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Executive summary

There is an extensive body of evidence suggesting that low managerial quality and poor people management practice is a key

part of the UK's productivity puzzle, particularly in smaller organisations. Managers often lack the skills and confidence to

prevent, contain and resolve problems at work. In total, Acas research has estimated that workplace conflict costs UK business

around £30 billion per year (Saundry and Urwin, 2021).

The Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces research programme aimed to explore this issue and assess whether an online

training intervention designed to provide managers with the skills they need to handle complex and difficult workplace issues

could start to address this problem, by building conflict confidence and competence. The research involved a robust ESRC-

funded randomised controlled trial (RCT) in 24 organisations, and a 'before and after' evaluation in 38 small and micro

organisations funded by Acas. More than 1,000 managers and 7,000 staff took part in the programme.

The research revealed that managers entered the programme with relatively 'collaborative/problem solving' conflict

management styles. However, there was also evidence of 'avoidant' approaches to conflict management. Experienced

managers were more likely to have problem-solving styles and less likely to avoid conflict. Female managers were less likely to

be avoidant/competing, but this seems driven by a greater likelihood that they were in organisations where managers in

general were less likely to adopt these approaches. This reflects our general finding that organisational effects are particularly

important in shaping managerial styles, consistent with studies that suggest persistent differences in management practice

across organisations help explain productivity differences.

There was strong evidence that the Skilled Managers training had a positive impact on managers' confidence in handling

conflict. Average avoidant scores reduced by 17% in the main sample, and by 22% among managers in micro/small

organisations; and nearly half of managers in the main sample (47%) and 64% of those working in micro/small organisations

had less avoidant conflict management styles after training. In addition, 7 out of 10 managers across the programme adopted a

more problem-solving approach to conflict. However, this effect appeared to be greater in smaller organisations, where there

was clear support from organisational leaders, and in those organisations in which HR had good relations with managers. This

points to the importance of culture and context in enhancing or limiting the impact of the training intervention on managerial

approaches.

Feedback from managers indicated high levels of satisfaction with the training. Managers cited the level of interactivity,

accessibility and flexibility that allowed them to fit training around existing work pressures. In micro/small organisations, 8 out of

10 managers intended to change the way they managed as a result of the training, and 4 out of 10 had already put learning into
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practice by the time they finished the training.

In 14 of 24 organisations in the RCT study, staff reported a relative improvement in their support for the statement that, 'If there

is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly'; compared to any change among staff of managers who did

not receive training. There were also changes that suggest positive impacts on work-related stress; relative improvements in

the 'net promoter score' (a measure of company loyalty that looks at people's likelihood of recommending their organisation)

and the extent to which staff feel the organisation respects individual differences. In micro/small organisations, there were post-

training improvements in engagement survey scores across a range of measures, particularly relating to performance and

timely intervention in conflict.

Positive impacts were more likely where there was visible organisational support for managers completing the training and

where there was a high degree of connection between the HR function and line managers. There was also evidence of

'spillover effects' in some organisations where elements of learning had been shared with managers in the control group or

used for additional training and coaching.

Interventions such as Skilled Managers have the potential to extend training access to 'hard-to reach' managers, particularly

those in smaller organisations. By making training available to the entire managerial team in the same period, Skilled Managers

offers an opportunity to have a positive impact on the culture of conflict management in organisations. However, the

intervention is not a panacea, and more holistic and long-term approaches may be needed in certain contexts to embed and

sustain change.

The research also pointed to the potential of new technology to make people management training more flexible and

interactive. It also offers opportunities to integrate skills development with organisational support, guidance and advice. Skilled

Managers provides government with a possible evidence-based blueprint for making high quality training and advice available

to UK managers at scale and low cost.

1. Introduction

This report considers key findings of two projects from the Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces research programme (see

endnote 1). The programme involved development and testing of an online skills intervention (Skilled Managers) designed to boost

managers' conflict confidence and competence; and explored the relationship between managerial capability and the management of

workplace conflict. We draw together key findings from the research to answer the following questions.

a) What are the conflict management styles of managers, and how are these shaped by key contextual and demographic factors? 

b) What is the impact of the Skilled Managers intervention on conflict management style?

c) Does the Skilled Managers intervention fulfil the needs of line managers and what are the wider lessons from this?

d) How does the Skilled Managers intervention impact on managerial practice and staff experience, and what can explain any

variations across organisations?

e) What are the main implications of the Skilled Managers research for workplace practice and the role of Acas? 

The first step in the Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces research programme was the development of an online training

intervention, designed to provide managers with the skills they need to handle complex and difficult workplace issues. An intensive

period of development and pilot testing – involving 5 organisations, 150 managers and Acas advisers – uncovered clear demand from

managers for a more flexible, accessible and interactive approach to training (Neves et al, 2023). Therefore, the research team refined

and distilled online content to focus on the skills needed by managers to:
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have good quality conversations

address poor performance and misconduct

decide how to respond to potential conflict

resolve team-based conflict

The resulting Skilled Managers intervention used short videos, scenarios and simulations that could be completed in around 3 hours at

a pace and time to suit the manager. Managers were also given access to an accompanying online toolkit to support learning, on

completion of the initial course.

Project details are outlined in Table 1. The first study was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, and following the

period of pilot testing, 24 organisations of varying sizes and sectors (see endnote 2) were recruited to take part. Initial interviews were

conducted with senior leaders in each organisation to provide a range of contextual information. Each organisation was then divided

into discrete units (based on function or location) headed by managers with several staff reports, and units were then randomly

allocated to either 'treatment' (where managers received the Skilled Managers training) or 'control' (where they did not). 

Following initial interviews with senior leaders in each organisation, the research process comprised 5 initial stages of mainly

quantitative data collection, and a final qualitative stage with selected organisations: 

1. All staff across each of the 24 organisations – both treatment and control – were asked to complete a 10-item engagement

survey.

2. Managers in treatment units were given access to the Skilled Managers intervention.

3. Before starting the intervention, managers completed a questionnaire to assess their conflict management 'style'.

4. Managers were given 4 weeks to complete the course, and they were asked to complete the conflict management 'style'

questionnaire again, at the end of training. They were also asked to provide feedback on their experience of the training. 

5. 6 months later, all staff were asked to complete the engagement survey again (see endnote 3).

6. Interviews were conducted with selected organisations to shed further light on impacts and outcomes from the intervention.

Design of the study resulted in some very small or micro-organisations not taking part as they did not have discrete units that could be

allocated to treatment and control. Therefore, a separate Acas-funded project was undertaken using the same research tools, focusing

on Micro and Small Businesses. However, in this case all managers within the organisation were trained over the same period, with

staff engagement measured before and after. Details of the two studies are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces research programme project details

Project Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces Skilled Managers – Micro and small businesses

Funder ESRC Acas

Purpose

To explore the impact of training on the conflict

confidence of line managers and consequent impacts

on staff experience.

To explore the impact of training on the conflict

confidence of line managers and consequent impacts

on staff experience.

Design
Cluster Randomised Control Trial (RCT) (see endnote

4)
Event study – before and after comparison

Data

collection
Data collected at all stages from 1 to 5. Data collected at all stages from 1 to 5.
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Project Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces Skilled Managers – Micro and small businesses

Sample

362 units (across 24 organisations)

1,106 managers – 510 randomly allocated to

the treatment group

6,199 employees

38 organisations employing 20 staff or less

235 managers

747 employees

2. Overview of Existing Research Evidence

Poor management is seen as one reason for low UK productivity, particularly in smaller organisations. 

Workplace conflict creates significant productivity losses, estimated in 2021 to cost UK business £28.5 billion annually.

Line managers play a key role in managing conflict, but low levels of skill and confidence are a barrier to effective conflict

resolution.

There is a lack of robust evidence in relation to the impact of developing the conflict management skills of UK managers.

The Skilled Managers Productive Workplaces programme tests whether a 'light touch' conflict management training offer

boosts conflict confidence and changes managerial practice.

For many years, governments and policymakers have tried to unpick the puzzle of low productivity. The poor record of the UK has

often been linked to managerial capability (Productivity Institute, 2023). Research has consistently shown that managers play a key

role in shaping experiences of work and staff engagement. In fact, a recent report from the Chartered Management Institute found that

for most employees, their manager has a 'deep impact on…their motivation, satisfaction, and likelihood of leaving the job' (CMI, 2023).

This has led some commentators to argue that improving managerial quality, in less productive areas of the economy, especially

smaller and family-owned firms, is a crucial missing piece of the puzzle (Haldane, 2020; Productivity Institute, 2023). 

However, the precise source of low productivity is hotly debated (Oliveira-Cunha et al, 2021) and there is also uncertainty over the

exact role played by management practices (Gosnell, List, and Metcalfe, 2020).

Nonetheless, we know that workplace conflict creates significant productivity losses. A recent Acas-funded study estimated that

individual conflict at work resulted in a cost to UK employers of £28.5 billion per annum (Saundry and Urwin, 2021); moreover, 4 in 10

workers experiencing conflict report reduced motivation and 56% report stress, anxiety or depression (CIPD, 2020). 

Furthermore, it has long been recognised that line managers play a pivotal role in building trust, perceptions of organisational justice

and worker engagement (Purcell, 2014). Line managers are most likely to be the source of conflict (CIPD, 2020:7) and, at the same

time, managers are also best placed to identify, address and resolve conflict at an early point, minimising negative organisational

impacts.

But it is widely acknowledged that there is a substantial skills gap among UK managers. Research conducted by the Chartered

Management Institute found that four in five of those moving into management positions have no formal management or leadership

training (CMI, 2023). The problem appears particularly acute in relation to the management of people (CIPD, 2020; Saundry et al,

2016).

Indeed, some commentators argue that management training tends to focus on leadership development at the expense of core

operational competences needed to implement high quality management practices (Saundry et al, 2017). 

More specifically, research over the last 15 to 20 years has consistently shown that line managers often lack the confidence needed to

address and resolve problems at an early stage, before they start to negatively affect performance and productivity (Saundry, Fisher

and Kinsey, 2022). A 2019 survey conducted by the CIPD found that fewer than half of a representative sample of employees agreed
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that 'if there is conflict in my team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly'. 

Despite the overwhelming evidence of a deficit in the provision of the skills needed to manage conflict, there is a lack of robust data

which explores whether these skills make a difference. There are studies that consider the impact of managerial interventions

(Ichniowski, Shaw and Prennushi, 1997; Bloom and Van Reenen, 2007; Bloom et al, 2013, 2018), but these focus on the existence of

management practices rather than the confidence and capability of managers to address and resolve people management problems.

Therefore, the Skilled Managers programme was designed to start to fill this important gap.

3. What are the conflict management styles of managers?

On average the dominant conflict management style before training was 'problem-solving'.

The data suggest high levels of managerial 'avoidance', particularly in smaller organisations; but we also find higher levels of

problem solving in the smallest (micro) organisations.

More positive conflict management styles are linked to managerial experience.

Organisational effects are particularly important in shaping managerial styles, consistent with studies that suggest persistent

differences in management practice help explain productivity differences.

3.1 Conflict management styles

Managers were asked to complete a questionnaire at the beginning and end of the course to assess their conflict management style

based on an inventory developed by Rahim (1983). The inventory measures conflict management style across five dimensions.

Problem-solving

The extent to which managers develop collaborative solutions to problems based on the mutual interests of all parties, including those

of the manager themselves, and the organisation.

Obliging

This suggests a deference to demands of parties in conflict. Obliging managers tend to accommodate the wishes of parties to smooth

over conflict, possibly at the expense of their own interests and needs.

Dominating/competing

The tendency of some managers to make decisions without involving staff and imposing decisions on the parties in conflict situations.

Avoiding

Refers to conflict avoidance. Managers may adopt a 'wait and see' approach rather than address issues at an early stage.

Compromising

Developing solutions by seeking compromise and working through a process of negotiation. This may involve 'splitting the difference'

between the positions of parties.

Measuring conflict management style
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The questionnaire contains 25 statements and managers were asked to rank these from 1 to 5, where 5 = strongly agree and 1 =

strongly disagree. Each question relates to one of the five dimensions of conflict management, allowing an average score (out of 5) for

each style to be obtained.

In practice, the approach a manager takes is likely to include some elements of each dimension. However, it is generally accepted that

successful and sustainable conflict resolution revolves around collaborative ('problem-solving') approaches (Rahim, 2002; Teague and

Roche, 2012; Saundry et al, 2015) and Skilled Managers also seeks to minimise avoidant behaviours, emphasising early and informal

resolution.

'Obliging', 'dominating' and 'compromising' dimensions all reflect some positive attributes such as listening, decision-making and

negotiation, but problems arise if these styles become dominant.

3.2 Skilled managers? Collaborative but also avoidant

Figure 1 describes the conflict management styles of all managers in both projects within the programme, before they undertook the

Skilled Managers training. 

Figure 1: Conflict management style scores for managers in the Main and Micro/small business samples, before Skilled

Managers training

Source: Skilled Managers Rahim Inventory data, 703 manager responses Main sample and 171 Micro/small business sample (see

endnote 5)

These profiles have some positive aspects, namely highest scores for 'problem-solving' and lower scores for 'obliging', 'dominating'

and 'avoiding'. However, 'avoiding' scores are relatively high, particularly in micro/small-organisations; this initial picture is of lower

levels of conflict competence in micro/small-organisations, with lower average 'problem-solving' and 'compromising' scores, and higher

'avoiding', 'obliging' and 'dominating' scores.
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Our sample is not necessarily representative of UK organisations and whilst this finding is in line with concerns in the existing literature,

we return to consider the role of company size further.

We use regression analysis (see endnote 6) to identify some of the main factors that are associated with the extent to which we see

managers adopting different conflict management styles:

There is a strong relationship between managerial experience and positive conflict management attributes. Managers with

longer service were more likely to have lower 'avoiding' scores and higher 'problem-solving' scores at the start of the training.

We found that organisational effects were important, reflecting existing literature that suggests persistent differences in

management practice 'help explain…productivity differences' (Bloom and Van Reenen, 2007; Bloom et al, 2013, 2019). The

suggestion in our study is that some organisational environments fostered more avoidant and less problem-solving conflict

management styles (see endnote 7).

We uncovered interesting differences in the approaches of male and female managers. For instance, in our regression analysis

we found that female managers are on average less likely to be avoidant, but this seems at least partly driven by a

concentration of female managers in certain organisations (where managers in general are less likely to be avoidant). Similarly,

in an academic study of gender differences (Bowyer et al, 2024a) female managers were less likely on average to be

'competing' than male managers, but this was again driven in some part by organisation-level factors.

Returning to our consideration of company size, the suggestion from Figure 1 is of lower levels of conflict competence in the study of

micro/small organisations. When we carry out a regression analysis for the combined micro/small and main samples, the picture is

more complicated.

Thus, whilst we do find that managers in small organisations [10 to <50 employees] have significantly higher average 'avoiding'

inventory scores (compared to managers in larger organisations); managers in micro-organisations [fewer than 10 employees] have

significantly higher average 'problem-solving' scores. Again, our sample is not necessarily representative, so we need to be careful of

jumping to conclusions.

4. The impact of Skilled Managers on conflict management style

There were significant improvements in average scores across each dimension of conflict management style following Skilled

Managers training.

Average ‘avoiding’ scores reduced by 17% in the main sample and by 22% among managers in the sample of micro/small

organisations.

Nearly half of the managers in the main sample (47%) and almost two thirds of those working in micro/small organisations

(64%) were less likely to avoid conflict after completing the training.

71% of managers in the main study and 69% in the sample of micro/small businesses adopted a more problem-solving

approach to conflict.

We again find that variation across individual organisations provides a strong explanation – pointing to the importance of

culture and context.

4.1 Transforming approaches to conflict management?

The next stage of the research was to explore the impact of Skilled Managers training on conflict management, as measured by the

conflict confidence and competence of line managers (based on their pre- and post-training questionnaire responses, as described at

Section 3.1). A high 'problem-solving' score is interpreted as reflecting conflict competence and a low 'avoiding' score implies

confidence to address conflict (see endnote 8). 
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Figures 2 and 3 show the average scores of managers' conflict management styles before and after training. The results clearly

demonstrate that there were positive changes across each dimension and each of these changes is statistically significant at the 1%

level. There were significant increases in 'problem-solving' and 'compromising' scores and reductions in 'obliging', 'dominating' and

'avoiding' styles. Importantly the largest change was the reduction in 'avoiding' scores (by 17% for the main sample and by 22% for

managers in the micro/small-business sample).

Figure 2: Conflict management style scores for managers in the Main sample, before and after Skilled Managers

training

Source: Skilled Managers Rahim Inventory data Main Project, 703 manager responses Before Training and 594 After Training (see

endnote 9)

Across both Figures 2 and 3 we observe a change in approaches that gives a much greater emphasis to early intervention and

collaboration in managerial approaches, suggesting a positive impact by the training on conflict confidence and competence. The scale

of change in average scores was larger for managers in the study of micro/small organisations than for organisations in the main

project.

Regression analysis on a combined sample across both projects captures the extent to which these findings persist. Managers in small

organisations [10 to 50 employees] saw the greatest improvements in terms of their move towards greater 'problem-solving' and away

from 'avoiding'. However, once again variation across individual organisations provided some of the strongest explanations and we

return to consider this in more detail.

Figure 3: Conflict management style scores for managers in the Micro/Small business sample, before and after Skilled

Managers training
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Source: Skilled Managers Rahim Inventory data, 171 manager responses Before Training and 164 After Training (see endnote 10)

These findings suggest that Skilled Managers is effective in stimulating more collaborative and proactive approaches, with effects

greatest in smaller organisations. Nearly half of the managers in the main sample (47%) and almost two thirds of those in the

micro/small-organisation study (64%) reported being less likely to avoid conflict after completing the training. 71% of managers in the

main study and 69% in the study of micro/small organisations adopted a more problem-solving approach to conflict. 

5. Skilled managers: fulfilling line manager needs?

The training was designed to provide support to managers with limited access to conflict management training and little time.

The most common (modal) time spent on the platform was just under 3 hours, and most managers spent between 2 and 4

hours.

However, in larger organisations there was a greater tendency for managers to spend less time on the platform.

Feedback from managers indicated high levels of satisfaction with the intervention, highlighting its interactivity and accessibility.

Managers emphasised the benefits of being able to fit training around existing work pressures.

In micro/small-organisations, 8 out of 10 managers intended to change the way they manage as a result of the intervention;

and 4 out of 10 had put learning into practice by the time they finished the training.

5.1 Developing the training

The Skilled Managers training was designed in an iterative process across 2021 and 2022. The starting point was to examine

conventional approaches to the development of conflict management skills among managers.
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The content of such training courses is relatively consistent, tending to revolve around an examination of the skills required for difficult

or challenging conversations. Such courses tend to be delivered online or face-to-face across a half day or day and there is currently

no experimental evidence of the impact of this type of training.

Findings from our previous research indicated (Saundry et al, 2016) that most organisations failed to provide training of this type or

offered it as an optional development opportunity.

The initial versions of the Skilled Managers course were based on a full day online course, but as beta testing and piloting progressed

redesigns resulted in a light touch intervention (of around 3 hours), focusing on core essential skills and providing managers with a

series of micro-processes they could apply when faced with challenging situations.

In addition, accessibility and flexibility have been maximised, enabling participants to access via a tablet/smart phone using an app.

5.2 Engagement with the intervention

Between Oct 2022 and April 2023, 510 managers were invited to complete the course as part of the main study treatment group and

80% of these carried out the training. In the study of micro/small businesses, 235 managers were provided with licences and 77%

carried out the training.

The most common (modal) time spent on the platform was just under 3 hours and most managers spent between 2 and 4 hours.

However, once again we identify interesting differences between smaller and larger organisations. In organisations with 250 staff or

fewer (in our case these are mostly micro and small organisations), 22% of managers spent less than 2 hours on the platform, whilst in

larger organisations this figure is 32%.

As we shall see, this is one of several pieces of evidence raising concerns that in some larger organisations, engagement with the

research and promotion of the training was less effective. There are a range of other findings that we do not have space to consider in

this report, for instance the differences we observe by gender, with female managers spending on average much more time than male

managers. These can be found in accompanying research publications (Bowyer et al, 2024a; 2024b) (see endnote 11).

5.3 Feedback from managers

Feedback on the training was overwhelmingly positive. A total of 621 managers from the main study (across treatment and control

groups; managers in the latter were given access to the training as part of a second wave of the project) completed the feedback form;

520 responses (84%) were overtly positive with just 10 managers responding negatively to the course (see endnote 12). For many less

experienced managers, the course provided new practical skills and greater confidence:

‘I found the whole course useful seeing as this is my first management role. Having never dealt with these type of

situations I found the scenarios particularly helpful.'

(Manager, Social Care)

However, managers with more knowledge and experience also found the training refreshed and embedded existing practice (with

some requesting more unpredictable and complex situations, particularly how to navigate legal challenges and how to manage more

extreme employee responses):

'As a seasoned Manager/Senior Manager for over 25 years, I really wasn't sure that I would get much insight….

However, this was very wrong. I thoroughly enjoyed each exercise, especially the few instances where the software

cited that I had provided an incorrect answer.'

(Manager, Healthcare)
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A small number of managers gave a more mixed response and these tended to be senior, with 5 years or more

experience in management; citing that the course was good but should be aimed at less experienced managers:

'Everything in the course were things I have already learnt in my 20 plus years of being a manager […]. I feel the course

would be very helpful for people who are new to supervising and managing staff.'

(Manager, Social Care)

Respondents were positive about the overall course, with the most cited elements being the videos, scenarios and simulations:

‘I have thoroughly enjoyed the course. I have found it to be high quality, well presented and engaging. I liked the

interactive scenarios and knowledge checks throughout… for me it will be helpful to have the [toolkit] at the end as I like

to re-visit material and reflect.'

(Manager, Industrial)

'The course gave me space to reflect on my leadership skills. The delivery of the course and the ability to start and stop

it allowed me to fit this around my diary but also factor in the unexpected being a manager in a clinical health service.'

(Manager, Social/ healthcare)

These quotes also highlight key design features of the intervention – the ability to maintain an on-going resource and source of

guidance; and the ability to fit with a demanding and unpredictable work schedule. Several managers also emphasised the importance

of concise, clear and straightforward messaging, focussed on practice:

'Great real-life scenarios. Info was clear and well presented. Well structured. Logical progression through different

techniques. No jargon. Realistic. Not patronising/good tone. Practical application. It was better than I expected it to be.'

(Manager, Social Care)

Although the content of the course was the same for all organisations, managers working in very different contexts (Industrial, Social

Care, Building contractors, Education, Healthcare and Insurance) felt that the examples reflected the challenges they faced. 

5.4 Intention to change practice

There is clear evidence that the intervention created an intention on the part of managers to change their approach to management of

conflict. This was evidenced through qualitative feedback in the main project. The following quote is from a manager with over a

decade of experience: 

'I enjoyed participating in this course as it has made me reflect on my practice, I have been a manager for a number of

years and this course has made me realize that I have been stuck in my ways. I always considered myself to be

competent and capable in the subjects we covered, some of which I am, and others have left me realizing its time for

change and further training. I have taken notes of ways to improve my practice in the areas needed and I intend to

apply them in a meaningful way…I found all the material relevant to the role I have within the team.'

(Manager, Social Care.)

Table 2 shows that 80% of managers in the micro/small study intended to change the way they managed their team and over a third

had already put this learning into practice. These questions were asked in the micro/small business study to provide additional

research insights, given the lack of a randomised control group - this suggests an immediate effect on practice. In the next section we

consider whether this translates into action in the workplace, with a particular focus on results from the main study, where we have a

more robust experimental design.

Table 2: The Reported Intentions of Managers: Micro/Small Business study
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Strongly

agree
Agree

Neither

agree nor

disagree

Disagree
Strongly

disagree

Number of

managers (n)

Having completed the training, I

intend to change the way I

manage my team

24% 56% 16% 4% 0% 164

I intend to put what I have

learnt during the course into

practice when the opportunity

arises

52% 46% 2% 0% 0% 164

I have already put some of the

learning from Skilled Managers

into practice

13% 26% 42% 17% 2% 164

Base: 180 managers carried out the training (of the 235 registered)

6. Impacts on managerial practice and staff experience

Across most organisations, staff whose managers received the training reported a relative improvement in their agreement for

the statement that, 'If there is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly', compared to any change among

the staff of untrained managers.

There were also changes that suggest positive impacts on work-related stress; relative improvements in the 'net promoter

score' (a measure of company loyalty) and the extent to which staff feel their organisation respects individual differences.

In the micro/small-business study there were post-intervention improvements in engagement survey scores across a range of

measures, particularly relating to performance and timely intervention in conflict.

Positive impacts were more likely where there was visible organisational support for managers completing the training and

where there was a connection between the HR function and line managers.

There was evidence of 'spillover effects' in some organisations, with elements of learning shared with managers in the control

group.

Outcomes appeared less positive in organisations where there were lower levels of trust between HR and line managers; when

training had been mandated; and where there was a significant amount of organisational flux and high turnover of staff.

6.1 Did staff see improvement in early intervention and resolution?

The primary outcome measure for the main experimental study was the proportion of staff who agreed with the statement: "If there is

conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly" (on a scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree). This

measure of manager willingness to tackle and resolve conflict reflects the main objective of the Skilled Managers training. 

As the following discussion makes clear, in 4 of the 24 participating organisations we have evidence of positive impacts, but the

experimental research design does not seem to have been followed; and 6 organisations underwent significant disruption during the

period of research. Whereas Figure 4 sets out evidence that in 14 of the 24 organisations that took part in the study and the

experimental design was followed, managers put lessons into practice, with the staff of trained managers more likely to agree that "If

there is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly". 
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Figure 4: Change in average Likert score for staff responses to the question "If there is conflict in the team, my line

manager helps resolve this quickly", before and after Skilled Managers training: Main study

Source: Skilled Managers Engagement Survey, Main Study 2022/2023

The green (rightmost) bars represent the change in responses to this statement, among the staff of managers who were given

access to the Skilled Managers training. The change is measured from a point before the managers were trained, to a point 6

months later. 

The purple (leftmost) bars represent the change in staff responses to this statement, among the staff of managers who were

not given access to the Skilled Managers training. The change is recorded over the same 6-month period. 

For instance, in Organisation 1 when staff of trained managers were asked the extent to which they agreed with the statement

(with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree) before training and 6 months after, their average responses went up by just

under 0.8. In contrast, in the control group the responses went up by just over 0.4. In this organisation there seems to be a

general improvement in this aspect of managerial capability over the period, but the improvement among staff of managers

who received the training is greater (see endnote 13).

In contrast, across organisations 12, 13 and 14 we observe falls in average responses across all staff who responded, but the

decline is less pronounced among staff whose managers were given access to the training. In these organisations there seems

to be a general decline in this aspect of managerial capability over the period, but the fall among staff of managers who

received the training is lessened.

A statistical test which compares the average organisation-level change for the staff of treated managers, with those of staff in the

control in Figure 4, identifies a statistically significant difference (at the 10% level). Therefore, across most organisations, staff of

trained managers reported a relative improvement in their manager’s willingness to intervene in a timely way to tackle conflict, and this

was significantly better than any change seen among staff of managers who did not receive training. The experimental design means

we have more confidence that this change is due to the Skilled Managers training.
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Why did we see impacts in these 14 organisations? Several factors appear to be important. First, most organisations which

experienced clear positive impacts were small to medium sized businesses where HR or L&D leads were geographically close to their

managers and enjoyed high trust relationships. This helped to improve communication and build manager engagement. Second, all

but one of these organisations had very limited alternative resources to fund training. This arguably created a greater demand for, and

commitment to, the project. Third, it was noticeable that in this group of organisations there was a relatively high level of senior

leadership support for the project.

In 4 additional organisations senior leaders ensured effective communication, co-ordination and support for staff and managers,

ensuring good take up; but evidence suggests the experimental design was not followed. These organisations were enthusiastic and

very positive about its impact on their managers, but enthusiasm for the training was such that they shared insights from the Skilled

Managers intervention across all managers. We observed increases in the proportion of staff reporting that their managers resolved

conflict quickly, in both treatment and control groups.

In 6 of the organisations there were more substantial issues, with some in crisis during the study, and/or experiencing extensive

change. For example, one organisation experienced major disruption between the two surveys, acquiring a new business, resulting in

job roles changing, departments being re-organised and a significant influx of new employees. This impacted the research team’s

ability to differentiate treatment and control unit outcomes, and respondents reported that they felt this had a detrimental impact on

staff satisfaction. Two of the organisations were large, with more fragmented structures, and there was evidence of a disconnect

between HR and managers.

This study produced compelling evidence of the efficacy of Skilled Managers, but it also shows that it is not a panacea. Our research

shows the importance of organisational context, and in some settings face-to-face and more holistic offers may be needed, to tackle

the challenges organisations face. By giving managers the confidence to intervene earlier and resolve conflict, we can create healthy

employment relationships and more productive workplaces, but one size does not fit all.

6.2 Did staff report other improvements in management practice?

We must be careful in our consideration of impacts on the other 9 items of our 10-item engagement survey (reproduced in the

appendix to this report) beyond the primary indicator that "If there is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly".

Put simply, statisticians caution that the more we attempt to find an impact using different indicators, the less confident we are about

the strength of apparent impacts (see endnote 14). However, to counter this we may have some concerns over our primary indicator –

specifically, if managers are more likely to intervene quickly to resolve conflict, how many of their staff would notice this and report it in

feedback?

Focusing on the 14 organisations in Figure 4, responses to other parts of our 10-item engagement survey suggest three additional

findings of note (see endnote 15):

Among staff whose managers received the training, there was a statistically significant fall in support for the statement that, "I

often experience work-related stress that impacts my health and job performance". This fall was not observed among the staff

of managers who did not receive the training. 

We also observed a significant fall in the 'net promoter score' (a measure of company loyalty, based on the question "On a

scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being most likely, how likely is it that you would recommend this company to a friend or family

member?") among the control group, that is not seen among the staff of trained managers.

Similarly, staff in the control group become less likely to agree with the statement "I think that my organisation respects

individual differences (for example, cultures, working styles, backgrounds etc)" over the period of the study, compared to the

staff of trained managers (where there is increasing agreement over the period - though not a statistically significant increase).

As our more detailed discussion in accompanying papers suggests, in some ways one may consider these findings more compelling

than those impacts we uncover for our primary indicator (see endnote 16). Even adopting a cautious approach, we have compelling

evidence of the efficacy of Skilled Managers. 
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Whilst we must note the lack of experimental design in the parallel study of micro/small businesses, before and after findings from the

10-item engagement survey in this sample are similarly encouraging:

In the study of micro/small businesses, we observe a statistically significant improvement across many of the indicators that

consider performance, such as "It's easy for me to get feedback on my performance”; “Good performance in my team is

recognised" and "Talking to my line manager helps me improve my performance". 

This is in addition to significant improvements in staff reporting "If there is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve

this quickly" (the primary outcome measure for the main study), and reinforces our findings that Skilled Managers seems

particularly impactful in smaller organisations, where training all managers (and often owners and leaders) can create an

organisation-wide change in managerial style and approach. 

6.3 Organisational feedback – what works? 

Organisations were generally positive about participating in the project and developing managerial skills that would have otherwise

been difficult to embed. Follow-up interviews revealed a variety of approaches to engagement, with some organisations inviting

managers to undergo the training as a benefit to themselves, but with little encouragement or 'push':

'We didn't go mandatory with it, but we set aside an expectation that you should set some time aside […] I suppose we

used more of a sales pitch with it really, with what you stand to gain from it […]'

(Construction sector)

At the other end of the spectrum, organisations made completion of Skilled Managers an expectation and followed up with managers,

asking to see certificates of completion or discussing conflict management scores and feedback. This approach however, received a

mixed response from managers, in particular from one organisation who reported in their feedback:

'The management team weren't consulted on the use of their time, they were told they had to spend up to half a day

doing this course by a certain date and that was that. This means that there is likely negativity going into this course

and a reluctance to participate in full.'

(Insurance sector)

Organisations confirmed during interviews that their own feedback from managers mirrored that provided through the platform.

Furthermore, some respondents reported they felt that managers were more prepared to address issues and conduct difficult

conversations. For example, in one organisation HR had noticed that managers appeared to be less dependent on HR advice when

dealing with relatively straightforward issues:

'Throughout this project there's definitely been an increase, I think, in manager skill set […] a little bit more of a

proactive approach to managing conflict within teams.'

(Education/ Social Care Organisation)

However, there was less evidence that organisations had experienced notable impacts on team culture or performance. This points to

the complexity of transmitting changes in managerial style and approach to wider organisational outcomes. It also suggests that a

wider range of factors beyond conflict management may be influential.

7. Implications for policy and practice

Interventions such as Skilled Managers have the potential to extend training access to ‘hard-to reach’ managers, particularly

those in smaller organisations.
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By making training available to the entire managerial team over the same period, Skilled Managers offers an opportunity to

transform organisational culture.

There is potential for new technology to make people management training more flexible and interactive and to integrate with

organisational support, guidance and advice.

The Skilled Managers intervention is not a 'silver bullet' solution, and more holistic long-term approaches may be needed in

certain contexts to embed and sustain change.

Skilled Managers provides a possible blueprint for making high quality training and advice available to UK managers at scale

and low cost. 

7.1 Learning, development and delivery

Skilled Managers was developed as an online intervention as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic (see endnote 17), and this research

study suggests that such low-burden approaches to training can have a significant impact. This may be of particular benefit in sectors

(such as retail, hospitality, construction and social care) in which managers have limited access to the time needed for conventional

longform training and development. Managers welcomed the flexibility, speed and accessibility of the course. Many participants

commented on the level and nature of interaction, but very few indicated a preference for face-to-face contact, for instance:

'Some group learning sessions could have been helpful so other managers in the business would have been able to explore ideas and

help contextualise them within the company.' (Retail Organisation)

It is important to note that the pilot version of Skilled Managers included group discussions via Microsoft Teams (Neves et al, 2023).

This element was removed because engagement with these sessions was limited by constraints on managers' time. However, the

need for this seems to have been counteracted somewhat by a virtual instructor who delivered most of the content and was the main

'contact' for individual managers. This seemed to give managers the sense of personal interaction they may otherwise have lacked:

'The way you framed the course around the main presenter talking directly to camera - and doing it well - made it feel

like I was learning directly from him.'

(Manager, Social Care)

As discussed earlier, the research clearly points to the effectiveness of the intervention within smaller organisations. Budgetary

restrictions and a lack of access to HR support meant that Skilled Managers was seen as a significant opportunity and implies a need

that conventional long-form training is not meeting. Perhaps most importantly, Skilled Managers potentially enables all managers in an

organisation to be trained in a time- and cost-efficient way. This makes it more likely that training can have a transformational approach

on organisational cultures.

7.2 Closing the capability gap?

The evidence clearly suggests that Skilled Managers can play a role reducing managerial capability deficits in many UK workplaces.

Perhaps most importantly, it provides an opportunity for high quality training to be provided by subject experts at scale and at relatively

low cost. It also points to ways in which new technology can be used to enhance skills development - participants in the project found

the use of short video content, interactive scenarios and simulated conversations particularly helpful. Moreover, using online delivery

makes it easier for organisations to gather a range of data regarding engagement and impact of training. For example, it is possible to

measure responses to questions and scenarios and track the amount of time spent on the course. This in turn can help to inform

organisations' learning and development strategies.

In addition, the use of online learning platforms has the potential to integrate learning and development and systems of HR advice and

guidance. In the Skilled Managers intervention, learners had the opportunity to link to their own organisational procedures and/or Acas

advice and guidance while learning. They could also download templates and planning tools; they had the opportunity to message

tutors in real time; and could arrange 1-2-1 video coaching sessions. This could easily be adapted to organisational systems so that

managers had a one-stop-shop to access learning, policy, guidance, documentation and direct access to HR advice. This would be
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particularly powerful given the increasing centralisation and remoteness of many HR functions.

7.3 Challenges, limitations and barriers

The research highlighted the challenges of conducting robust evaluations within workplaces. Undoubtedly, the research would have

been strengthened by conducting the evaluation over a longer period. However, maintaining engagement with organisations and

participants is difficult, particularly when the method involves withholding potentially beneficial training from a group of managers.

Moreover, maintaining a strict demarcation between treatment and control groups was problematic in some organisations.

Although the Skilled Managers intervention had a positive impact on most managers and organisations that took part in the research,

this was context-specific. In larger organisations with more complex structures, it may be difficult to drive manager buy-in, placing a

premium on senior leadership support. Good relationships between managers and HR will also create an environment in which

managers view the offer of training positively. Therefore, where organisations have deep-rooted problems and where there is a lack of

trust between line managers, HR and senior leadership, more extensive solutions may be needed to drive significant cultural and

organisational change. 

7.4 The wider policy agenda

There is a compelling case for building the conflict confidence and competence of managers. Improving these line management skills

will not only minimise the cost of conflict but also help to make UK workplaces more productive. However, there are few signs that this

skills gap is being filled and the huge interest in taking part in this study shows that there is an unfilled demand for training. In our initial

outreach to participants of the main study, 1,000 places were booked for an introductory webinar in just under 3 hours, we had 291

expressions of interest in the project, with 150 of those being submitted within 2 hours of the webinar ending. Micro/small organisations

made up 30% of applications. 

The Skilled Managers research programme shows that low-burden training can be effective, delivered cheaply and at scale. It offers a

possible blueprint for making high quality training and advice available to UK managers more widely – in such a way that extends

reach, while allowing for the fact that some organisations will require more intensive and extensive interventions. Given the incidence,

impact and cost of conflict in UK workplaces (Saundry and Urwin, 2021), this may have the potential to help save employers in

aggregate billions of pounds annually.

8. Conclusions

The UK has a long-standing problem with managerial quality and capability. Arguably this is one of the root causes of persistently low

levels of productivity which stifle economic growth and have become a key issue for successive governments. More specifically, Acas,

CIPD, CMI and a range of other organisations have highlighted the problems caused by line managers who lack the confidence to

resolve conflict and improve working relationships.

However, despite its importance there is little robust research on the effectiveness and impact of managerial training.

The Skilled Managers research programme was developed to answer a fundamental question: can training develop more 'conflict

confident' managers who have a positive impact on their staff and organisations?

To answer this crucial question, the research first asked, what are the conflict management styles of managers and how are these

shaped by key contextual and demographic factors?

The findings here were mixed. On average, more collaborative styles, which emphasise problem-solving, are dominant. However,

there was also evidence of relatively high levels of avoidance, reinforcing two decades of research on this topic. Not surprisingly, there

was a link between experience and conflict confidence. Crucially, organisational context and particularly organisational size was found
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to be important in shaping conflict management style.

Second, we measured the impact of the Skilled Managers intervention on conflict management style, which we argue reflects conflict

confidence and competence. Across each dimension, average scores improved significantly, and most managers became less

avoidant and more collaborative. These impacts were again linked to organisational effects, with reduced avoidance greatest in

micro/small organisations.

The positive impact of the intervention was also reflected in feedback from managers, which we used to assess whether Skilled

Managers fulfilled their training needs. Managers who completed the course were overwhelmingly positive about the design and

approach of the course, citing the level of interactivity and use of video, scenarios and simulations.

In particular, much of the feedback focussed on flexibility, suggesting that this type of approach helps to deliver training to managers

who might otherwise not have sufficient time, space or support for conventional training approaches.

The key test of the intervention is its impact on managerial practice and staff experience. Among managers in the micro/small-

organisation sample, eight in ten felt that the training would change their practice and nearly 40% had already made alterations by the

time they completed the course. These changes were felt by staff, with significant improvements in several key indicators.

In larger organisations, we were able to strengthen the analysis by having separate treatment and control groups of managers. There

was evidence in most organisations that the intervention had a positive impact on the way that managers were addressing conflict in

their teams, albeit with effectiveness shaped by organisational factors.

Overall, the research has significant implications for workplace practice and the role of Acas.

First, it demonstrates that low-burden interventions can help to build confidence and capability, particularly among managers who

would otherwise miss out on training.

Second, the impact of training has a particularly strong impact in smaller organisations, which may help solve the UK's productivity

puzzle.

Third, the approach used in the intervention offers a potential blueprint for organisations to develop smarter and more integrated

systems for providing hard-pressed line managers with skills, support and guidance.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it suggests a cost-effective route through which government could support organisations to

develop the conflict competence of their managers.
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Appendix

The ESRC study implements a cluster randomised controlled trial (RCT) in 24 UK-based organisations, randomly allocating managers

in each organisation to distinct workplace units to receive the Skilled Managers online training ‘treatment’ and other units to a 'business

as usual' control.

There are 362 units (for instance, 'departments' or 'branches') across the 24 organisations (containing 6,199 employees, not all of

whom are 'in scope'), with the number of units within an organisation varying from 3 to 50.

Between October 2022 and April 2023, 510 managers were invited to complete the course as part of the treatment group (with a

similar number in the control) and 410 managers registered on the training platform.

In addition to information on the activity of managers whilst on the training platform, we have before-and-after responses to a short

Engagement (People) Survey from employee reports (1,801 respondents to the first, and 1,503 respondents to the second

engagement survey, administered before their managers were trained and then at a point six months later).

10 question Engagement Survey

1. On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being most likely, how likely is it that you would recommend this company to a friend or family

member? 

2. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "I think that my organisation respects individual differences (e.g. cultures,

working styles, backgrounds etc)" 

3. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "It’s easy for me to get feedback on my performance". 

4. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "Good performance in my team is recognised". 

5. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "Poor performance in my team is tackled effectively". 

6. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "I often experience work-related stress that impacts my health and job

performance". 

7. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "If there is conflict in the team, my line manager helps resolve this quickly".

8. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "Talking to my line manager helps me improve my performance".

9. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "I have a good relationship with my line manager".

10. To what extent do you agree with the statement, "I am happy in my role and am not thinking of leaving". 

[Questions 2-9 use a 5-point Likert scale, with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree]

As part of the Skilled Managers training, managers complete a questionnaire that utilises Rahim’s framework to operationalise conflict

competencies into 5 management styles (Rahim, 1983; 2002). The questionnaire is used to provide an indication of the extent to which

managers are (on average) 'integrating/problem solving'; 'obliging'; 'dominating'; 'avoiding’ or 'compromising' when faced with people

challenges. The managers complete the questionnaire before and after training, allowing us to observe how the approach of managers

changes as they gain additional insight.

In addition to the results presented from the Cluster RCT evaluation of the Skilled Managers intervention, the discussion draws to a

limited extent on findings from an accompanying study that focused on organisations with fewer than 20 employees. This was an event
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study (i.e. without a control group) involving 38 organisations, with 747 employees and 235 managers. The average number of

employees per organisation is 20, managed on average by 6 managers. All managers undertook the Skilled Managers training and we

have the same engagement survey responses from staff before and after training impacts – these findings provide an additional check

on key results that arise from the main cluster RCT study.

Endnotes

Endnote 1. We also touch on findings from Saundry et al, (2024), which considers Managing conflict at work – policy, procedure and

informal resolution. Back to introduction

Endnote 2. Construction, Hospitality, Retail, Social Care, Industrial/Manufacturing, Building contractors, Education, Healthcare and

Insurance. Back to introduction

Endnote 3. Managers in the control group were then given access to the intervention, as part of a second wave of the study. Back to

introduction

Endnote 4. The study implemented a cluster RCT between October 2022 and April 2023 with managers of distinct workplace units

within each organisation randomly allocated to either receive the Skilled Managers online training 'treatment' or a 'business as usual'

control. The number of units within an organisation varied from 3 to 50 and not all 6,199 employees were in scope. Read the October

2022 protocol, which provides full technical details of the evaluation. Back to introduction

Endnote 5. The Main sample includes managers from both wave 1 and wave 2 of the Main (ESRC) Study. Back to 3.2

Endnote 6. We estimate an OLS regression to model conflict management styles, with gender, years of experience and ethnicity of

managers, as well as organisational size as explanatory variables; across a combined sample of managers from the main ESRC-

funded study and micro/small business study. Back to 3.2

Endnote 7. One of the specifications for our regression has fixed effects for each organisation and these are found to be significant in

many cases. We combine the findings from this analysis with other aspects of our study to discuss the nature of these organisational

effects later in the report. Back to 3.2

Endnote 8. For a more detailed discussion see Bowyer et al, (2024b). Back to 4.1

Endnote 9. These findings remain when we consider only the 572 managers who completed the inventory both before and after

training. Back to 4.1

Endnote 10. These findings remain when we consider only the 152 managers who completed the inventory both before and after

training. Back to 4.1

Endnote 11. For instance, whilst male and female managers both reduce – to a similar extent – their use of competing approaches as

a result of training; we find the use of 'accommodating' styles is initially very similar on average, but the impact of the training is much

more pronounced for female managers who see a reduction in this approach. Back to 5.2

Endnote 12. The figure of 84% is constructed from an initial review of the 621 qualitative feedback responses by a researcher, in

advance of analysis using qualitative data analysis software. Back to 5.3

Endnote 13. For detail of the experimental design, including discussion of the Business-as-Usual approach to managers in the control,

see the protocol. Back to 6.1

Endnote 14. The cluster RCT method dictates stringent approaches, for instance achieving certain levels of statistical power only by

using specific approaches to statistical testing and a focus on only one primary outcome indicator. The discussion of findings in this
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summary report is more wide-ranging and we would encourage readers who wish to understand more of the technical detail of our

data collection and analysis to refer to the protocol and accompanying academic papers. Back to 6.2

Endnote 15. It is important to note that whilst we do identify significant impacts in the micro/small business study relating to

'performance' across key indicators in our engagement survey, this is not the case in the main experimental study (where we observe

no statistically significant impact of the Skilled Managers training on questions 3, 4, 5 or 8). More generally, whatever the size of

organisation we found that key people management measures and performance indicators were not systematically collected in a way

that could gauge further impacts on performance outcomes. This is a limitation of the study that continues to raise challenges for all

researchers. Back to 6.2

Endnote 16. These findings are identified at the level of individual staff respondent, but we again refer readers to Bowyer et al, (2024b)

for consideration of technical detail. Back to 6.2

Endnote 17. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic the initial intervention was conceived as a face to face one day training course delivered

by Acas staff. Back to 7.1
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