
Conflict is uncomfortable.  

For many of us, being directly involved in conflict makes us feel uneasy. Watching two close colleagues 
argue is painful; even sitting at the same table as two strangers who are actively engaged in verbal 
conflict can feel awkward. When we sense conflict, our instinct is to walk away, tune out or 
inauthentically acquiesce. We treat conflict as an embarrassment that should remain in the shadows.   

For others, conflict can feels just as uneasy, but the response is different. Sitting across from the two 
strangers who are engaged in conflict makes us feel awkward, but our response to conflict is to 
overwhelm it with aggression; we combat conflict with anger. We treat conflict as an enemy that needs to 
be subdued. 

But conflict is neither an embarrassment nor an enemy - conflict is an inevitability. And once we 
understand how to embrace conflict, we are capable of strengthening all of our personal and professional 
relationships. This understanding begins with emotional awareness. 

Moments of conflict can trigger visceral emotional reactions that - according to the Harvard Medical 
School’s ‘Mental Health Letter’ - most people choose to ignore or suppress1. But when you ignore, 
suppress or mindlessly react to the emotions that surface during moments of conflict, you’re missing an 
opportunity to strengthen an idea, advance an important team initiative or improve a critical working 
relationship. The emotions that surface during moments of conflict should be embraced. As former FBI 
lead international kidnapping negotiator Chris Voss advises in his book Never Split the Difference, 
“Emotions aren’t the obstacles, they are the means.” 

Once you’ve acknowledged the inevitability of conflict and recognized that emotions are not part of the 
problem, but a path towards the solution, you’ll find it easier to evolve your primitive instincts to fight or 
flee in the face of conflict.
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1. “Yet no matter how hard people try to remain unemotional, during a conflict their hearts tend to beat faster, their palms sweat, and their breathing 
quickens. All of these physical signs attest to underlying emotions that can complicate the discussion.” 
 
“Dealing With the Emotional Aspect of Conflict” (2008) Harvard Mental Health Letter

https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/Dealing_with_the_emotional_aspect_of_conflict

