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Why Engagement Stalls - and Escalations Keep Returning 

When the same problem keeps coming back, it is 
rarely a people issue - it is a pattern issue. 

Executive Summary 
Many organisations invest heavily in engagement, leadership development, and 
communication training. 

Yet some patterns keep returning. 

• Engagement scores plateau. 

• The same tensions resurface. 

• Certain managers generate recurring complaints - without clear misconduct. 

• High performers leave citing “fit” or relationship strain. 

If this sounds familiar, the issue may not be motivation or culture. 

It may be a behavioural pattern that intensifies when challenged and shifts when 
addressed inconsistently. 

 
 
The Pattern Behind Recurring Tension 
Most workplace escalations do not begin with a major incident. 
They build gradually. 

• A boundary is tested. 

• A concern is dismissed as “just a joke.” 

• A small liberty is taken. 

Individually, these moments seem manageable. 
Over time, they erode trust and increase friction. 

When someone tries to correct the behaviour politely, the behaviour often intensifies. 

This is predictable. 

• Tactics shift. 

• Dismissal becomes interruption. 

• Humour becomes pressure. 

• Authority replaces subtlety. 

The pattern continues — in a different form. 

Because it rarely crosses formal thresholds early, it often goes unaddressed until 
relationships are already strained. 

 
 
Why Engagement Efforts Don’t Always Move the Needle 
Engagement surveys measure sentiment. 
They do not measure how behaviour operates. 

When recurring tension exists, engagement may stagnate despite new initiatives. 

• More workshops. 

• More coaching. 

• Clearer values. 

These efforts matter - but they do not address behaviour that escalates when 
challenged. 

If behaviour adapts every time it is confronted, inconsistent responses can prolong 
the problem.   
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This is why some teams show limited engagement improvement despite repeated 
effort. The dynamic remains. 

 
 
The Red Liner Model: A Practical Explanation 
The Red Liner Model explains why certain interpersonal problems persist even when 
organisations “do the right thing.” 

It identifies a recurring pattern in which: 
• Boundaries are tested repeatedly 
• Behaviour intensifies when challenged 
• Tactics shift when one approach no longer works 
• Escalation is used as leverage 

Closing only some behavioural routes does not stop the pattern. 
It forces it to adapt. 

When relevant boundaries are applied consistently, behavioural options narrow and 
stability increases. 

 
 
What Changes When the Pattern Is Recognised 
When leaders recognise this pattern early, responses become deliberate. 

Instead of reacting emotionally or escalating prematurely, they: 
• Identify boundary-testing behaviour quickly 
• Respond proportionally in live situations 
• Stay consistent when tactics shift 
• Recognise that short-term escalation may signal change 

Over time, consistent responses reduce volatility and stabilise relationships. 

The result is not dramatic overnight change. 

It is a steady reduction in recurring tension. 

 
 
Outcomes Organisations Report 
Organisations applying this approach report: 

• Fewer recurring escalations 
• Less leadership time spent mediating the same conflicts 
• Greater confidence in handling high-pressure interactions 
• Improved team stability 
• More consistent engagement trends 

The goal is not to eliminate conflict. 

It is to prevent repeated escalation and the quiet erosion of trust that undermines 
engagement. 

 
 
Next Steps 
This summary outlines the core insight. 

The full white paper explains the behavioural mechanism in detail - including why 
“doing the right thing” can sometimes intensify the problem, and what to do instead. 

If recurring tensions are affecting engagement, stability, or leadership time, the next 
step is to explore whether this pattern is present in your organisation. 

mailto:info@rtta.net
https://www.rtta.net/en/home-nen4/

