you are seen to be
raiding the organisation’s limited income.

• How important is it to me to be
vindicated?

• Will I get a fair hearing?
• What are my chances of

winning and of  losing?
• Is this the best use of  my time

and energy?
• Am I ready for the ‘endgame’ ?

Leave with dignity

It is not always possible to repair a broken workplace relationship
– you and your Chair may be unable to find common ground, or
there may have been too much personal harm inflicted during the
conflict for trust and respect to be restored. 

If  you feel stitched up and you have genuinely run out of  options
for improving your working relationship, consider negotiating a
compromise agreement. If  you feel completely depleted of
energy, consider resigning, recuperating, and then invest time
positively in finding a workplace where you are appreciated. This
might be an emotional wrench if  you are passionate about the
mission of  your current organisation, so allow yourself  time to
recover fully. 

• Can I negotiate a compromise
agreement?

• What recovery time do I need?
• What do I need to do to let go

of  my organisation
psychologically?

• How can I turn this into an
opportunity for progressing my
future career?

• What have I learnt from this
experience?

• What will I need to do
differently next time?
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3.  Realign
your roles

What makes conflict so tough to resolve is that we tend to
experience it as a personality clash, so we immerse ourselves in
attempting to find interpersonal solutions which aren’t
appropriate or effective, and which mask the real root causes
of  the problem. Instead, what needs to happen to resolve the
conflict, is for you and your Chair to come back into alignment
via five key themes:

Key themes How to achieve it

Establish a joint formulation of
what the problem is

Examine the same raw “data”, then establish a shared “diagnosis”
of  the cause of  the problem, and only then try to find a fully
rounded joint solution.  Much conflict arises when these elements
are muddled together.

Establish each person’s role in
tackling the problem and the
processes that each is to follow

Work towards a viable framework for your roles where trustees
govern and the CEO has the autonomy to lead the staff  body.

Negotiate your mutual needs in
your roles

Be explicit about what you need in order to be effective in your
role. Check whether it is feasible to get this from your Chair. Then
do the same in reverse to identify what your Chair needs from
you. 

Speak the same language Be conscious and accommodating of  each other’s personality
preferences that determine your different communication styles,
approach to decision making, or attitudes to change. 

Establish a shared mental
model about how change 
can be implemented effectively

How will you engage staff  and other stakeholders? If  they object
strongly to the changes, how will you and your Chair handle the
fall-out consistently so you aren’t played off  against each other?

Tip
These five frameworks are profoundly simple but notoriously difficult to stick to
when under pressure, so keep returning to the structure to ensure that you are
on track. If  you are able to follow this process effectively, it often identifies
unspoken assumptions that are out of  alignment between the CEO and Chair,
and yields remarkable insight into what is going on in your wider organisation. 
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Resources
ACEVO member resources

• Connect to fellow ACEVO members using the online members’ directory or the ACEVO team can put
you in touch with others.

• CEO in Crisis service – we offer members legal and emotional support services for those facing
dismissal.

• Free HR helpline
• Free mentoring service delivered by the Worshipful Company of  Management Consultants
• Your Chair and Board - a survival guide and toolkit for CEOs – available to purchase from the ACEVO

website

For further information about any of  the above please contact the membership team on 020 7280 4960, 
email membership@acevo.org.uk or visit www.acevo.org.uk 

Core Reading

Nora Doherty & Marcelas Guyler, The Essential Guide to Workplace Mediation & Conflict Resolution -
rebuilding working relationships, Kogan Page, London 2008
A solid guide mapping out each stage of  the resolution process.

Mike Leibling, Working With The Enemy - how to survive and thrive with really difficult people, Kogan Page,
London 2009
An easy guide to handling personality clashes.

Barry Oshry, Seeing Systems - unlocking the mysteries of  organisational life, BK Publishers, San Francisco 2007
An enthusiastic introduction to organisational dynamics.

David Rock, Managing with the Brain in Mind, in Strategy & Business, Autumn 2009 / Issue 56, Harvard
Business School.
http://www.strategy-business.com/article/09306?gko=5df7f&cid=enews20091013
An excellent introduction  to the neuroscience of  employee engagement and conflict.

Paul Watzlawick, The Situation is Hopeless but not Serious - the pursuit of  unhappiness, Norton & Co, London
1993
A light-hearted introduction to systems theory. Excellent for thinking clearly about problems and their
solutions.

Daniel Wile, After The Fight - using your disagreements to build a stronger relationship, Guilford Press, 
London 1995
About finding common ground in domestic relationships – with excellent transferrable learning for
workplace conflict.
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Resources

Advanced Reading

Anton Obholzer and Vega Zagier Roberts (eds), The Unconscious at Work - individual and organisational
stress in the human services, Routledge, London1998
Excellent for understanding stress in organisations that work with socially excluded people. 

Larry Hirschhorn, Reworking Authority - leading and following in the post-modern organisation, MIT Press,
London 1998
Excellent for understanding organisational psychology.

Paul Watzlawick, John Weakland & Richard Fisch, Change - principles of  problem formation and problem
resolution, Norton & Co, London 1974
An excellent in-depth explanation of  systems theory. 

Other resources

Oxford Psychologists’ Press.
http://www.opp.eu.com/psychometric_instruments/  

An overview of  OPP’s key instruments that explore personality differences, including: 
Myers Briggs step I & II, FIRO-B, 16PF and Thomas Kilmann. 

Personality preferences: www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/mbti-basics/
A quick introduction to the Myers Briggs Type Indicator, the most widely used personality tool.

Communication preferences: www.businessballs.com/vaklearningstylestest.htm




