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A solitary figure stands at a crossroads.  One sign points toward Instinct, the other toward Intelligence.  This is the moment many will recognize: that split-second where impulse and reason pull in opposite directions.

Around the figure swirl thirty leadership styles—each in red font, angled and scattered across a beige background.  Their disorder is intentional.  It reflects the lived experience of trying to interpret unpredictable leadership, especially when workplace rules are unspoken or constantly shifting.

Above the figure’s head, a question mark and an exclamation point speak volumes: confusion and urgency, wonder and alarm.  For anyone who’s ever felt lost in a conversation with their boss—or frozen in the face of contradictory expectations—this imagery will feel familiar.

The pale blue border offers a quiet counterbalance to the chaos.  It hints at the possibility of clarity.  That’s the promise of this book: not a perfect map, but a strategy for navigating what otherwise feels unknowable.
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I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the strength, wisdom, and love of my wife of now thirty-two years, Cheryl Maxwell-Lefcowitz.  Through the trials, challenges and joys of our shared journey, it is she who has made me a better person and a better man.  

This book is dedicated to her with my gratitude and reciprocated love.  

This flower is for you.
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Prologues are written by book authors to provide background information or to set the story.  While most often used in fiction, they are occasionally used in non-fiction.  In a very real way, this is my story, and as readers you should know, in some small way, how I came to write this book.

I know of no one who has lived a completely happy childhood.  Perhaps at the beginning, yes—but eventually, something happens that signals the end of innocence, the moment we realize there is no Santa Claus.  This certainly occurred in my own life.  Supposing there is someone who grew up untouched by struggle or disappointment, I imagine they were stunned when reality finally kicked in.

In my own case, I grew up surrounded by adults—at home and at school—who were supposed to shield and guide me.  But with few exceptions, they seemed to look right through me, as if I weren’t even there.  I couldn’t name what I was feeling.  I didn’t have the words for anger or rejection.  But I felt it deeply, and I carried it with me.  I withdrew.  I developed a fierce sense of independence, a stubborn streak a mile wide, and a deep distrust of institutions I was expected to respect.

In many ways, I ran away from home by defying parental expectations by joining the Navy.  It was the best decision I could have made—for me.  I was given opportunities to excel, lead, and discover what I was capable of.  For the first time, I began to develop a sense of myself.  Yes, I still carried the anger inside—unresolved.  However, when I returned to school and began studying conflict as an undergraduate, I realized that part of what drew me in was the hope of gaining a deeper understanding of myself. 

This book reflects a lifetime of observation and reflection. Like many, I’ve been shaped by experience, insight, and a need to offer something of value.

Over the past fifty years, our understanding of conflict analysis and resolution has lost its way—not because the theories lack merit, but because they’ve drifted too far from the everyday realities people actually face.  The field has grown more academic, more risk-averse, and less willing to engage with the messy, unresolved tensions of real life.  In part, it’s a failure of imagination.  In part, it’s the inability—or unwillingness—of scholars to take on the discomfort of what conflict actually looks like in the trenches.  And often, it’s because institutions themselves are afraid to confront the roots of disagreement head-on.

That belief, and the reasoning behind it, is rooted in my own life experiences—experiences shaped not in lecture halls, but in everyday interactions and observations.



The School of Hard Knocks 

My father, a sociologist and statistician, once told my wife he believed I should have been an academic.  Had I heard him say it, I might have replied that while academia never suited me, I had become something else: a conflict theorist shaped not by scholarship, but by lived experience.  I saw patterns that others missed—not from behind a lectern, but in break rooms, conference rooms, planning sessions, leadership status meetings, and the “rice-bowl” interactions of bureaucracies, both internal and external—those zero-sum turf battles where protecting budgets and status is the priority

While I shied away from the demands and politics of academia, I am a model builder—drawn more to direct action and the challenges of operations.  In retrospect, the individuals I looked to for guidance and mentorship were independent thinkers who blended theory with realism, outside of formal institutions and unconcerned with academic gatekeeping.  That some of them were academicians does not at all detract from their willingness to go it alone.

None of us thrives without mentors in our lives.  For those fortunate enough to be surrounded by a supportive family, mentorship begins at home.  Still, I believe we only discover our true selves with the help and perspective of others beyond our immediate circles.

That has certainly been true for me.  Throughout my journey, 

I have been fortunate to encounter exceptional individuals who helped me with acts of kindness and consideration—both large and small.  I owe much to them.



The Early Years

Carl D. Schultz, our next-door neighbor, sat on his front steps and took the time to talk with me.  I don’t recall our conversations in detail, but I remember him with warmth.  I continued visiting him long after we moved—until he died of cancer.

Richard Ashby, my high school American history teacher, was the only educator who truly encouraged me.  He soon moved on to better opportunities and was gone by my senior year, but I’ve often wished I could find him again to say thank you.

Because of poor academic performance and my refusal to attend junior college, I enlisted in the Navy.  Despite the turmoil over Vietnam, it turned out to be the best decision I could have made at the time.  There, I met SCPO Jessie Truesdale, a handlebar-mustachioed sailor who demanded precision, discipline, and took time to quietly teach me lessons in leadership and responsibility.

And then there was LCDR Marshal J. Spencer, my final executive officer aboard the USS Edson (DD-946).  He was far more remote, but no less influential—an ever-present example of command carried with steadiness and restraint.

By the time I left military service, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do.  But I was sure of one thing: I needed to go back to school, not out of obligation, but from a deep desire to prove myself to myself.

After my discharge in 1971, I arrived in Pittsburgh, where my mother and stepfather lived.  I was given a bedroom, and the next morning, I got up early to make coffee.  My stepfather came downstairs, and we agreed to talk.  He invited me to his basement study, and after a few awkward exchanges, I got to the point: I wanted to stay temporarily while finding work and saving for school.  I didn’t want to be treated like a dependent teenager.  How much rent did I need to pay to get that living arrangement?

He visibly relaxed.  That was what he had wanted to talk about, too.

Within twenty minutes, we had drafted a rental agreement, outlined my responsibilities, and defined the basis for my inclusion as an independent adult.  My first independent, adult negotiation.



University Days

My uneasy and rather unconventional relationship to individuals in authority—and my belief that I needed to catch up on the four years I had spent in the military—led me to cherry-pick university professors I believed would be worth my time.  Each semester, I identified two or three political science or sociology courses that piqued my interest.  At Hillman Library, I pulled the previous semester’s reading lists and reviewed the professors’ published articles.  If I was still intrigued, I made an appointment to ask whether their course was a good fit.  I must have seemed like an investigative reporter moving in for the kill.

To pay the bills, I worked as a construction laborer.  I applied to the University of Pittsburgh's School of General Studies—the university’s evening program for working adults.  My poor high school grades didn’t make me an ideal candidate, but after a direct conversation with the Dean, I somehow managed to get in.

I later switched jobs and started making pizzas at a small mom-and-pop shop within walking distance of campus.  One of the perks was free meals.  That set the pattern for the next twelve months: long hours studying at the college library, lunch and early dinner shifts at the pizzeria, then evening classes at the Cathedral of Learning.

At the time, the University of Pittsburgh was on the rise.  Unbeknownst to me, the school had been actively recruiting top-tier teachers and researchers from across the country.  I was fortunate—and mature enough—to take full advantage of the opportunity.  I met some excellent instructors who intellectually stimulated me.

I also want to acknowledge a few individuals who have had a lasting impact on my life.  Beginning with my General Studies teachers:

Gary D. Allison, Professor of Oriental History (formerly of the University of Pittsburgh and the University of Virginia), was an outstanding teacher and communicator—enthusiastic, broad-minded, and intellectually honest.  I'll never forget him for the encouragement and support he offered me.  His letter of recommendation, which supported my transfer to Pitt's College of Arts and Sciences in 1972—just one year after my military separation—played a pivotal role in shaping my academic and professional trajectory.

Arthur M. Lawrence was also instrumental in that transition.  A soft-spoken instructor for the School of General Studies, Art taught writing in the evenings to interested undergraduates, while serving full-time as Senior Vice President of Public Affairs at Blue Cross–Blue Shield of Western Pennsylvania.  He was a former student and great admirer of Percival Hunt, the legendary University of Pittsburgh English professor and longtime English Department Chair.

Over the course of two years, I took three or four creative writing classes with Lawrence.  Eventually, I came to understand that while I had a story to tell, I lacked the natural storytelling gifts—especially the ability to create rich backstories and compelling, realistic dialogue.  But I did learn something valuable: you don't learn to write unless you actually write—consistently, day in and day out.  I hope the writing in this book reflects the time and faith he invested in me.


“You’ve sure picked a hard road to travel.”

Richard W. Cottam



Upon my transfer to the main University school, I quickly came under the influence of Richard W. Cottam, Professor Emeritus at the University of Pittsburgh.  He had previously worked as a CIA operative in Iran.  He had opposed the Mohammad Reza Pahlavi regime, favoring instead Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh.  Cottam believed that Mosaddegh and his National Front followers were genuine nationalists—not Soviet puppets, as others in the Washington foreign affairs establishment believed.  However, his views were quickly overshadowed by the Cold War domino theory, which was widely adopted by the Dulles brothers and the Eisenhower administration.  Though I cannot verify it directly, I have long suspected that Cottam became persona non grata soon after.

By the early 1970s, when I met him, Cottam was already recognized as a premier teacher at the university.  He held a realistic view of the human condition and had a deep interest in conflict resolution.  I took several political science courses with him, and he later served as one of four committee members overseeing an independent study project—essentially an undergraduate thesis.

After deciding not to pursue an academic career, I returned to work as a masonry laborer.  One day, Cottam and I ran into each other in the parking lot of a well-known Pittsburgh grocery store. We exchanged brief pleasantries, and he asked what I was doing.  I told him I had dropped out of graduate school because I wasn't being taught the things I wanted to learn, and I was working construction until I figured things out.

Cottam looked at me, shook his head, and said, "You've sure picked a hard road to travel."

I replied, "I guess I have."

I could have explained to Dr. Cottam how much his life—and his courage to make professional and intellectual shifts—influenced my own thinking.  I didn't yet know where I belonged, but I was increasingly sure it wasn't within the cloisters of academia.

These early exposures to integrity, independence, and principled dissent became the scaffolding for how I would later think about conflict—and how to resolve it.



Crossing Boundaries

I first encountered Bryant Wedge through an undergraduate reading assignment, appearing in an article in the Journal of Applied Behavioral Science (Wedge, 1971), which described his intervention in the 1965 Dominican Republic crisis on behalf of the U.S. Department of State.

I was struck by his willingness to put theory into action.

In 1975, I took a break from school and worked as a masonry laborer near Washington, D.C.  I tracked down Wedge’s phone number, introduced myself, and asked to meet.  We did.  He needed a research associate; I wanted to stay active in the field.

Our meeting marked the beginning of a three-year informal apprenticeship.

More than anyone, I owe a debt to Jerome H. Laulicht, my stepfather and Director of the University of Pittsburgh’s Peace and Conflict Studies Program.  Through him, I was introduced to giants in the field: Allan and Hanna Newcombe, Ken and Elise Boulding, Edward Azar, and Theodore Lentz.

Those early experiences shaped my thinking on integrity, independence, and principled dissent.


“Sometimes you need to take a step back

to take three steps forward.” 

– Richard Barrow






The Inconvenient Realities of Life

But then came the inconvenient truth: there were no paying jobs in dispute resolution—not outside academia or the legal profession.  Dick Cottam had been right.  I had chosen a hard road.  But what other road would have led me to a better destination?

After another stint as a laborer, I became a welfare caseworker.  There, I saw a world of bureaucratic mismanagement, performative compassion, and deep-seated mistrust.

I was not built to be a bureaucrat.  But along the way, I met Richard Barrows, perhaps the most effective manager I’ve ever known.  He walked the floor, assessed staff performance by sampling live case files, and corrected errors in real time.

He once shared a story about a friend who took a lower-paying job to find a more fulfilling career path.  He ended it with a line I’ll never forget: “Sometimes you need to take a step back to take three steps forward.”

I had a long way to go before I found my own way.



A Way Forward

I don't accept the premise that I deliberately chose a difficult path—it chose me.  I was driven by native talent, personal frustration, and a desire to express myself through the principles I had decided to believe in.  That combination didn’t always lead to easy choices, but it gave me a sense of purpose.  It kept me moving, even when the road ahead was unclear, and obstacles across it seemed to block my path.

The sum total of these experiences was my slow realization that mentors don’t last forever.  Knowingly or unknowingly, they teach you what they can—and then they move on, or you do.  The key is to always keep someone in your life who can serve that role: a person who listens more than they speak, and who offers perspective when it’s needed most.  Whatever your age or station, never stop looking for people willing to be your mentors.

I take the time here to mention those not already acknowledged: Paralee Holmes, Albert Johnson, George Welch, Richard D. Schreiber, COL Thomas P. Leavitt (RET), COL Mark S. Sullivan (RET), COL Sandra L. Keefer (RET), and Tom Wilson. 

Of course, I have worked with and for those who were destructive, egotistical, and petty.  They taught me lessons of a different sort.  My acknowledgment of their impact on my life has a purpose: to remind myself—and my readers—that not all teachers are mentors, and not all guidance is welcomed.  Yet even the most difficult encounters can sharpen our insight.  They help us recognize the kind of influence we don’t want to emulate—and deepen our appreciation for those who lead with integrity.

I never lived in the academic world.  But I consider myself a conflict theorist, and my insights come from lived experience—in meetings, in pressure, in real-world uncertainty.

That fact alone doesn’t make me unique, but it does make my perspective and experience different.

My work-life experiences are no different from those of billions of others, but what makes me distinctive is my application of conflict theory as a participant observer.  People don’t live in controlled experiments; they respond to mixed motives, real pressure, and conflicting priorities.

Good research matters.  But so does reality.  That’s where I’ve spent my time.

This book explores the duality of human nature, offering a practical approach to managing the contradictory impulses within each of us.

Consider this historical moment.

In 1862, during the American Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln traveled to Fort Monroe to meet with General George McClellan.  The meeting could have strengthened their fragile working relationship.  But McClellan declined the meeting.

It was his last opportunity to salvage an irretrievably damaged command relationship.  He was removed from command shortly after the Battle of Antietam.

This story teaches a lesson: skill, education, and social status alone aren’t enough.  Leadership is also about timing, perception, and trust. Relationship management is not a soft skill—it’s a survival skill.  Are we using the tools available to us to avoid McClellan-like mistakes in our own careers?

Mark Lefcowitz

Fredericksburg, VA

August 2025
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Resolving Issues with Your Boss is not a legal manual, and it’s not about winning or manipulating people.  It’s about staying human in the face of fear, frustration, and power struggles—especially when you don’t have organizational authority to support your actions.

This book offers grounded strategies that work from the subordinate’s point of view, not from the manager’s point of view.  It acknowledges how hard it is to speak up or push back when you’re not sure what will happen next.

Ultimately, employment—that activity in which one engages to earn a livelihood—is about the tradeoffs of human existence.  We work because, as adults, we must.  For some, it is the exchange of labor for compensation.  For others, it is for the exhilaration of doing something that you enjoy and are very good at.  But, in the end, no matter our circumstances, it is an agreement of mutual interest.  When mutual interest becomes hazy, conflict often escalates.

Over the past seventy-five years, social scientists and psychologists have identified thirty different leadership styles. That’s remarkable for two reasons.  First, it shows that even something as complicated as leadership—going all the way back to our earliest human groups—can be studied, categorized, and understood.  Second, it reveals a strange pattern: most modern writers only talk about a handful of these styles at a time, as if they represent the complete picture of what leadership really is.

While it may seem obvious that leadership style affects how workplace conflicts are handled, that connection is often left unstated.  So, let’s say it clearly and up front: if you want to resolve issues with your boss—or become a better leader yourself—you need to understand both leadership styles and how conflict actually works.

Although our lives are filled with conflict—large and small—most of us aren’t prepared to handle it, especially at work.

Learning how to resolve workplace conflict isn’t just a nice- to-have skill—it’s a core part of good leadership.  Leaders are constantly making decisions, guiding teams, and focusing people on larger goals.  In that environment, the ability to manage conflict isn’t optional.  It directly affects team performance, credibility, and long-term success.

Unresolved conflict drains productivity.  It slows things down, saps energy, and eats away at morale.  A single lingering dispute between team members can lead to missed deadlines, sloppy communication, or quiet retaliation.  Leaders who recognize early signs of trouble—and know how to step in before things escalate—can stop problems from spreading.  In those moments, conflict resolution becomes a practical tool to keep the group moving and aligned.

Most people work in “at-will” jobs, where either party can end the relationship at any time. That means leaders aren’t just responsible for outcomes—they also shape the workplace climate.  When they ignore conflict, it sends a clear message: dysfunction is tolerated here.  Over time, trust erodes.  People stop speaking up.  They start to feel isolated or unsafe—and eventually, they leave.

When skilled employees walk out the door, organizations lose years of institutional knowledge, insight, and cultural affinity—but that loss often begins long before they leave.  It starts when people feel unsafe speaking, when misunderstandings persist, and when conflict is avoided rather than addressed.

We don’t need to be the ones in charge to help change that dynamic.  When we handle tough conversations with empathy, stay open even in disagreement, and work toward genuine resolution, we help create a climate where honesty feels possible.  That reduces turnover and builds stronger, more resilient teams.

It’s important to remember that conflict isn’t always destructive.  Some of the best ideas come out of disagreement.  The key is having a leader who knows how to distinguish between helpful tension and harmful conflict.  That kind of leader creates space for diverse perspectives while maintaining respectful and productive discussions.  They don’t shy away from friction—they guide it.  And when they do it well, the team becomes more creative and more adaptive.

Leadership is always a performance.  People watch how their leaders behave—especially in hard times.  Do they stay calm or snap under pressure?  Do they listen fairly or play favorites?  Do they ask questions or jump to blame?  Leaders who handle conflict with patience, honesty, and fairness don’t just fix problems—they set the tone for everyone else.  

Over time, those behaviors become the standard for how the whole team handles future disagreements.

What all of this shows is simple: conflict resolution isn’t something you learn after you become a leader—it’s one of the things that makes you ready to lead in the first place.  People are frequently promoted for their technical expertise, seniority, or connections—not for their emotional intelligence.  When conflict arises, they struggle.  That’s not a personal failing—it’s a reflection of how organizational systems prioritize advancement.  But it doesn’t have to stay that way.

The time to build conflict resolution skills is before someone becomes a leader.  In small moments—tension between coworkers, tough feedback, miscommunication—future leaders get their first real training.  If they learn to listen, to manage emotion, to focus on what matters, and to find common ground, they’re going to be ready when their turn comes.

Leadership isn’t about having power over others—it’s about creating the conditions where others can do their best work.  And nothing shows that more clearly than how a leader handles conflict.


No Guarantees:

A strategy is not a promise of results.






The Reality of Politics in Daily Work

Politics and influence shape the workplace at every level— from global treaties and national legislation to local ordinances, corporate strategy, and business-unit dynamics.  Most of these forces operate far beyond any individual’s control.  Yet, they dictate the conditions in which we work, the conflicts we face, and the opportunities we see.  They also carry embedded worldviews —often leaning toward Social Darwinism’s competitive survival lens or Cooperative Humanism’s mutual support lens — which are translated into policies, enforced through performance measures, and embedded in daily expectations.  Misalignment between your personal values and the prevailing worldview can quietly erode both effectiveness and satisfaction.

Recognizing these forces is not about controlling them—it’s about navigating them with clarity.  This book offers a framework for understanding how political and ideological currents filter into the workplace, how to recognize when you don’t fit, and how to find your “natural level”—the intersection of your abilities, values, and tolerance for political friction.  The goal is to make your professional journey less chaotic, more intentional, and better aligned with who you are now, not just who you once thought you were.

Understanding the political and ideological landscape doesn’t mean you can bend it entirely to your will — it simply means you can choose how and where to engage.  And that brings us to a hard but essential truth.

Let’s be clear: there are no guaranteed outcomes here.  This book doesn’t offer magic words or quick fixes.  The strategies you’ll learn can shift conversations, open doors, and build trust—but they don’t guarantee that someone else will change, will cooperate, or will even listen.  You can do everything right and still hit a wall.  That’s not failure.  It’s reality.

What these strategies do offer is something even more valuable: clarity.  They help you understand what’s happening, decide how you want to respond, and act with integrity—even in messy situations.  That clarity is what lets you walk away from even the most challenging moments with your self-respect intact.

So, take these strategies seriously—but don’t treat them like promises.  Treat them like roadmaps.  Roadmaps you can learn to follow, adjust, and make your own over time.

That’s why we can’t just throw tips and tricks at the problem.  Should you try to resolve serious issues without first understanding the core dynamics of conflict, you’re left with the equivalent of a fast-food meal of advice—quick, shallow, and soon forgotten.

To offer conflict resolution strategies without first understanding the underlying dynamics is inadequate.  This book begins with that understanding.  It will guide you step by step—through theory, real-world application, and the practical skills needed to address issues effectively with those in positions of authority.  Here’s what to expect:


“Timing is everything”.

– Common idiom and life lesson






Understanding Conflict and Its Impacts 

Conflict is a natural part of working with others—but not all conflict is the same.  Some disagreements are simple misunderstandings that can be cleared up with a quick conversation.  Others are rooted in deeper issues, such as mistrust, power struggles, or perceived unfairness.  Knowing the difference is critical.

When trust is damaged, workplaces become tense.  People hesitate to speak up, assume bad intentions, or withdraw from collaboration.  Communication breaks down.  Missteps are interpreted as slights.  Minor problems grow into big ones.

But it doesn’t have to stay that way.  

Sometimes, simply slowing down can help.  Giving ourselves and others the time and space to cool off, reflect, and reset is one way to begin restoring trust.  In those quiet moments, we can choose to respond instead of react.

That process starts with understanding our own role in the conflict.  It's easy to point fingers—but meaningful resolution requires that we take some ownership.  We all carry human impulses: the urge to defend ourselves, to prove we're right, or to avoid vulnerability.  When we pause to reflect on our shared nature, we can begin to manage those instincts more wisely.

Throughout this book, we'll explore practical ways to shift from a reactive mode to a thoughtful strategy.  One example—taken from a classic game theory model known as the Prisoner's Dilemma—shows how two people acting in their own short-term interest can trap themselves in an ongoing cycle of mistrust.  Unless one party takes the first step to break the pattern, it continues indefinitely.

That's often how workplace conflicts unfold: not as clear-cut right vs. wrong, but as repeating loops of misunderstanding, misjudgment, and missed opportunities.  The key is learning how to interrupt the loop—intentionally.



Why Listen to Me?

If there is anyone who has struggled with anger, both overt and repressed, it is me.  

My childhood and young adult years were bumpy, essentially culminating in my declaration of independence by joining the military right out of high school.  After four years of active service, I had learned enough about my true capabilities and been exposed to others whose life experiences were so different from my own that I was ready to do what I had rejected four years before: return to school.

Later, in my Junior/Senior year of university, my exposure to conflict theory fascinated and ultimately consumed me because it provided a dimly lit path for understanding myself, others, and the greater world around me.

Like the Dean Kay and Kelly Gordon song, "That's Life", I've been up and down and over and out.

After a decade and a half of unsatisfying employment as a government employee, I eventually transitioned into Information Technology as a database developer, working as an independent contractor.  Y2K, the growing recognition of the computer flaw that arose from the way dates were formatted in computer systems of the time, allowed me to utilize my technological expertise in a broader role as a business analyst, later on, as a project manager, and for the last twenty years or so as a Six-Sigma Master Blackbelt.

And yet, projects—both in the private sector and the public sector—still failed.  It became clear to me that the primary causal factor for this failure was people.  I had never stopped thinking about how to apply my knowledge and interest in conflict resolution into something concrete.  I began giving presentations at local Project Management Institute (PMI) meetings.  In the meantime, I used myself and those around me as an ongoing field experiment, testing and refining my growing certainty that synthesizing the six strategies held the answer.



A Strategic Way to Think About Conflict

This book draws from multiple disciplines—psychology, negotiation theory, behavioral economics, and organizational strategy—to help everyday employees navigate workplace conflict with insight and confidence.  The strategies you’ll learn are well-researched, and may feel overwhelming at first.  That’s why I offer four simple questions as guideposts for how and when to apply each concept:


Four Guiding Questions  




	How do I invite initial communication without breaking unspoken rules of personal and group boundaries?

	How do I earn trust or build upon the conditional trust I have been granted?

	How do I discover what the other person is hoping to gain, or what problem they are attempting to solve, and what is motivating them to communicate with me?

	How do I initiate negotiations that are consistent with appropriate timing, circumstances, and psychological safety?



These questions don’t replace the tools and strategies that follow—they help you decide which are most appropriate, and when.  You’ll see them echoed throughout the book as part of a thoughtful, step-by-step approach to resolution.



A Strategy Preview

Throughout this book, we will explore six core strategies for navigating workplace conflict.  Each strategy draws from established research, shaped by decades of practice, adaptation, and testing across diverse settings.

Phased Intercession is a multi-step approach rooted in classic mediation models, adapted here for individuals who lack positional power or formal authority.

Controlled Communication draws on de-escalation methods and structured dialogue formats, offering ways to engage even when the other party resists.

Superordinate Goals stems from the social psychology work of Muzafer Sherif, highlighting the power of shared objectives in overcoming entrenched divisions.

Unilateral Initiatives / GRIT (Graduated Reciprocation in Tension-Reduction) was introduced by Charles Osgood during the Cold War and focuses on reducing hostility through small, consistent acts of good faith.

SPIN (Situation, Problem, Implication, Need-Payoff) originates from Neil Rackham’s work in consultative selling and is reframed here as a questioning strategy to uncover hidden concerns.

Principled Negotiation, developed by Roger Fisher and William Ury at the Harvard Negotiation Project, emphasizes mutual interests, objective standards, and fair outcomes.

Together, these strategies offer a flexible approach to dispute resolution—each suited to different personalities, leadership styles, and risk environments.  You’ll find them revisited throughout this book, always with an eye toward practical application.



Improving Communication and Developing Strategy

The ability to ask the right questions and cross traditional role boundaries gives employees a powerful tool: the ability to influence without formal authority.  Legalistic or adversarial approaches—such as filing grievances or pursuing litigation—may offer a sense of finality.  Still, they often come at the cost of relationship breakdown and prolonged stress.  Other options, such as informal negotiation or mediation, create space for mutual understanding and workable solutions.  Even when attorneys aren’t involved, skilled third parties can often help guide resolution.

Keeping contemporaneous records is another subtle but powerful strategy.  It protects employees, clarifies accountability, and builds a factual basis for discussion.  When tensions rise, employees can apply the conflict resolution strategies discussed in this book to reduce escalation and reopen dialogue.  Shared goals help redirect competing priorities.  Unilateral gestures—when used thoughtfully—can reset strained relationships.



Building Tactical Awareness and Navigating Leadership Styles

As we’ll discuss, SPIN Selling and Principled Negotiation offer practical ways to structure conversations using empathy, curiosity, and solution-focused clarity.  But, knowing the tools isn’t enough.  Employees also need to understand the differences between strategies, tactics, and tools, so they can use each one effectively in context.

Collaboration is rarely smooth; it invites friction, confusion, and role ambiguity.  Navigating this complexity requires more than technical know-how—it calls for insight into leadership dynamics.  Understanding your boss’s leadership style—whether directive, supportive, visionary, or collaborative—can make all the difference.  With each style comes different expectations, communication norms, and power signals.  Knowing how to adjust your approach helps you stay effective while protecting your boundaries.

It’s equally important to recognize leadership failures.  When managers are erratic, authoritarian, or self-serving, the risks go up—but so does the need for personal strategy.  The better you understand what you’re dealing with, the better you can avoid traps, protect your well-being, and communicate with clarity—even when leadership falls short.



Synthesizing Knowledge for Personal and Professional Growth

We’ll also explore the darker side of leadership—those who wield power irresponsibly, manipulate through fear, or resist accountability.  These examples offer more than cautionary tales.  They teach us what not to emulate.  And in doing so, they help us clarify the kind of influence we want to have.

As you move through this book, you’ll develop a broader view: how leadership frameworks interact, how conflict dynamics evolve, and how systems shape behavior.  But you’ll also build a more personal view—an understanding of your own needs, limits, and values.  You’ll learn how to stay grounded under pressure and make choices that reflect strength, empathy, and integrity.

The goal is not to turn you into a conflict expert overnight—but to give you frameworks and questions to get you started.  Each chapter expands your awareness, deepens your insight, and invites you to turn everyday frustration into forward movement. These aren’t silver bullets—but they are starting points.  Used with care and intention, they can reshape how you approach conflict, how others respond to you, and how lasting solutions are built.  They can help you make better decisions—even in situations where no perfect options exist.



Note on Visual Elements:

Throughout this book, you’ll find occasional graphics, matrices, or visual aids designed to explain key concepts or decision points.  Some chapters have an abundance of these elements; some have none at all.  The intent is to only use these visual devices when they help illuminate something the words alone can’t do.  You won’t find them in every chapter—and that’s intentional.  In many cases, clarity is best achieved by letting the narrative speak for itself.

––––––––
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​Figure 1: Conflict Resolution vs. Conflict Escalation



A Reality Check

The original dream ended for me in 1984, at a national meeting of the Society for Professionals in Dispute Resolution (SPIDR), where I was scheduled to speak on The Private Practitioner: The Emerging Dispute Resolution Professional.  I was the president of the Pittsburgh Chapter at the time—eager to challenge assumptions and advocate for standards that matched the complexity of that work.

Before a room of nearly 400 attendees, almost exclusively composed of lawyers and social workers, I attempted to make my case.

I asked questions I believed were fundamental:


	Did they know the major models of social conflict?

	Could they distinguish between rational and emotional disputes using a fundamental 2x2 matrix?

	Could they explain the Prisoner's Dilemma, or what “mirror image” perception means?

	Were they familiar with the concept of GRIT, or how superordinate goals transform adversarial dynamics?

	Were they familiar with the strategy of controlled communication, or how it makes third-party intervention effective?



These weren’t trivial questions.  For me, they were—and are still—some of the foundations of understanding human conflict.  These are basic competencies for anyone practicing conflict resolution.

I asserted that conflict resolution is not just an art—it is a structured practice that requires deep understanding.  Without that foundation, even noble efforts are mostly guesswork.

The audience didn’t want to hear it.  They booed me off the stage.  It hurt terribly to be rejected in that manner—but it clarified something I needed to accept: many are not interested in substance.  They seek an affiliation that lends the patina of expertise without the actual hard work that accompanies it.  They are interested in the benefits of success, not its accountability.

This book is about navigating conflict when the power dynamic isn’t in your favor.  Metaphorically, you smell smoke—but an authority figure insists it’s just your imagination.  Keep working, you are told.

This book won’t help you if the whole house is already on fire.  It won’t help you ‘win’ in the sense that someone else must lose.  In fact, I won’t promise you’ll win anything at all—because life isn’t fair.  People—including you—are complex, to borrow Churchill’s famous phrase from 1939, often a mystery wrapped in an enigma.

Conflict resolution is hard work.  It takes patience and persistence.  If you’re ready to try—even without guarantees—you’ll find strategies here that can help you move forward.


​PART I – Foundations of Workplace Conflict
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​Chapter 1 – Realistic and Unrealistic Conflict
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People often ask, “Is this really something I should be upset about?” or “Am I overreacting?”  We may seek reassurance from coworkers or talk things over at home—but if we get conflicting answers, our sense of certainty erodes.

Sometimes, the issue is real and serious; other times, the problem is less about what happened and more about how we interpret it.   And in some cases, a conflict may arise simply because we don’t understand what’s motivating the other person’s actions.

The goal of this chapter is not to label conflicts as “authentic” or “misperceived,” but to explore how uncertainty and emotionally charged issues can often escalate workplace tension.  By looking beneath surface behaviors, we can identify how assumptions and framing shape our responses—and how to make better choices in the moment.



Lurking Assumptions

Understanding whether a conflict is “realistic” or “unrealistic” is less important than asking, “What’s the underlying tension, and what’s the most constructive way to address it?”

Figure 2 maps some example workplace situations.  Specific scenarios are listed on the left, and to the right of them are listed examples of possible views of the situation from both the subordinate and the boss's perspective.

People rarely enter conflicts as blank slates.  Instead, we come in with mental models—often unspoken—that color how we perceive fairness, boundaries, and intent.  These models come from upbringing, culture, past experiences, or even trauma.

Assumptions shape our emotional responses long before we gather the whole picture.  You are invited to review each scenario to see if any feel familiar.
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Figure 2: Scenario Assumptions

1.  Remote Work Request Denied

The employee asks to work from home a few days a week.  The manager declines without much explanation.  The subordinate assumes the refusal means they aren’t trusted or that their personal needs don’t matter.  The manager assumes that allowing remote work will reduce productivity, create resentment among other staff, or lead to further requests.  Neither one shares their thinking.  

Because the assumptions remain unspoken, what could have been a discussion about logistics or equity turns into a quiet breakdown in trust.

2.  Manager Takes Credit for Subordinate’s Work

After a long week preparing a report, the subordinate hears their boss present it without giving them credit.  The subordinate assumes they’re being exploited or deliberately overlooked.  The manager assumes they’re fulfilling their role by representing team output, not individual contributions.  Because the assumptions go unspoken, the subordinate grows resentful while the manager stays unaware of the tension building beneath the surface.

3.  Missed Deadline and Manager Reprimand

A project deadline is missed.  The manager responds with frustration.  The subordinate assumes the manager is ignoring real obstacles—too much workload, unclear priorities, or missing support.  The manager assumes the subordinate didn’t manage time well or didn’t take the deadline seriously.  Both react based on these assumptions, rather than clarifying what happened or what could prevent it next time.

4.  Manager Micromanages Daily Tasks

The subordinate assumes control reflects lack of respect or trust.  The boss assumes guidance is helpful, not controlling.  Because the assumptions remain unspoken, the tension escalates and the problem stays unresolved.

5.  Subordinate Frequently Arrives Late

The subordinate assumes late arrivals are justified or unnoticed.  The boss assumes lateness is disrespectful or avoidable.  Unvoiced assumptions allow frustration to grow while the real issue goes unaddressed.

6.  Manager Gives Unclear Project Instructions

The subordinate assumes the manager should know they didn’t understand.  The boss assumes instructions were adequate and clear.  As long as these assumptions aren’t surfaced, conflict deepens and resolution slips further away.

7.  Subordinate Challenges Manager in Meeting

The subordinate assumes open discussion is encouraged.  The boss assumes the challenge was inappropriate or disrespectful.  When assumptions stay hidden, the situation worsens and the underlying issue persists.

8.  Manager Ignores Subordinate’s Feedback

The subordinate assumes their input is unwelcome or dismissed.  The boss assumes silence means agreement or disinterest.  Because the assumptions remain unspoken, the tension escalates and the problem stays unresolved.

9.  Subordinate Requests Time Off During Busy Period

The subordinate assumes personal needs should be accommodated fairly.  The boss assumes the request shows poor judgment or a lack of commitment.  Unvoiced assumptions allow frustration to grow while the real issue goes unaddressed.

10.  Manager Declines Promotion Without Explanation

The subordinate assumes favoritism or hidden reasons.  The boss assumes the candidate lacks readiness or doesn’t meet known criteria.  As long as these assumptions aren’t surfaced, conflict deepens and resolution slips further away.

11.  Subordinate Works Overtime Without Approval

The subordinate assumes extra effort will be appreciated.  The boss assumes boundary-crossing or lack of coordination.  When assumptions stay hidden, the situation worsens and the underlying issue persists.

12.  Manager Changes Deadlines Without Warning

The subordinate assumes the boss doesn’t respect their time or other commitments.  The boss assumes urgency justifies the change.  Because the assumptions remain unspoken, the tension escalates and the problem stays unresolved.

13.  Subordinate Expresses Frustration Publicly

The subordinate assumes they’re being transparent or rallying support.  The boss assumes they’re being insubordinate or disruptive.  Unvoiced assumptions allow frustration to grow while the real issue goes unaddressed.

14.  Manager Reassigns High-Visibility Project

The subordinate assumes they’re being sidelined or punished.  The boss assumes the reassignment is routine or better aligned with team goals.  As long as these assumptions aren’t surfaced, conflict deepens and resolution slips further away.

15.  Subordinate Misses Team Social Event

The subordinate assumes it’s optional and unrelated to performance.  The boss assumes the absence shows disengagement or lack of loyalty.  When assumptions stay hidden, the situation worsens and the underlying issue persists.

16.  Manager Delays Performance Review

The subordinate assumes avoidance signals bad news or low priority.  The boss assumes the delay is due to scheduling and doesn’t impact perception.  Because the assumptions remain unspoken, the tension escalates and the problem stays unresolved. 

17.  Subordinate Resists New Software or Tools

The subordinate assumes the tools are inefficient or burdensome.  The boss assumes resistance means unwillingness to grow.  Unvoiced assumptions allow frustration to grow while the real issue goes unaddressed.

18.  Manager Requests Detailed Status Updates 

The subordinate assumes they’re being micromanaged or distrusted.  The boss assumes updates are necessary for alignment and accountability.  As long as these assumptions aren’t surfaced, conflict deepens and resolution slips further away.

19.  Subordinate Takes Initiative Without Permission

The subordinate assumes proactivity will be valued.  The boss assumes they’re overstepping boundaries.  When assumptions stay hidden, the situation worsens and the underlying issue persists.

20.  Manager Doesn’t Respond to Email or Message

The subordinate assumes they’re being ignored or dismissed.  The boss assumes the issue wasn’t urgent or was already resolved.  Because the assumptions remain unspoken, the tension escalates and the problem stays unresolved.
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Figure 3: Realistic vs. Realistic Conflict



The Power of Clarifying Questions

Below, Figure 4 should not be taken as a script.  It is not a list of lines to memorize or a template for exactly how to speak in tense moments.  Instead, it is offered as a framing tool—both conceptual and practical—that can help you analyze a conflict you’re already in or prepare for one you see coming.
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Figure 4: Clarifying Questions

Each scenario in the matrix is familiar—conflicts many of us have experienced or witnessed.  What the matrix does is invite us to change focus: away from defending our position, and toward understanding the assumptions and misunderstandings that may be in play.  The act of asking a question—especially a thoughtful, relevant one—is not just about getting information.  It’s about changing the tone of the interaction.  It slows things down.  It challenges the emotional frame.  And, sometimes, it buys enough time to rebuild a little trust.

By looking at what both the subordinate and the manager might ask—not what they might accuse—we begin to see how conflict can be mapped and softened at the same time.

Gathering clarifying information is essential—not to win, but to understand how the other person sees the situation and what problem they’re trying to solve.

The issue of how to ask questions will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7 and then again in more detail in Chapter 15.



A Self-Training Exercise 

Choose 2 or 3 scenarios from the Clarifying Questions Matrix that feel familiar. 

Ask yourself:

	What assumptions do I recognize in my own thinking?



✓  What question could I ask that might shift the conversation toward clarity?

✓  What might the other person have been trying to achieve?



	Then, try talking through one of these scenarios with a trusted coworker, family member, or friend—not to debate who was right or wrong, but to explore how differently people can interpret the exact same moment.


The point isn’t to find a solution.  It’s to practice seeing assumptions and building better questions—together.
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Figure 5: Realistic vs. Unrealistic Conflict



Taking the Time to Ask Questions

Most people in the workplace don’t pause to ask these kinds of questions.  They defend, react, or retreat.  Just practicing this one skill—slowing down long enough to ask a sincere, clarifying question—can set you apart.  It’s not weakness; it’s leverage.

Of course, it can feel risky to ask a clarifying question when you're already under pressure—especially in situations where authority is uneven.  But risk is often reduced when curiosity is genuine and the question is non-threatening.

You don’t have to phrase it perfectly.  The fact that you’re asking—rather than assuming—already changes the tone.
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​Chapter 2 – Loss of Trust
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Anyone who has been fired or let go without warning can confirm that the situation is relatively straightforward.  The decision has been made: you are leaving, and there is no room for negotiation.  At-will employment laws virtually guarantee that there will be no appeal—your time has run out.

If the organization values your contributions, you may receive some notice and a severance package to help you get back on your feet.  However, if you are suddenly deemed unworthy—perhaps due to a serious mistake, a violation of workplace norms, or simply because you submitted your two-week notice and they resent paying you further—there are various ways they may choose to demonstrate just how little they value you.
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