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Abstract 

 

The main objective of this paper is to analyse the role of interpersonal conflicts in the 

organisation as a key factor of Human Resource Management effectiveness. The paper begins with 

a description of the starting basis, demonstrates the increasing importance of the subject matter 

mobbing against the backdrop of the demand for group-orientated forms of work, and reflects the 

phenomenon with a scientific view. The real problematic nature is being analysed, and actions, 

phases and subjects of mobbing are being considered while the direct consequences of mobbing, for 

the victims and for the offenders, as well as for the companies themselves, are being investigated. In 

addition, fields for activities and ranges of action for Interpersonal Conflicts in the companies are 

being shown.  

Another issue leads to a new emphasis of the paper: Opportunities and methods for 

intervention and prevention of mobbing and the task of Human Resources Management.  

Overview 

 

The number of employees who retire untimely because of psychical stress has doubled in 

only ten years according to official statistics. On the one hand causal psychical stress could arise 

because of the actual job, but on the other hand because of stress or psychosocial conflicts with co-

workers or superiors, which spreads throughout the workplace. 

In the first place the phenomenon of Interpersonal Conflicts proves to be a psychological 

problem. The term “mobbing” as a form of harassment at the job exists only for a few years. 

Historically the phenomenon dates far back, but because of the Swedish scientist ‘Heinz Leymann’ 

this very serious problem was officially described and published. Originally the term “mobbing” 

was only used by ‘Konrad Lorenz’ for defining animal behaviour. Leymann used this term for 

similar incidents in the work place. He started his research about direct and indirect assaults at the 
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work place at the end of the 1970's in Sweden. In the middle of the 1980's he published the first 

report in which he used the term “mobbing”. Then, in the beginning of the 1990's, he published his 

first book where he combined all scientific cognitions.  

Positive business environment directly affects economic success of a company. Positive co-

operation can very rapidly become an aggressive rivalry of employees. Typical negative 

consequences could be: Fluctuation, dramatically increasing absence caused by diseases or 

decreasing business results. Companies that enable interpersonal conflicts have to count with 

increasing deterioration of a business atmosphere as well as with decrease of quantity and quality at 

work.  

It is an open secret that a lot of people suffer from light illnesses at work even if they feel 

good at work, when they enjoy their work, when they are helpful and respectful to other colleagues 

or company. It is usual that somebody with a headache or toothache, cold or bandaged finger, 

strong cough can carry out the job, even if the effort is limited. People are motivated by one another 

and they stay at home only in the worst cases (Neuberger 1990; Fodell 1989). 

On the other side, if somebody has to suffer from daily fear of interpersonal conflict as the 

victim because he is not able to assess what comes in the future (all the time expecting the worst) 

will try to stay at home, even if the disease is not significant. If one stays one or two days away 

from work, it can be assumed that the one is not really ill. In order to avoid this impression and the 

associated consequences, many victims try to find a doctor, in order to obtain his confirmation with 

staying at home for one or two weeks. Someone who does not enjoy going to work because he is 

permanently expressed to interpersonal attacks there may even try to gain a permission to go to bath 

to reach a time of 4-6 weeks of separation from the feared stressor. The longer a person is a victim 

of an interpersonal conflict, the easier it is to obtain this permission of bath since stress-related 

symptoms become visible and this bath is necessary for taking rest and treating the illness (Faller 

1990). 

 

Such absences can cause the employer or company considerable trouble, even in the case of 

effective organisation of labour. The work of ill employee is either not finished or other employees 

have to arrange it what may cause a new point of unrest in turn. It is often reached after part-time 

workers in this case what is reflected in longer working time and higher rate of scrap. It is important 

for the company to reduce absence by reducing interpersonal conflicts. 

 

Another direct consequence of interpersonal conflicts can be seen in an increasing personnel 

fluctuation, under which separation and re-employment of personnel are understood. This is an 

important and repeating process in the company. Fluctuation cased by interpersonal conflicts 
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usually stands in coherence with a negative company’s atmosphere. When employees attack each 

other in interpersonal conflicts or when they make their superior victim of those conflicts, such a 

behaviour does not match the goals of a company. Unexpected and unplanned damages may be 

caused to the company. On the contrary, when management of a company makes a disliked 

employee victim of the attacks of interpersonal conflicts in order to force him to quit the job, then it 

is an intended fluctuation measure that might not be necessarily pragmatic or ethical.  

 

Depending on the kind of work, considerable investment costs arise in the company through 

re-employment of personnel, e.g. advertisement costs, recruitment, interviews, training, education 

etc that correspond a yearly salary. The lower the fluctuation, the smaller are the associated costs. 

Therefore it is very important for the company to place special interest on the choice of a person, 

who will not become a stressor or victim (Esser/Wolmerath 1999; Brommer 1995). 

 

Interpersonal Conflicts as a Phenomenon 

 

 

The general view became focused because of public discussions and thus the way was paved 

for scientific research of the phenomenon. One can see the start for the solution of the Interpersonal 

Conflicts since the end of the 1980's and the beginning of the 1990's. Scientists, physicians, health 

insurance companies and various employers have started to deal with the subject matter "Mobbing”. 

Also the European press has already taken up the problem, even though the international (and 

especially the US-American) coverage ignores the problem up to now. Just in the era of the 

‘Shareholder Value’ the interests of the employees are less important. Subsequently this is 

astonishing, because dealing with the complex phenomenon it concerns Business Science as well as 

other scientific fields, as there are Pedagogy, Sociology or Psychology.      

Therefore the central objective exists in the representation of mobbing as a complex and 

multi-layered problem, which concerns all social fields and structures and which should be an 

object of scientific research in the future. Meanwhile the first points in internal Human Resources 

can be recognized, which are dealing in a systematic and scientific way with hostilities at the job. 

Considerably this is a blatant call for action, because a social mechanism of ousting has been 

observed up to now. This is being influenced because of people's fear to be concerned for 

themselves. In view of the increasing readiness of the society for violence this is not astonishing, 

really. Mobbing can be found in all professions and lines of business, and evenly distributed 

between the sexes. Dealing with the subject matter has been strongly influenced from the whole 
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spectrum of defence mechanisms and polarization, along with victim accusation and stigmatization 

until ousting or denying. 

 

Today’s anger in business is known to each of us. Everybody deals with that situation 

differently, namely with an anger with colleagues, consumers or superiors. Someone can take anger 

personally, but there is a possibility to fall psychologically ill. Other one can show anger, but it 

could effect negatively in coherence with a relationship in a social environment. Repeatedly others 

can deal with a feedback, prevent from conflicts by slick speaking. We cannot speak about 

interpersonal conflicts in coherence with these reactions, even though they are utilized by 

colleagues as legitimate. It could occur when two rival colleagues try to demonstrate their best skills 

to be a favourite of superior. The same situation could occur when chemistry or sympathy between 

two colleagues does not match and they communicate only on a professional level. You can find 

this kind of stress or conflicts in every company, which builds a dynamic and externally oriented 

social system. The absolute harmony could mean also idleness in such a system. Therefore these 

strained situations at work, angry words or quarrels among colleagues do not signify any 

interpersonal conflicts (Becker 1993). 

Typical for systematic animosity and actual anger is a victim standing in the centre of an 

observation. This victim is regularly attacked by colleagues or superiors for months, often for years. 

This can happen sometimes until the mentioned one psychically and physically breaks down. In 

opposition to situations that create anger and could be named by the affected one as a rule, 

interpersonal conflicts are mostly subconscious and subtle. The management often does not 

anticipate what kind of chicanery or intrigues have been conceived. The conception of interpersonal 

conflicts includes conflicts, which are not visible at work, chicanery, permanent annoying, constant 

and returning insulting or feeling ashamed, permanent tyranny or discourage (Huber 1993). Here 

are some typical examples for interpersonal conflicts: 

 

 Permanent unjustified critique at work  

 Statement or speech restriction  

 Contact refusal (social and/or spatial isolation) 

 Permanent slanders 

 Denials 

 Defamation  

 Dismiss  

 Permanent sexual advances and/or sexual offers 

 Nature and content of work instruction 
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 Threat of violence 

A definition of interpersonal conflicts implies three objective points for a diagnosis of 

psychological terror. We can speak about interpersonal conflicts if it is intended: 

 purposely 

 on a regular basis and constant returning 

 over too long period of time. 

 

Experts have been united about that fact, what makes distinguishing and demarcation 

generally easier (Zuschlag 1997).  

Stress makes ill, especially when it is chronically stimulated. Above all psychosocial stress 

leads to psychological diseases. The Swede expert Leymann states in connection with his 

experiments that you can find a typical circle of a stress situation: At the beginning, during the 

phase of subtle interpersonal conflicts individual symptoms occur such as problems with sleeping, 

irritation, pressed mood, internal unrest, bad feeling, etc. The stronger pressure leading to a terror 

can cause a posttraumatic disturbance, which can generally lead to universal fear disturbance. If the 

interference is constantly repeated for a long time, the organism of the mentioned is in a permanent 

alarm situation. The victim of inter-personal conflicts has no more chance to regenerate or to begin 

a rest phase, because he or she is exposed to permanent stress impulses. The situation gets sharper if 

the mentioned one thinks about previous acting which makes an important switch off impossible. 

Consequently stress reaction occurs on a higher level. Adding other emotions like fury, 

disappointment or consternation of the behaviour of superiors, colleagues or fellow workers. Thus, 

a circle arises from which only few can escape (Walter 1993; Niedl 1995). 

 

Mosaic stones, such as quarrels, pressure and conflicts often build an accurate picture of 

chicanery. Personality of victim, intensity and frequency of animosity acting are other factors 

causing interpersonal conflicts in a considerably shorter time, for example in 1-2 months. A large 

portion of harassment is subconscious and can be very hardly identified as malice. Another 

important fact is that stressors vary their actions of malice. On one day, clothes of a victim of 

interpersonal conflicts are calumniated. On the next day, an important letter of the victim probably 

disappears and on the third day the victim will probably be locked in the office by chance. 

Unfortunately, psychological terror is easiest to recognise when it is too late. One can find 

much information about suicide commitments of a victim. Alcohol, medicaments or other forms of 

addiction can be consequences of interpersonal conflicts. Layoffs of employees are one of the 

signals of success of long lasting systematic chicanery. Of course, all these phenomena may be 

caused by many other reasons and each individual case demands a difficult explanation that is in 
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fact useless because it is too late. It is important for business daily practice to identify early 

symptoms of interpersonal conflicts to eliminate them in a due course (Hesse/Schrader 1993). 

To decode the phenomenon of interpersonal conflicts it is necessary to examine and analyse 

the whole process closer:  

There is a conflict at the beginning. Affected parties try to explain or avoid the topic of 

conflict. There is still balance of power. The questions of distribution of roles can’t be distinctly 

clarified and the conflict can be not solved. Both sides are relatively aggressive and even if 

a compromise is found, certain pressure remains in the sub consciousness. In the next step an 

escalation occurs whereas the pragmatic trigger of the conflict remains in the background. 

Aggressiveness which is perceived as obtrusive remains. Personal borders are being defeated and 

a chance for peace is overrun. Personal power reserves of one partner are exhausted and attacks 

cannot be effectively avoided.  

Next level is a resignation. Division of roles has finished, stronger partner loses respect of 

weaker partner and becomes a stressor by permanent violation of personal borders. Victim shows 

only partial resistance. The last phase is capitulation. Because of personal helplessness, the victim is 

depressive and desperate, being cast away from a team, department or circle of friends or escaping 

alone. Perception of the victim as seen by the stressor is strongly supported by such a behaviour 

(Brinkmann 1995). 

Concerning the health consequences, which cause suffering to the victims of interpersonal 

conflict, psychosomatic problems based on a long-term stress stand in the foreground. The situation 

is worsened by bad diagnoses of medical treatment that do not consider interpersonal conflicts as 

the cause of problems. If health problems commonly associated with stress such as stomach ulcer, 

intestine diseases, high blood pressure or heart attack are treated only as symptoms, the treatment 

can continue with a regression or without any successes, at all. More efficient could be a good 

diagnosis and a competent interpersonal conflicts consulting in connection with psychotherapy 

measures focused on reasons of health problems. There are various health problems that can’t be 

generalized and that are often mentioned by victims of interpersonal conflicts: 

 

Headache / Stomach ache / problems with digesting / Shoulder or muscle ache / Heart or 

blood circulation problems / Problems with breathing / Dizziness feelings. 

 

 

Considerable evidence links stress caused by interpersonal conflicts to substantial physical 

consequences (Faller 1990), as well as to psychical problems, which could be observed in: 
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Depression / despair / Uncertainty or lack of motivation / Aggressiveness / Hectic behaviour 

or helplessness / Problems with sleeping / Hypersensitivity or problems with concentration. 

 

Psychical consequences should be not observed in an isolated way. As the affected person 

lives in a social environment outside the company, those consequences also affect other people’s 

lives. General irritation can grow up to a quarrel with partners, children, friends what means a 

further reason for another stress (Leymann 1993; Neuberger 1994). 

 

The victim of interpersonal conflicts at work loses the motivation for work what is 

correspondingly reflected in a decrease or deterioration of work performance. This circumstance is 

not very rum, at all. Even if the performance of victim is not intentionally reduced, it tends to 

decrease, since the victim could be distracted from his or her actual task. Consequently, many 

mistakes in the work of the victim arise due to the lack of concentration caused by the necessity to 

avoid the attacks and ensure professional existence.  

There are many consequences affecting work and personal satisfaction. Interpersonal 

conflicts in an extreme form can even lead to a suicide if the victim can’t see any way out of the 

endless cycle. In Sweden, approx. 10-20 % of all suicides are committed because of interpersonal 

conflicts. This last way out is not an inevitable consequence; rather, it is based on several factors. 

Here, insufficient ability to solve problems as well as private or financial difficulties meets in 

different combinations (Leymann 1995). 

The triggers of attacks related to interpersonal conflicts, so-called stressors usually seem 

stronger and are perceived as the ones that possess power in the organisation and should therefore 

be treated with respect by the other colleagues. It is very important to know that stressors live in a 

very dangerous way: Hatred of victims of interpersonal conflicts is not expressed only in desperate 

or angry thoughts but can also be associated with real consequences. Even if no stressor were killed 

in the literate meaning of the word by a victim, there are many indices about situations where 

stressor was manipulated into a corresponding situation that deprived him of his lucrative job or 

position. As it can be read in various newspaper messages, even highly positioned persons of public 

life of economy, industry or administration experienced such a fate.  

Not each stressor chicanes other people from bare delight. Rather, immensely high 

uncertainty or fear can often be spotted that is compensated by corresponding attacks of 

interpersonal conflicts. These circumstances confirm the fact that many stressors become 

psychosomatically ill like their victims. Interpersonal conflict is associated with a consider-able 

stress and considerable emotional burden for stressors, as well. At last, not only the victim is 

involved in quarrels, rumour, suits or other conflicts. Stressor has to correspondingly prepare all 
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attacks and avoid possible counter-attacks what costs much time and nerves. In addition, stressor’s 

situation is harder because an identified stressor is not very appreciated by the rest of employees: 

Who can be sure that he will not be the next victim of the attack of interpersonal conflict or will not 

be involved into the present interpersonal conflict? Finally, stressor must take care not to become 

a victim of a vehement counter-attack (Walter 1993). 

 

It is us all who is paying the bill of systematic enmities in the workplace: The mobbing 

victim, the mobbing perpetrator, colleagues and superiors, the employer, the company in general. 

Mistrust and watchful spying on each other debilitate any positive business initiative and creativity 

of all. The consequent loss in productivity due to “duty-only stance" or “present-yet-absent factor", 

hours of absence on part of involved persons or practice hours needed to train new employees (as 

the mobbing victims quit at their own request or become sick), these among many others are all 

costs to be finally borne by the employer. Health insurance companies themselves regard the 

phenomenon as a serious issue providing financial incentives for therapy of mobbing victims. Both 

church and union funded hotlines have been established to address the problem. Ever more 

companies are showing dedicated policies for dealing with the issue of mobbing. Human resources 

departments are also re-evaluating their management responsibility and solutions are being prepared. 

Such analyzes of mobbing phenomenon are primarily concerned with the aspects of management 

responsibility and costs incurred by companies. 

 

Even by careful expert estimations, companies are showing costs ranging between 15.000,-- 

Euro and 50.000,-- Euro annually per each single mobbing victim only. According to other 

summary assessments a national economy in only one land the size of Germany may be plagued by 

a total loss of approx. 50 billion Euro due to mobbing. This figure also includes costs which have to 

be borne by companies, such as e.g. higher contributions to pension schemes and health insurance 

schemes due to increasing numbers of early retirements and increasing medication and therapy 

costs. Even in cases where mobbing is promoted or tolerated to some extent by employers or 

superiors as a helping tool in reducing over-employment, it remains to be speculated to what extent 

the poisoning of internal environment of a business actually destroys the motivation of employees, 

rendering the gains of staff reduction irrelevant with losses in productivity and creativity. On 

understanding all such aspects of mobbing a conclusion is inevitable that there is no party in the 

scheme which is any close to a winner in mobbing, but rather all are losers in the end. However the 

partial results of various studies of the issue available up to date are rather generic and differing 

over many points. In any case the related costs amount as follows: 
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The costs for 1 % of employees on sickness leave are assessed to  200.000,-- Euro. 

The fluctuation of a manual worker amounts to approx. 10.000,-- Euro. 

The fluctuation of a specialized manual worker amounts up to 25.000,-- Euro. 

The fluctuation of a management function (60.000,-- Euro, annually) amounts to approx. 

200.000,-- Euro. 

              (Leymann 1993; Niedl 1995) 

 

Consequently the mobbing phenomenon, or the “manhunt in the workplace“ is causing 

immense losses in companies through human attrition. Physical and psychical energy reserves of all 

involved persons are strained heavily and their attention can hardly be pointed elsewhere to serve 

business relevant purposes. The energy which the mobbing perpetrators are wasting for the sake of 

their own private agenda is inevitably lacking elsewhere, resulting in reduced efficiency and an 

increased rate of human failures. The latter applies even to persons who are seemingly not involved 

in the enmities, as even their efficiency is affected to some extent in an environment loaded with 

tensions. The company incurs direct costs mainly as a result of absence and sickness leaves due to 

psychosomatic conditions triggered by mobbing. Such loss in man-hours becomes the more 

dramatic the longer the mobbing continues, which is often weeks or months. As already mentioned 

elsewhere, the resulting hours of absence amount to a dramatic total sum of 50.000,-- Euro annually 

per mobbing victim. 

Models of Statements for the Reasons of Interpersonal Conflicts 

 

Everybody can be exposed to a systematic animosity at work. It is a prejudice that malice 

can concern only somebody who also deserves it. According to the present state of the empirical 

research of psycho-terror has discovered that everybody can be a victim of interpersonal conflicts. 

Nevertheless, it has been shown that certain people are particularly endangered, even without the 

existence of any real reasons. For example, when one woman works among men or vice versa, lust 

of interpersonal conflicts seems to grow. Hierarchical increase of a colleague or particular successes 

of a very young female colleague can trigger enmity, as well. It can also concern new male or 

female colleagues that enter a coherent team or that can show a professional advantage in 

comparison to the others. Probability to become a victim of interpersonal conflicts in the mentioned 

cases is clearly higher and a question can be posed in what way they are different or what 

subconscious signals they have, that more or less encourage the potential stressor (Leymann 1995). 
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It seems important to emphasise that the opinion of the Swede expert Leymann that 

a personality of victim does not play any role here can be considered too one-sided. Making 

structural factors such as organisation, structure and management the only reasons of interpersonal 

conflicts does not match new results of research of social psychology, criminology, and other 

therapeutic studies. Only a complex observation of all possible explanations of malice against 

people would enable to develop realisable measures for the practice.  

People that caused the conflict can be spotted in a relatively easy way, however, the reasons 

can’t. An interaction research has discovered that the human behaviour does not only depend on 

personal factors, but also on the conditions of situations. According to a researcher Niedl, it can be 

taken into consideration regarding interpersonal conflicts that an isolated examination of individual 

characteristics does not explain the phenomenon (Niedl 1995). Rather, different positions can 

interactively influence each other during interpersonal conflict what can even result to a change of 

positions between stressor and the victim. It is similarly insufficient to take into consideration only 

characteristics of the environment. A character of situation can increase or decrease the possibility 

to become a victim of the attacks of interpersonal conflicts. Therefore, interaction of personality 

variables and situation elements stand in the centre of interpersonal conflicts. With respect to this 

fact, common conflicts and interpersonal conflicts have to be very precisely analysed because they 

are influenced by relatively different factors.  

Generally speaking, different conditions can be seen as conflict supporting and thus they can 

build a basis for interpersonal conflicts: The question of division of labour can be an important one, 

because it creates independence of colleagues on one another whereas fulfilment of a task by an 

individual is possible only if others fulfil their tasks, as well. Furthermore, a competition supporting 

promotion system can be of high importance, since envy or rivalry emerge as secondary effects. 

Especially people with a strong competitive behaviour are obsessed with the thought to overcome 

all the others by all means. We cannot forget about a stiff organisational structure as well as 

depressive culture of company that is characterised through a strong hierarchical thinking. 

Especially those companies build a good basis for conflicts. Conflicts are not demonstrated in an 

open way rather, they are subconscious and mostly use unfair means. 

Limited resources could trigger further distribution conflicts such as the question of business 

car or budget what can in turn trigger envy or aggressiveness in a hidden form. This can even be 

worsened when the promotion procedures are not transparently set in the company or performance 

evaluation is not provable. Then, individual employees can try to find justice by themselves (Regnet 

1992; Walter 1993).  

Management, that is not able to sufficiently deliver information to employees, preferring 

certain people, which could never be able to get promoted and manage themselves or manage the 
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work of their colleagues, is responsible for future interpersonal conflict’s attacks, as well. It can’t be 

forgotten about the factors such as insufficient communication system, lack of problem solving 

capability of participants, permanent overload or under-estimation as well as missing ethical norms 

in the company.  

The issue of interpersonal conflicts and aggression are closely connected with each other. 

There are many theoretical models of the origination of aggression. In coherence with interpersonal 

conflicts at work, following three principles are of importance: 

 Aggression as a congenital behaviour  

 Frustration as a reason of aggression 

 Learning about aggression through success models 

 

Management functions are involved in mobbing to a significant extent. More than a third of 

all officially recorded cases of mobbing is traceable to superiors - oftentimes a collective bullying 

of a single victim by a group of several higher-ranked functions including the superior of the victim 

has been observed. Experience based reports by business advisors suggest an even significantly 

higher rate. What are the reasons for superiors to breach the duty of custody of their employees and 

even to create an environment where effectiveness and motivation of employees are reduced 

drastically? 

One possible explanation is based on the assumption that mobbing essentially results from 

misinterpretation of management behavior. In reference to social animals, where the leader of the 

pack keeps biting other individuals in the group or attacking them in some other way for no 

apparent reason, but basically in order to strengthen his leading position, so the superiors 

demonstrate the powers vested to them by bullying their subordinates in a haphazard manner. 

Picking a subordinate for some mobbing practices may also present a welcome distraction from 

one‘s own shortcomings. Another obvious impulse for releasing one‘s own frustrations is the 

pressure to which the managerial function is exposed from above, i.e. from his own superiors. Inner 

fears also are often the main motive, such as when typical mobbing techniques are applied by 

managerial functions in order to defuse situations which apparently pose dangers to their position.  

 

In cases of mobbing emanating from above in downward direction, not only losses caused 

by lower efficiency, hours of absence etc. (not to mention the negative consequences for the victims) 

shall be taken into account, but also some useful potential of mobbing may be pointed out which 

may be profitable for the company under certain circumstances. For many involved persons it 

remains a taboo to even openly admit that mobbing may be employed as an instrument in the 

management of human resources for reducing over-employment. If an employee is exposed for 
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extended periods of time to bullying in the workplace and he cannot find any suitable means to 

resolve the situation on company soil, he will probably leave in the end by himself. This releases 

the employer from the obligation of indemnity payments and/or painstaking analyzes as to whether 

a planned dismissal does not interfere with any aspect of current social regulations. 

 

Mobbing among peers represents the most often found form of enmities in the workplace. 

Three different types have been observed in general: 

a) Individuals poised against each other 

b) Groups of teamed individuals poised against each other 

c) Group of teamed individuals poised against a single individual 

 

Based on the results of the scientific studies a third of the respondents have been bullied by 

only one single person. About 40 % of mobbing victims have been bullied by two to four male or 

female colleagues and 25 % by four and more persons. It appears that in most cases the victims 

have to defend themselves against several attackers. 

Nonetheless even in mobbing situations with a single attacker the victim often feels exposed 

to acts of violence and sacrificed by its colleagues who in most cases remain silent and do not speak 

out. The passive stance is actually the stimulus for mobbing. The attacker interprets the lack of 

protest as a go-ahead to continue his attacks. The motives behind such behavior among colleagues, 

i.e. isolating an individual from the group, require a thorough examination, not the least in reference 

to tense and/or tumultuous situations in the job market, such as are currently present in Germany. 

Considering the current jobless figures of more than four million in Germany, for many persons 

keeping a job is a matter of a day by day survival struggle. Inner fears and specific behavior 

patterns develop as a consequence, which may turn in some cases, often irrationally, against one‘s 

own colleagues. 

 

Interpersonal Conflicts Intervention 

 

The situation on market with labour in Germany and also in many other countries is quite 

unfavourable at the moment. Many posts are being dissolved, the fight to win positions is tougher, 

more unfair and intensive. Always more employees are not able to stand up to the psychical terror 

and victimisation by their colleagues or superiors and finally mobbing makes them really physically 

sick. Unfortunately so far there do not exist any practical model solutions to prevent from mobbing 

at work. Legal options to get protected have rather improved but taking this step, it is usually not 
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possible to keep the current job. Unfortunately many legal actions are also being concluded even 

after the case got its rightfulness and validity. The reason is that the court considers the relationship 

based on trust between employer and employee to be destroyed and it does not find further 

employment appropriate. The damaged party, whose initial goal was to gain legal satisfaction, in 

many cases eventually, gets only compensation. There are following action possibilities that can be 

undertaken by mobbing: 

 To name the conflict. Reason for mobbing is always some kind of conflict that is not 

expressed or discussed. Perhaps it is still possible to solve the problem together with the 

other party in the very first stage of the conflict. 

  Set limits. If somebody does not respect himself he can become a mobbing-victim very 

easily.  

 Discover causes or grounds of mobbing-culprits. Consequences of the discovery process 

are possible solutions.  

 Do not work yourself up. Crying on friends' or relevant colleagues' shoulders often brings 

relief. 

 Keep a mobbing-diary. Concrete accidents should be recorded in the diary with exact 

places, dates and possible witnesses.  

 Collect written documents. 

 Find a confidant at work. 

 Speak to your supervisor and advise him of his obligation to care and to take charge of the 

subordinates. 

 Involve unions of the company or the personnel council that is required to help in case of 

legitimate complaints. 

 Describe the situation to a doctor. He may find it necessary to secure the patient calm 

environment. Only a fit man can successfully face the conflict. Also psychological help 

should be considered. 

 Eradicate stress and tension with sport or by getting engaged with other free time activities. 

Very effective are autogenic training and muscle relaxation. 

 Drag an external intermediary to the relationship. 

 Visit legal advisory centre in order to make use of all legal opportunities and to get redress 

and compensation if possible. 

 Extend potential space for action by new attitude and life planning.  

 Undergo and process negative experience with mobbing for instance with help of 

participation on remedial exercise. 
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At the beginning of interpersonal conflicts, as well as during capitulation external influence 

and interventions is relatively purposeless or useless. At the beginning there is no difference 

between interpersonal conflicts and common conflicts. In the phase of capitulation damages and 

injuries are increasing and it is not possible to redeem that situation by therapeutic means, at all. It 

could be possible and meaningful to solve the situation in the phase of escalation or resignation. 

There are enough possibilities for a skilled observer to identify interpersonal conflicts. Sufficiently 

prompt alarm signal could be for example a complaint of an employee about systematic attacks. 

Even if a mentioned attacks may not be that important, complaint should be taken into consideration 

and provide an impulse for closer observation of the situation. Another indications can be conflicts 

that remain unsolved despite a considerable effort and that are still a point of quarrel of both sides. 

Surely, there are some people in companies showing and wishing less social contacts than the others. 

If somebody is systematically pushed away and experiences no support or backup from colleagues, 

it is certainly a sign of interpersonal conflicts. There is a so-called internal rejection that can only be 

identified by high time of absence. Higher time of absence is an important alarm signal for 

management. The question is, why is somebody ill so often if he does not suffer from any chronic 

organic-based illness. The question can usually be answered only by means of a carefully 

observation. If an employee is suddenly trying to avoid certain tasks, this can be associated with 

endeavour to avoid a contact with stressor that would otherwise be necessary for the fulfilment of 

the task. This problem could involve space or the actual work process (Diergarten 1994; Etzel 1994). 

 

It is recommended that the mobbing-victim informs his employer early enough because it 

can be a precondition for consideration of his claims. It is possible that the company has its own 

intervention strategies, for instance internal agreements in the company, which can be applied. 

Outside the company there could be intermediation initiated by business sector watchdog. Besides 

that employees have a lot of legal options how to defend them from mobbing. These apply to the 

following:  

 A right to claim 

 A right for mobbing elimination 

 A right not to carry out an activity 

 Extraordinary self-resignation 

 A right to get compensation 

 

Employees can demand remedy from mobbing-offender for already caused harm. Especially 

taking back of dishonouring statements is herewith concerned. It is also possible to stake a claim for 
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deleting of reprehension entry from personal file, if the employer did not only put in weak-

performance-related description, but the entry also contains signs of offence, downgrade or 

backbiting. The Occupational Court is in charge of any legal quarrels concerning Mobbing.  

Mobbing-victim has to precisely plan his proceeding towards employer. First it is important 

to consult this issue and to find out where and from whom it is possible to get some kind of support. 

Perhaps there is a person engaged in helping with special problems within the company, a company 

doctor or even union council. The next step is to discover if there is legal protection insurance and 

in case there is, it is necessary to find out possible chances to get assistance. It is good to consider if 

there is also membership at union. Concrete proceeding in case of mobbing should be as follows: 

 Concrete accidents should be recorded with exact dates and exact time (keep a 

mobbing-diary) 

 Collection of evidence 

 Discuss the problem with superordinate 

 Ask the direct superordinate or the employer to eliminate the negative situation 

 

In case the above mentioned proceedings do not bring any positive effect, the next steps 

should be taken: 

 Send registered letter to employer. This stage should be understood as a warning 

addressed to employer and it should once again draw attention in detail to individual 

points, in which the employer does not follow his obligations concerning employees 

care. It is quite important to individually name all important points. 

 

If there is no result: 

 The employee should send another registered letter to his employer with aim to get 

assistance containing all important letters again. It is necessary to state that there were 

none or not sufficient remedies for personality protection. There should be a short 

deadline set in the letter (about 1 week) together with instant notice or you can even use 

threat of occupational court. However this step should be definitely consulted or 

planned with a person who has good law background.  

 

(Instruction: Even though the employee undertakes the above mentioned steps there is no 

guarantee of winning the trial before the occupational court, however the chances are 

significantly higher. Most probably the situation would not go as far as to the trial because 

usually the employer makes effort to find solution.) 
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Every mobbing-victim should keep a mobbing-diary. This will require lot of effort and 

discipline to record all details regularly.  However it has important functions: It is important for 

having evidence, all accidents are listed in the diary according to certain time, it reveals other 

associations and judges or lawyers can exactly read when and how the accidents happened. The 

mobbing-diary should be kept daily and it should contain following points: 

 Dates and exact time 

 What exactly has happened (specific description) 

 Who has accomplished what action? 

 Who was present and witnessed the situation? 

 Did there appear any health problems as a consequence? In case there did, indicate which 

and when. 

 On which days it was necessary not to go to work because of mobbing? 

 On which days nothing happened and why? 

 

In the most countries the terminus “Mobbing“ doesn’t exist in the legal terminology at all. 

But still because of the valid laws there is a duty for the employers to take care of their employees. 

German company constitutional law for instance exactly determines that the employer together with 

the union council have to protect free development of people's potential working in the company. 

The employer is according to the law obliged to protect its employees from mobbing through 

responsible organisation of the company. In case he receives information concerning mobbing of 

his employees from superordinates or his colleagues, he is obliged to provide mobbing-victims help. 

It is also naturally proscribed that employers mob their employees. Moreover the employees 

protection law includes regulation that requires extensive health protection and care of the 

employees. The employer is required to determine working conditions in his company in 

accordance with employees' protection clause and to accomplish safety precaution. The last ones 

are connected with the goal of planning, technology, organisation at work, special working 

conditions, social relationships and impact of environment at work.  

 

Strategies and Concepts for the Prevention    

 

Particularly in the public administration, banks or big companies, problem of Psychological 

terror at work is mostly a taboo or it is not taken into consideration, at all. Often, visible 

consequences such as psychosomatic diseases, decreasing performance, or subconscious conflicts 

are considered normal. In many cases management apparently does not get any information about 
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chicanery among employees, even if it is responsible for so-called good climate at work. This 

responsibility stipulates on one hand that managers should act with open eyes and ears in their area 

of responsibility and identify conflicts in a due time as independent observers. On the other hand, 

when they spot a conflict, managers act as problem solvers, mediators or decision makers. In some 

cases, their obligation is to catch one side and remit another one away (Brommer 1995). 

Therefore it means that managers have to avoid interpersonal conflicts, deal with complaints 

of employees in a due time, to decide and provide help if necessary. However, this assumes that a 

manager or director is able to identify, understand and deal with conflicts and chicanery, to assess 

or evaluate general conditions as well as disposes of ethical values and critically evaluates his 

acting. Managers and superiors have to keep in mind that stressors goal is not to find and solve 

reasons for conflict but rather, he tries to cause a damage to the victim of the interpersonal conflict. 

Co-operation with conflict parties functions only if they are prepared for it.  

Here, it can be spoken about one paradox starting point: The one who somebody wishes to 

avoid interpersonal conflicts must be prepared to admit interpersonal conflicts, victims of 

interpersonal conflicts and stressors. Prevention is reflected in preliminary measures, avoidance or 

minimising of risks. There are different methods of prevention. One of the approaches called 

prevention of behaviour is based on better motivation of employees through explanations and direct 

communication. Another approach called prevention of conditions tries to change conditions and 

circumstances supporting negative behaviour (Grund 1995). 

The basic problems of a person involved into interpersonal conflicts are the same, for 

example competition, career, fear from losing a job, etc, or concrete problems at work, such as 

management mistakes, contradicting instructions, hectic environment, bad planning, negative 

company atmosphere, etc. It seems to be possible to try remove reasons of interpersonal conflicts 

through changing and humanising those conditions. However, it is not possible to change some of 

these conditions with company resources, in a short period of time, at all. It also seems to be utopia 

to create such work conditions that would not support interpersonal conflicts. On the other hand, it 

is possible to encounter inter-personal conflicts at the working places, which do not appear as 

a problematic. Lack of consciousness, moral attitude, conflict resolve capability or courage could be 

the reasons. It is quite possible to influence attitudes and behaviour of individuals by means of 

explanation and moral principles. This basis has its borders, as well: Under extremely high working 

pressure or very negative company atmosphere it is very difficult for all participants to fulfil 

moralistically highly valued expectations even with a strong will (Grunewald 1993).  

Each one-sided action has clear disadvantages. If the only goal is to remove conditions 

supporting interpersonal conflicts, people are more or less unburdened from their personal 

responsibility. In order to reach a higher humanity of the world of labour without having even to 
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mention the real motive of business, oppression or interpersonal conflicts, prevention would be 

realised behind the back of the participants. On the other hand, if the goal is to change the behaviour 

or the moral side, one would have to ignore contradictory requirements under which they work.  

It seems most clever to try to connect both sides. On one hand, under hard conditions, 

people can be demanded to keep moral principles and not principles of animosity. On the other 

hand, problematic work conditions of employees are close to break down the human standards. 

Working conditions contain various non-human forces and assumptions. Therefore, to reduce the 

risk associated with interpersonal conflicts, companies should try humanise working conditions 

(Niedl 1995). 

In the corporate practice, it would be reasonable to spread information on interpersonal 

conflicts only in such departments that are particularly endangered or where interpersonal conflicts 

have already appeared. This could be considered economical, since the time-need and relevant areas 

would remain limited. Another goal could be to explain interpersonal conflicts in the whole 

company. Although this would be associated with higher expenses, health researches have shown 

that usage of a broad prevention is much more expensive. Here are some reasons why: It is simply 

more effective for the company if all colleagues try to avoid interpersonal conflicts, secondly an 

already escalated conflict could hardly be limited only to one department. Finally, the advantage 

would be, that management of the company could be involved into the problem what could 

contribute to a better company atmosphere.  

It is probable that the explanation will reach all ears, however, it is less probable that this 

would also change the consciousness of everybody. It is a mistake to think that prevention could 

remove the problem of interpersonal conflicts forever. Maybe in some individual cases stressors 

could be aware of the consequences of their behaviour, but their interest in interpersonal conflicts is 

too important and they would not give it up. By the way it is not only a question of moral principles: 

Positive company atmosphere can break down very easily like a house of cards, for example, in a 

case of a shut-down.  

From the explanation of interpersonal conflicts victims will gain more than stressors. They 

can be explained that they are standing on a backward oriented spiral and that they should look for 

support from the reason of their personal protection. Therefore, explanation can contribute to a 

broad understanding only if interpersonal conflicts are registered and correspondingly announced in 

a due time. For example, preparedness to rely on the protection of victims, dealing with conflict and 

reconciliation can be created on labour union meetings by means of explanation. Interpersonal 

conflict's prevention is reasonable when it is in accordance with management possible to create 

structures that will deal with conflicts (Grund 1995; Brommer 1995; Grunewald 1993): 
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 Extensive information for leading managers, superordinates and colleagues about causes 

and consequences of mobbing 

 Creation of organisational structure, which enables successful conflict control or does not 

block solving such conflicts or even leads to the conflicts (for instance creation of co-

operative, fearless and fair leadership culture, self-organisation, personality development, 

communication that goes beyond hierarchy, regular conversation with colleagues) 

 Signing company or business agreements, that ensure creation of such environment in a 

company, which makes mobbing-offenders expect sanctions. 

 

The position of the company board of the union as far as regards possible action in mobbing 

cases is rather complicated. Where higher-ranked functions commit offenses by mistreating their 

subordinates, there is a clear profile to follow. In such cases the company board of the union acts 

simply as an advocate of the interests of the employees involved against the “opposite party", 

meaning the employer. Yet the situation turns somewhat different if there are reports of bullying 

among peers, which is the case in nearly half of the instances recorded. The sensitive point about 

such situations being that the board by its own commitment is expected to protect the rights of each 

and every employee in an equal and unbiased way. The boards fear to become trapped between the 

fronts should they interfere. On the other hand the same problem emerges if they actually step in to 

act as arbitrators. The fear not to be elected again in the wake of helping a mobbing victim prevents 

in some cases to fully identify oneself with the arbitration function. It is of course by no means an 

easy task to interfere with such conflicts. The personal and professional stresses to which board 

members are subjected may be minimized by appropriate training in dealing with sensitive conflict 

situations, in which the future arbitrators receive helpful information and develop perceiving skills. 

The tasks of the company board of the union on site as regards mobbing can be basically structured 

into the following steps: 

1. Informing all company employees about the mobbing phenomenon and about possible 

preventive action which every person may implement in his/her own immediate 

environment. It is the preventive efforts on site in which the company board of the union 

is potentially most efficient. Members of the board are intimate with both the formal 

scheme as well as the many fine details of the informal workings on site. Where company 

boards of the union are actually analyzing the issues and evaluating training proposals 

delivered e.g. by the union, the most effective course of preventive action can be expected. 

For example by means of internal training schemes initiated by members of the company 

board of the union, abilities of employees to handle daily conflict situations may be 

improved substantially. 
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2. Meeting all involved parties in a matter of arbitration discussions. This however appears 

useful only in the beginning phases of mobbing. 

 

3. Acting as intermediary and primary addressee for initial legal queries concerning 

violations of Business Regulation Act; cooperating with the local union office. Directing 

employees to legal advisors specialized in employment law and particularly in mobbing. 

 

4. Mediating professional help from outside of the company. Where mobbing is already a 

full-blown phenomenon, there are very limited possibilities for the company board of the 

union to stop the conflict from further escalation. To enhance competency of the board, 

additional training for example in skills such as e.g. interview moderation, consultancy or 

supervision may prove valuable. 

 

From practical point of view often the best solution to emerging conflicts is in employing 

professional services: Psychologists, trained conflict advisors, mediators or supervisors. The 

advantage in using the help of external professionals is mainly in their impartiality and unbiased 

stance against embedded negative company practices which often tend to become uncriticizable 

from within. The involved persons, often complaining about various physical and psychical 

conditions, should be directed by the company board to appropriate medical professionals and 

psychologists. In similar fashion to already existing representatives for drug addiction issues 

appointed by many big companies, company representatives may be appointed for dealing with 

mobbing related issues and trained accordingly. A key element to base any action on part of the 

company board of the union on against mobbing should be the respective agreement with the 

company. Such agreement creates a specific legal framework applicable to all concerned parties. 

Already the process of preparing, negotiating and implementing such agreement alone helps to 

create the desired preventive effect. 
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