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| decided to write this article because | work with so many leaders who deeply struggle with
conflict. They either try and avoid it all cost, allowing it to build under the surface until it
explodes like a shaken-up coke bottle, or they make it worse by getting angry it has
happened in the first place, then rush around metaphorically ‘banging heads together’ and
attributing blame.

| have specialised working in conflict situations for many years with my colleague Ben Yeger.

We are co-directors of the organisation Moving Conflicts: www.movingconflicts.org. We

have worked with hundreds of leaders — from small community initiatives to multinational
NGOs — resourcing them to face into conflict better and discover what conflict is trying to
communicate. In this article, | will share some of the key resources that will help you do the
same.

Key learnings about conflict and leadership discovered through our work at Moving
Conflicts:

e Conflictis an inevitable part of life and can be a life-giving opportunity for
constructive change in teams and organisations. The problem is many leaders
see conflict as an anomaly and take it personally. “If I was a good leader, this
conflict wouldn’t be happening.” | am here to tell you conflict is inevitable and
happens in EVERY team/organisation

e Conflict may feel personal but in fact is always trying to tell us something about
the system (team/organisation) that has been excluded and needs to be seen
and heard. Acknowledging this ‘excluded part’ relaxes the system.

e Conflict can cause disconnection and the ‘othering’ or dehumanisation of others.
We call this ‘A Heart of War.” We believe conflict can be faced by leaders with
compassion, calm and a ‘Heart of Peace.’

e Working with conflict well is a core leadership capacity. To do this work, we
need to be resourced and in community/connection with those that are different
from us. We need to have a deep heart and desire to ‘cross the bridge’ of our

own belonging groups and to lift up a collective vision for something better.

2
Written by Milly Sinclair, from Milly Sinclair Associates 2024. Not to be reproduced without permission


http://www.movingconflicts.org/

e Equipped with this capacity, we become agents of the real transformation so

many of us feel is needed in our teams, organisations and wider systems.

Our conditioned response: Fight - Flight - Freeze - Appease

The main reason we find conflict so difficult is our evolutionary response to threat we share

with all other animals/insects to keep safe and prioritise survival. We know what they are,

but it’s good to reflect on which is our own conditioned tendency in leadership (and life!).

EVOLUTIONARY BEHAVIOUR IN CONFLICT HOW THIS BEHAVIOUR TRIES TO
RESPONSE KEEP US SAFE
FIGHT Aggressive response: Pushing ‘I will stay safe if | become the
or fighting back. threat.’
FLIGHT Submissive response: ‘I will stay safe if | pretend it’s not
Avoidance of conflict, running | happening.’
away.
FREEZE Overwhelmed and dissociative | ‘I will stay safe if | absent myself (in
response: Here in body, but spirit if not in body).’
not in spirit.
APPEASE Ingratiating, fawning response. | ‘I will stay safe if | make sure |
make everyone is happy.’

We probably do all the above, depending on who we are talking to, the nature of the

conflict and how we are feeling. However, in conflict situations we often will have a

‘conditioned response’, one we learnt in childhood to help us feel safe. If we are not aware

of this in ourselves, we will unconsciously deal with EVERY conflict from this evolutionary

response.

These reactive responses mean we can’ face nto the conflict long enough to really work out

what’s going on. They stop us enquiring into what the conflict is trying to tell us about the

system that needs to be heard. We cannot transform the conflict as leaders from this place.
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Strategies to calm the evolutionary response

Between stimulus and response, there is a space
In this space lies our choice of response,
In this choice, lies our freedom.

Victor Frankl!

It’s important to say here that these stress responses are not wrong! They’ve been
conditioned over millennia, and in extreme cases of real threat, they can keep us alive.
However, most of the time, as leaders, we can have an extreme response to an event which
is not extreme. These extreme responses are all reactive and stress-based, connected to the
amygdala and hippocampus in our brains. These short-circuit the pre-frontal lobes; the
place in our brains that help us make good, reflective and proactive choices.

If we want to lead in a conflict situation well, we need to calm our nervous systems down
and access our pre-frontal lobes. If we are leading teams, we need to recognise that other

people are also having similar conditioned responses

Strategies to support ourselves

e Presence: This is the most helpful quality in leadership. When stressed, we are
no longer present. Notice what’s happening in the body. Put your feet on the
ground, see if you can relax your body and focus on your breathing to calm your
nervous system (especially focusing on the outbreath).

e Move away: If we cannot calm our nervous system down and are feeling
reactive, make sure we have space and time to calm ourselves. Sometimes calm,
proactive ‘Flight’ can be the right response.

e Take ownership of your own reactions and responses: It is very easy in conflict
to blame others. These are your feelings, your responses. Own them!

e Be curious: Once we’ve calmed down, we ask ourselves the question: What is

really going on here? What is this conflict telling us about the team and wider
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system that needs to be acknowledged and heard? Move your focus away from

the personal towards the systemic.

Strategies to support others

e Notice the response in others: Are people red faced, emotionally reactive,
dissociative or over appeasing? Do not try and resolve the conflict from this
place as it will not work!

e Create space: Make sure people have an opportunity for their nervous systems
to calm down before you engage. It may be safer initially to meet one-to-one,
before meeting as a whole group in conflict. Help the individuals to take
ownership of their own feelings and responses. Be careful if they want to
apportion blame.

e Be curious about the team: Remember most conflict feels personal, and it is so
easy to attribute blame and dehumanise others. Ask the team: What could this
conflict be telling us about this team/organisation that we are not noticing? It

could be all sorts of things.

Reflection questions as a leader:
e What is your conditioned ‘evolutionary response’ to conflict: Fight, Flight, Freeze
or Appease?
e How does that show up at work? What is the impact of your conditioned
response on you, on the team and on the conflict?
e What strategies can you use to calm your nervous system down?
e What strategies can you use to help calm down the nervous systems of the other

individuals in your team?
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Imagine you’re in a car driving down the motorway.
Suddenly, a red light starts flashing on the dashboard — but
you want to get home, so you keep on driving. Smoke starts

rising from the car bonnet...but you keep on driving.

BIGSTOCK

Now the car starts to splutter and shudder and you’re forced onto the hard shoulder in a

grinding stop.

What do you do?

What you don’t do is try to just stop the red light flashing. You look under the bonnet (or
ask someone else to!) to see what is really wrong with the engine. Conflict in a team or
organisation is like the red light sending out its warning signal that something is wrong with
the bigger system.

| have been bought into many organisations over the years to work with teams or
individuals in conflict to ‘fix the warning light.” I’'m brought in from outside like some ginger
superwoman ‘to sort it out.” I think | do. A few months later, the same conflict pops up in a
different team, with different individuals and I’'m brought in again. This happens again and
again. This is because the conflict is ALWAYS bigger than the individuals that are expressing
it. If we only look at conflict on the personal level, we don’t stay long enough to reflect on
what is really happening.

So: how can we understand what conflict is trying to tell us about what’s under ‘the car

bonnet’ of the system?

The figure on the next page shows the systemic nature of conflict, understood on four

levels.
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Market and wider eco-syste

Organisational/ team/
community/family

Whether it’s expressed within a family, community or organisational context, conflict
happens on all four of these levels, whether we are aware of it or not. Knowing this means
we can take a wider view on the conflicts we face as leaders. We can de-personalise the
conflict enough to be truly curious about what is really happening systemically, and move

forward.
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Ideas to support a systemic view of conflict with your team

Move the conflict as quickly as you can from the personal to the systemic. Let them know
the conflict may feel personal — but is more likely trying to say something about the team or
organisation itself. Get curious with your team about this conflict. You will probably need
to do this in a one-to-one setting first, before talking it through with the whole team. Below

are some of the most common causes of conflict situations facing teams.

e Are things that happened in the past having an impact on the present (and
future) — for example, a big restructure, or people leaving on bad terms.

e Are the systems and processes currently in place no longer fit for purpose?

e Are the roles not clear? Do people keep doubling up work, or do things fall
through the cracks?

e Are the objectives or KPIs not sustainable? Do people seem in danger of burnout
and under-resourced?

e Have key people in the team left? Are current team-members missing them and
having to make up the shortfall?

e Are people having to manage too much change too quickly?

e Isthere a feeling of ‘unfairness’ where some people are expected to do more
work than others?

e Isinappropriate behaviour being allowed to flourish?

e |ssomething happening in the wider organisation — such as a change process or

restructuring — having an impact on your team or department?
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All the rest of the article is about how we ‘show up’ in a conflict situation as leaders and
humans. There are many ‘conflict resolution’ tools we can use, but if our stance is wrong,
they will not work. How we see ourselves and the other (s) in the conflict makes the
difference between our strategies working, or not working; the conflict getting worse, or
transforming. | have learnt this working with extraordinary peace activists working in

intense conflict situations and I've outlined some thoughts below.

“Unless the primary intention of communication is connection, it will fail.” Marshall

Rosenburg.

The most powerful book I've ever read on conflict is The Anatomy of Peace by the Arbinger
Institute. It’s a short and intensely practical book, which | highly recommend.

The book powerfully illustrates the concept of a ‘Heart of Peace’ and a ‘Heart of War.’

The Heart of War

Let’s put our hands on our heart and admit to an unsavoury truth. Most of us move quickly
into a ‘Heart of War’ when conflict arises, to attempt to keep safe. Very simply put, the
Heart of War is when we dehumanise or ‘horriblise’ the other in conflict, as a result of our
stress-response. We see the other as an ‘object’ or ‘obstruction’ to our goals or hopes, and
in doing so we stop seeing them as fully human. We can do this with individuals: “She’s an
absolute monster...He’s so pathetic...” Or we can do this with a group: “The sales team are
absolutely useless”. Or —tragically — we can do it to countries, nations or cultural groups:
“Those illegal immigrants are parasites on our country”. Or — most extreme example of
complete dehumanisation — “Those people,” (insert a nation or cultural group) “are animals

and need to be wiped out”.
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We always know when we are in a Heart of War when we JUSTIFY our behaviour or
viewpoint to ourselves or others. We only need to justify our viewpoint when our
conscience is pricked; we feel guilty and in order to bypass this guilt, we need to make sure

we and others believe we are innocent.

The Heart of Peace

In the simplest terms, the Heart of Peace’ is when we see, communicate to and behave to
each other as fully human in conflict (and other times). | may not agree with you (individual
or group), or even like your behaviour, but in my communication | can still see you as human
— like me. | can still communicate with respect for you and myself and our common
humanity. To resolve or transform conflict, we must try and do this, otherwise nothing will
shift or change.

This is the primary stance of anyone that wants to transform conflict.

Questions to yourself in conflict
e Can | see everyone in this conflict as human being, like me — even those | powerfully
disagree with?
e Can | maintain an attitude that ‘I'm okay, you’re okay’, ie. respect for myself, respect
for others?
e Am | ‘horriblising’ those I'm in conflict with, to myself or to others?

e Am | justifying my behaviour and views to make myself seem innocent?
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One of the most helpful models in understanding conflict is the Drama Triangle, created by
Thomas Karpman. Discovering this was a revelation to me, my leadership and my work. |
hope it is for you too. It helps us understand a little more our ‘stance’ when we are in a

‘heart of war’ and when we are in a ‘heart of peace.’

Thomas Karpman explained that in ALL conflict — whether it’s a conflict with our family
members, our community, our team, or between countries at war — three distinct
‘characters’ appear among the players. These characters are Victim, Persecutor and
Rescuer. They play a dangerous psychological game that always perpetuates the conflict

and makes it worse. We all have all three of them at play inside us, and each of these

characters can be activated by conflict. They keep us in a ‘Heart of War.’
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The Drama Triangle in Conflict

This model is called the ‘Drama Triangle’ because these characters are a closed system; they
need each other to survive and to keep the conflict going. No conflict can be resolved or

transformed when the Drama Triangle is at play. They keep us in a ‘heart of war.’

Remember they exist in ALL of us, in ALL conflicts. So, if you recognise them, that’s
excellent and don’t beat yourself up about them. It may be helpful to think of a past conflict
and reflect on when you experienced these characters in yourself in the past. Victim also
can easily turn into Persecutor, Persecutor into Victim and Rescuer into Persecutor and so

on. Let’s unpack each character in turn and get to know it.

VICTIM

It’s important to acknowledge there are ‘true victims’ in
the world. There are true victims of poverty, war and
circumstance. The true victim is not what we are

describing here.

e Victim is the character that says we are POWERLESS against this conflict, this
circumstance, these people. We can do NOTHING to help ourselves. Itis a
submissive position. The Victim says “I’m NOT okay, you’re okay”.

e However old we are, we revert to a childlike state that needs the other to ‘rescue’ us

from the perceived Persecutor.
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e We can hold a childlike fury of impotence and powerlessness from this place. We
keep the conflict going by believing we cannot resolve or transform anything.

e Victims can persecute the Rescuer because they haven’t saved them in the way they

wanted to be saved!
PERSECUTOR

Most of us don’t recognise the Persecutor within ourselves. Most
of us Persecute from a Victim position. “I’m only behaving like this
because they...” We can see this in nations at war as well as

interpersonal confflicts.

e We can become aggressive (or passive aggressive) and dehumanise the other. “They
are a dreadful person/group and deserve punishment because...”

e We want to apportion blame. We keep the conflict alive by not taking responsibility
for ourselves and our own behaviour.

e We need to remember this tendency if we are activists ‘fighting’ injustice. Are we

persecuting the perceived Persecutors?
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RESCUER

Again, there is the ‘true rescuer’. There are people
rescuing people from rubber dinghies at sea, or
children from burning buildings. We are not

talking about this here.

e The Drama Triangle Rescuer is a MARTYR who disempowers others. The Rescuer
says, “l am the only one who can solve this problem. My job is to protect the VICTIM.
They can’t protect themselves as they’re powerless.”

e Leaders can be at danger here, because they believe their job or role is to ‘rescue’
the conflict, so they get caught in the middle of the Drama Triangle.

e Rescuers can persecute from a Rescue position — see how these characters move
around! This can happen when rescuers apportion blame and FIGHT for the Victim
against the perceived Persecutor.

e We need to remember this tendency if we are activists fighting injustice. Are we

RESCUING and disempowering the perceived ‘Victims’?
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The Resourcing archetypes and how to transform the Drama Triangle in Conflict

CURIOUS CHILD: curiosity,
playfulness, approp vulnerability

e |
" 4

WISE GUIDE: compassion,
perspective, discernment

BRAVE WARRIOR: courage,
assertion, boundaries
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The Resourcing Archetypes

It is a BIG relief that we also have the Resourcing Archetypes within us as well as The Drama
Triangle. Remember the Drama Triangle will always turn up, but we can move from this
closed psychological game, into something much more resourcing and spacious, if we are

conscious and aware of its possibilities.

VICTIM moving into CURIOUS CHILD

When we are in the Victim role, we lose our potency, efficacy and ability to DO anything

ourselves. The Curious Child peers their head above the parapet of the conflict and asks:
What is really going on here? Why is my heart beating a million miles an hour? Why is my
face hot? Why is everyone shouting each other?

The Curious Child resourcing archetype brings a beginner’s mind to the situation. All the
stories of what this conflict is about, and how powerless we are in the face of it get less

important and even drift away, as we look with fresh, clear eyes at the truth of things.

This curiosity immediately shifts something. There is an appropriate vulnerability about this
place of not knowing, but also a potential playfulness. It's why appropriate laughter in the

middle of a conflict CAN work and shifts things, especially if the laughter is at oneself.
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My favourite story of a Curious Child moment is about Mo Mowlan, who was Minister of
Northern Ireland leading up to the Good Friday Agreement. In a very contentious meeting
when everyone was shouting and furious with each other, and an agreement seemed a
million miles away, Mo Mowlan, who was in stage 4 cancer treatment, took off her wig and
showed her bald and scarred head. She said, “I hate this bloody thing, it’s killing me. Now

gentleman, none of us have much time, especially me — shall we get down to business!” The

Agreement was finally signed!

RESCUER moving into WISE GUIDE

When we are in the Rescuer role, we are a martyr. We believe the perceived Victim is
powerless in relation to the perceived Percecutor, and we are the only ones that can sort
this mess out!

When we connect with the Wise Guide resourcing archetype, we step away from the
conflict and gain perspective. We can see all the individuals within the conflict with
compassion, and the wider system they are part of. We can hear all the voices and have no
need to apportion quick blame or inappropriately ‘fix’ things. We can enable and empower
others to face their own conflicts and difficulties. It doesn’t mean we don’t act, but we act

from a place that wants to support the good of the whole system.
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PERSECUTOR moving into BRAVE WARRIOR

When we are in the Persecutor role we feel powerful and often full of perceived righteous
anger. We can be aggressive (or passive aggressive) and apportion blame. We go into the
Heart of War and ‘horribilise’ the other(s). Remember most of us PERSECUTE from both a
Victim or Rescuer position, as they are easier positions from which to justify our behaviour!
When we step into the Brave Warrior archetype, we step into a different kind of power. A
power that stands up for what we believe is right, but in a way that doesn’t belittle,
humiliate or destroy. From this place we are able to hold appropriate and clear boundaries.
We can choose when to act, which we do always with clarity and care. From here we can

take responsibility for our own actions and behaviour, and admit when we’ve got it wrong.

Reflection on the Drama Triangle and Resourcing Archetypes

Bring to mind a conflict you are in. It can be at work or in your personal life.

Which ‘character’ are you in most in this conflict? Victim, Persecutor, Rescuer? Which roles
do you perceive the others are inhabiting in the conflict? Can you notice any swapping roles

within this conflict, and the impact?
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e What would help you make the transition into Curious Child from Victim? What
would help support you to be more curious, open, playful in this conflict?

e What would help you make the transition into Wise Guide from Rescuer? How can
you create more perspective and space so you can see the conflict and all the people
within it with clarity? How can you have compassion for everyone, including
yourself? How can you empower others in this conflict?

e What would help you make the transition into Brave Warrior from Persecutor?. How
can you stand up for what is right, hold boundaries with care, clarity and respect?

What is the courageous move in this conflict?

In Conclusion

Conflict is inevitable and part of life and often saying something about the system that
needs to be acknowledged and heard. As a leader, avoiding conflict only makes it worse.
We need to understand our own stress responses in conflict — remember; Fight, Flight,
Freeze, Appease — and how hard it is to transform or resolve conflict from these adrenaline-
fuelled states. We need strategies to calm our nervous systems down before we can face

conflict well.

Because of this stress response, conflict can bring us into a Heart of War where we
demonise or ‘horriblise’ the other. However, a Heart of Peace is also possible. This is where
we manage to have the respect for the humanity of each person — even if we profoundly
disagree with their views or behaviour. Our ‘stance’ in conflict is the most important thing,

whatever strategy we use.

As discussed, the Drama Triangle shows up in EVERY conflict. Moving away from this vicious
circle and discovering the Resourcing Archetypes can give us the inner capacity to face into
conflict, understand what it’s trying to tell us, and find a way forward with everyone

involved.
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