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the

remarkable feature of the banking crisis is

the number of senior people who have

admitted that they felt unable to challenge

their leaders’ strategies, even though they

believed them to be flawed. No one brooks
contradiction kindly, and powerful people often feel
extremely threatened by it. It’s the hard-wired human
response reinforced by years of business-school thinking
about the benefits of the decisive hero leader. So they
snuff out flickers of challenge to the point where no one
dare contradict them.

But mistaking a lack of open conflict for agreement
is a fool’s game, says Richard Brown, managing partner
of strategy consultancy Cognosis. “Raised voices, red
faces and table thumping is a far less dysfunctional way
of challenging each other than withdrawal, passivity and
sullen acceptance,” he argues. “It doesn’t mean that
people agree with you: they just take their misgivings
underground and spread them throughout the
organisation, which has a corrosive effect.”

New research from Cognosis, which surveyed more
than 3,500 top, senior and mid-level managers in public
and private sector organisations, suggests that ﬁrn}s
which encourage, embrace and manage confrontation
make significantly better strategic decisions and

48  Director.co.uR November 2009

For more information contact: lindsay@cognosis.co.uk

Director Magazine
November 2009

boardroom

engender greater understanding of those outcomes than
organisations that don't.

The reasons are straightforward, says Brown. Not only
are the best decisions those that take account of a variety
of different views, but also “the very nature of challenge
in strategy-making means that you are involved—you are
investing mentally and emotionally in the process. So
you are likely to be more committed to the outcome and
to making the strategy happen than if you weren't
involved. Being able to say your piece and be listened to
has a big effect on engagement.”

Many managers understand this at a rational level,
Brown points out. Yet fewer than half of the
organisations polled encourage challenge, 25 per cent
actively discourage it and only 10 per cent say conflict
happens a lot in their organisation. And because most
companies studiously avoid confrontation, those brave
enough to embrace it often get a hostile reception.
Around 6o per cent of respondents said that challengers
are typically labelled troublemakers.

So how do you breach the gulf between what ought to
happen and what typically takes place in practice? How
do you encourage what Brown calls functional—as
opposed to dysfunctional—conflict, and prevent it
degenerating into personal attacks? And who should be
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