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Peter Senge on the 25th Anniversary  
of The Fifth Discipline
Peter Senge with Frank Schneider and Deborah Wallace

Although it was published 25 years ago, The Fifth  
Discipline continues to have a profound influence on 
organizations around the world. What accounts for its 
lasting relevance, and how has the way people work 
and learn together changed in that time? In this inter-
view with Reflections, Peter Senge talks about what   
he has learned since the initial publication of The Fifth 
Discipline and from the global response it has gener-
ated. He also discusses how his thinking has evolved 
over time and the impact the field of organizational 
learning continues to have in today’s context. Peter 
highlights the importance of learning communities   
like SoL for helping groups of people translate good 
ideas into an enhanced capacity for effective action—
the true definition of learning.

Inside-Out Collaboration: An Integrated 
Approach to Working Beyond Silos 
David Willcock

People in separate divisions or teams of an organiza-
tion often speak different “languages,” which can make 
it difficult for them to understand and relate to each 
other. The costs of this kind of “silo working” can be 
high: lack of shared learning and innovation; unproduc-
tive conflict and stress; and significant financial costs 
due to program failures. In this article, David Willcock 
draws insights from psychology and organizational  
development theory and practice to provide a frame-
work for building and maintaining productive relation-
ships across organizational boundaries. Through an  
integrated approach to collaboration that includes   
the individual, team, and organization, managers and 
leaders can serve as catalysts for “partnership working,” 
which can ultimately lead to high performance and 
competitive advantage. 

The Manager as Mediator:  
First Manage You
Judy Ringer

In today’s workplace, where time is a precious com-
modity, why should managers or leaders get involved  
in resolving conflict among members of their teams? 
One reason is that, in many cases, it takes more time  
not to help address conflict than to constructively inter-
vene. But before managers can successfully guide others 
in managing disagreements, they first need to be able 
to manage themselves. According to research, a man-
ager’s attitude toward conflict is crucial in determining 
how an impasse is resolved. In this article, Judy Ringer 
describes five practices based on the martial art Aikido 
that managers can follow to set the stage for positive 
resolutions. Through this process, they also increase 
their leadership presence, power, and clarity of purpose. 

B o o k  E x c E r p t

Systems Thinking for Social Change:  
Making an Explicit Choice
David Peter Stroh

One principle of complex systems is that they are  
perfectly designed to produce the results they are 
achieving. But all too often, these results are contrary  
to what we really want to accomplish. In this excerpt 
from his book Systems Thinking for Social Change  
(Chelsea Green, 2015), systems consultant David  
Peter Stroh points out that surfacing the discrepancy 
between what we want a system to achieve and the 
results it is currently achieving is a powerful force for 
constructive change. Acknowledging this difference 
prompts us to question not only our assumptions about 
how things are supposed to work, but also our inten-
tions about what is most important to us and what we 
want to accomplish. The article identifies four steps for 
aligning people’s espoused purpose with the purpose 
their current actions are designed to achieve.
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Judy Ringer
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How do I manage employee conflict?   
What should I do when coworkers don’t get along? 

In 20 years of training and coaching, I have seen many managers and leaders 
struggle with these questions. Usually, I’m invited in to solve a problem. A  
manager, board of directors, or chief executive asks me to mediate a situation  
between two employees who are both important to the company. Typically,  
these people don’t get along, and their conflict is hurting the organization.

My approach to conflict stems from a background in the martial arts, specifically the Japanese art of  
Aikido (see “Aikido: The Art of Peace,” p. 24). Many who are familiar with Aikido consider it a practical tool 
for managing physical combat as well as the everyday clashes of personalities, ideas, goals, roles, and 
worldviews we experience at work and at home. When I’m working to resolve a conflict, I invite the partici-
pants to partner in Aikido movements and techniques that simulate the stated problem. Through visual 
and kinesthetic experiences, they gain insight into their behavior patterns and, more important, how 
they might respond to their differences more intentionally and effectively. 

By practicing hands-on exercises and developing an understanding of the basic Aikido intention of  
disarming without harm, individuals—and organizations—learn to regain composure and move from 
adversarial to partnering relationships. When conflict is normalized, relationships mend, and teams  
learn to discuss and resolve issues rather than avoid them.

Why is dealing with interpersonal conflict important for organizations? Unaddressed conflict is costly.  
A 2008 study commissioned by CPP, Inc.—creators of the MBTI personality assessment and the Thomas-
Kilmann conflict instrument—found that 85% of employees at all levels of the surveyed organizations 
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Aikido: The Art of Peace
Morihei Ueshiba, a highly skilled and renowned Japanese 
swordsman and martial artist, developed Aikido in the early 
twentieth century. The word Aikido is often translated as “the 
way of blending or harmonizing with energy” or more simply 
“The Art of Peace.” Aikido principles such as alignment—step-
ping out of the line of the attack and moving alongside the  
attacker—and non-resistant leading—joining and redirecting 
the incoming energy, or ki—are used and taught throughout 
the world as a system to de-escalate conflict and build stability, 
flexibility, and presence. In Aikido, the attack is reframed as 
power that can be developed and guided. The Aikidoist does 
not resist, block, or hinder the opponent. What would normally 
be understood as an act of violence is seen simply as energy  
to be utilized—which, of course, changes everything.

experienced conflict to varying degrees. The study 
also found that in the U.S. alone, an average em-
ployee spends nearly three hours a week dealing 
with workplace conflict. In 2008, that amounted  
to approximately $359 billion in hourly wages.

When conflict is normalized, 
relationships mend, and teams 
learn to discuss and resolve issues 
rather than avoid them.

Conflict among coworkers saps time and energy 
and limits people’s creativity. It can literally keep 
managers up at night. I see otherwise skilled  
and technically savvy managers and executives 
struggling with what to do when faced with team 
members who aren’t working together produc-
tively. Should I intervene? Bring them together? 
Work with them individually? What do I say? 

It’s not an easy decision. If you intervene unskill-
fully, you can make the problem worse. If you 
avoid the issue, it usually remains unresolved and 
negatively impacts the work environment. Good 
people leave. Jobs don’t get done effectively  

because coworkers won’t talk to each other. Rela-
tionships and output suffer, and entire organiza-
tions become polarized. According to the CPP 
study, 43% of employees think their bosses don’t 
deal with conflict well.

The good news? While not always intuitive, the 
skills and competencies to resolve organizational 
conflict exist and can be learned. Learning to  
intervene intelligently in workplace conflict will 
save you and your team money and time, and will 
reduce people’s stress levels. You’ll also give the 
conflicting parties the opportunity to build their 
emotional intelligence and confidence. When 
managers and leaders increase their ability to  
address conflict, the workplace becomes a hap-
pier, more productive place. And we spend too 
much of our lives at work for it to be otherwise. 

First Manage You
I have found that before managers can success-
fully guide others through conflict, they first need 
to be able to manage themselves. This article fo-
cuses on that process. It’s an important aspect of 
any manager’s job description and a step in the 
direction of increased leadership presence,   
power, and clarity of purpose.

Research shows that a manager’s attitude toward 
a conflict is crucial in how the impasse is resolved. 
In the last part of the twentieth century, scientists 
discovered specific neurons—called mirror neurons 
—that mimic the actions and emotions of those 
around us. For example, when one person’s face 
reflects frustration, the neurons identified with 
those facial movements also fire in an observer’s 
brain, eliciting similar emotions. In the Harvard 
Business Review article “Social Intelligence and  
the Biology of Leadership,” Daniel Goleman and 
Richard Boyatzis state: “When we consciously or 
unconsciously detect someone else’s emotions 
through their actions, our mirror neurons repro-
duce those emotions. Collectively, these neurons 
create an instant sense of shared experience.” This 
mirroring effect becomes a critical element in ex-
ercising leadership. In one of the studies referenced 
by Goleman and Boyatzis, employees received 



Conflict is actually potential energy 
that you and your employees can 
harness toward a positive result.
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positive feedback from a leader who exhibited 
negative emotions (narrowed eyes, frowning)  
during the feedback session. These employees 
reported feeling worse about their performance 
than employees who received negative feedback 
given with a positive affect (head nodding, smiles). 
Clearly, the way in which the message is delivered 
has more impact than the message itself.

In your role as manager, parent, partner, or work-
mate, have you noticed how you can influence  
a conversation by the mindset you bring to it?  
As you coach your conflicted employees, use  
this awareness intentionally. Before each session, 
whether joint or individual, do a mental inventory. 
Are you thinking it will go badly, or are you think-
ing it will go well? Either way, you’re right. If you 
enter the arena with fear, judgment, or tension, 
you are setting the stage for an unhappy out-
come. More than likely, the employee is already 

nervous and worried. Don’t add to their feelings  
of foreboding.

Alternatively, bringing an optimistic, hopeful mind-
set into the room will trigger more of the same. 
When you offer assurances that the individual  
will benefit from the process and be able to make 
the necessary changes, you foster trust and hope. 
Your primary job is to have confidence that the 
outcome is not predetermined and that the con-
flict is actually potential energy that you and your 
employees can harness toward a positive result.
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Although you may be working  
with two people, a change in their 
relationship will create waves 
throughout the system.
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Helpful Practices and Attitudes
Bringing a positive outlook to a conflict situation  
is easier said than done. Fortunately, over and over 
again, I’ve found that certain practices and attitudes 
keep me on track when things get difficult: 

1. Reframing 
In Aikido, it’s often said that the opponent’s attack 
is a gift of energy. While we would rather not have 
to deal with the problem, here it is. Shall I waste 
valuable life energy (ki) fighting it or wishing it 
away, or shall I see if I can turn it into a positive 
force?

by the conflict will be released to the people and 
processes that need them. Wherever possible, doc-
ument depleted resources, reduced momentum, 
and other hidden or indirect costs that are likely  
to improve when the conflict is resolved. Help  
everyone see how a positive outcome will liberate 
untapped potential—in them and in others.

For example, when Jamie joined Taylor’s depart-
ment, they somehow got off on the wrong foot. 
Their work stalled, productivity suffered, and their 
teammates first avoided but soon polarized 
around the conflict. I worked with Jamie and Taylor 
for three months, individually at first, building 
skills and helping them to see the other in a new 
light. Later, the three of us held several joint sessions 
dialoguing on topics that usually caused difficulty 
and working through how they would manage 
their relationship going forward. Lastly, we brought 
the rest of the team on board by being transparent 
about the process and inviting them to support 
Jamie and Taylor in their new relationship. Team 
interactions became more relaxed, easy, and  
open as the managers freed themselves from 
the conflict that had immobilized them.

3. Non-Judgment 
If during the process of addressing a conflict  
you draw conclusions about who’s right and who’s 
wrong, you will find it difficult to do your job effec-
tively. As human beings, we are practiced at form-
ing judgments about everything. For example,  
I have a workshop to give and there’s a blizzard 
raging. I judge this as bad. My body tenses, my 
mood deteriorates, and I become angry. This 
doesn’t change the weather. It is what it is. I still 
have to decide what action to take. Do I cancel  
the workshop or continue as planned? Seeing the 
weather as a neutral event reduces my stress level, 
saves time, and improves my ability to make a 
wise decision. 

When you coach, if you judge one of the parties  
as the problem, you will see only the problem and 
miss constructive signals or recast neutral behaviors 
in unhelpful ways. Non-judgment is a practice. The 
first step is noticing. Watch your judging mind, 

After many years of practicing and teaching Aikido 
and applying its principles in the workplace, I’ve 
found that things change dramatically when you 
reframe an attack as incoming energy that can be 
guided toward a mutually supportive outcome.  
In dealing with employee conflict, for example,  
we might reframe the problem like this:

While it is a conflict, it is also an opportunity:

conflict competency in the organization

2. Possibility 
When working with people in conflict, ask what 
possibilities exist for each of the participants and 
how the resolution will affect the larger team and 
organization. Although you may be working with 
two people, a change in their relationship will  
create waves throughout the system. Dialogue  
will flow more freely between team members, for 
example, when the logjam of this relationship is 
cleared. Time and energy previously claimed  
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and you’ll gradually become more open and  
curious. Instead of judging, think in terms of what 
skills each party needs and how they can attain 
them.

The power of practicing non-judgment becomes 
clear when you see others changed by it. The  
individuals in a coaching and mediation process 
will become more open to each other and more 
willing to entertain each other’s positive intent. 
People begin to see themselves and others as 
more generous, kind, and forgiving. 

In one case, two women who were workplace  
adversaries found a new way to interact after  
engaging in a dialogue process with a colleague 
of mine who models non-judgment extremely 
well. She’s also a great listener who seldom offers 
advice, instead preferring to ask useful questions 
that validate and promote reflection. A few weeks 
after the process ended, one of the women said  
to my colleague: “I don’t know what you did to us, 
but I’ve hated her for 10 years, and I actually like 
her now.” Don’t underestimate the power of  
non-judgment.

4. Curiosity and Inquiry 
More than anything else, a mindset of curiosity 
and inquiry will empower you and keep your  
conversations safe and on track. Ask honest and 
open-ended questions, such as: 

was? 

Even more than the questions themselves, the  
attitude of curiosity is one of the most effective 
tools you can bring to the process. For example,  
a technically outstanding leader in a Fortune  
100 company was triggered by a colleague’s email 
etiquette. The colleague’s penchant for copying  
a long list of people on every email angered her, 
particularly when the email reflected poorly on 
the department. During one practice session,  
I asked the leader to create questions she could 

ask her colleague that would help her understand 
the intent behind all the copying. One question 
was, “Why did you copy everyone on that email?” 
As we role-played, the leader sounded confronta-
tional and aggressive. I asked if she noticed the 
tone of her delivery—she did—and what would 
have to change for her to ask the question in an 
open, curious way. She answered, “I’d actually have 
to be curious.” We both laughed, and she got the 
message. It’s not the question, it’s the mindset.

As soon as you feel judgment, shift your mindset. 
Get curious. Ponder. Wonder. The more you prac-
tice this critically important skill, the more you’ll 
learn about each person’s perspective. And the 
more you model it, the more you’ll encourage it in 
your people.

©
 Thinkstock/Paul Katz
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5. Appreciation
Since David Cooperrider introduced the concept 
of Appreciative Inquiry in 1987, organizations and 
individuals have been discovering the power of 
noticing what is already working in order to imag-
ine what could be. As soon as you focus on the 
positive, you gain energy and move toward a com-
pelling future. Appreciative Inquiry practitioners 
understand that we solve problems more easily 
and sustainably by looking at what works than  
by focusing on what is broken. 

A concrete example of Appreciative Inquiry  
happens every time a beginner learns a new tech-
nique on the Aikido mat. Invariably, the technique 
is easier to do on one side of the body than the 
other. Instead of focusing on the “bad” side, the 
instructor tells the student to focus on the “good” 
side, the side that can do the technique effort-
lessly. Since that side knows how to do it, we say 
to “let the good side teach the other side.” Coach 
your people to appreciate what’s working and 
learn from it.

When you help your employees focus on the 
good, you reinforce their strengths, knowledge, 
and positive attributes. When they find the areas 
where they, in fact, do work well together, they 
can apply that awareness to areas where they 
have difficulty. When setbacks occur, remind every-
one that this, too, is part of the process and that 
the setbacks can teach us what needs to happen 
next. Throughout the process, express appreciation 
for the commitment involved on all sides. You are 
building a new relationship and a foundation for 
solving future problems.

Attitudes Detrimental to the Process
Just as there are practices and mindsets that pro-
mote success in managing conflict, there are also 
attitudes that can derail the process, such as: 

This is not my job. 
This is exactly your job. As a supervisor, manager, 
owner, or CEO, you are a leader, and leaders lead. 
They show the way. They model. They put forth a 
vision and invite others to join them. This is why 

it’s vital to manage you first. If you don’t feel ready 
to lead in this way, you can always invite someone 
else you believe is right for the job to do so.

I don’t have the skills to do this. 
This may be true, in which case this is a great  
opportunity for you to learn the skills to become  
a more effective, respected, and responsible man-
ager. You will increase trust and build influence 
with your team.

They should just rise above it. 
They would if they could. I’ve heard this phrase 
too many times to count. I recently conducted a 
series of coaching and mediation sessions with 
two employees of a food manufacturing company. 
As I met with the employees individually, they 
each told me that when they asked their manager 
for help, he suggested they “just rise above it.” 
They said they tried, but they didn’t know how. 
Just being in each other’s presence was enough  
to shut down conversation and workflow. 

If your employees could make wiser choices, they 
would. It will help the process immeasurably if you 
believe they’re doing the best they can with the 
skills they have and help them acquire the skills 
they need.

What’s wrong with these people?! 
Ask instead, What do they need to help them 
through this? What are they blind to, and how  
can you help them see what they’re missing?

They’re mean, disrespectful, hurtful. 
They’re unskilled. When you reframe what you  
see as negative intent to a need for skill building, 
you shift from judge to coach. You’ll also see what 
the people in conflict really want (recognition, 
support, autonomy, inclusion) and how their  
attempts to achieve it have had an unexpected, 
negative impact. And you’ll help them get   
where they want to go more effectively. 

In the Aikido school I founded in 1995, a student 
I’ll call Sam practiced with us for a number of 
years. In the beginning, no one liked seeing him 
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come to class. He usually came in late, during pre-
class meditation time, when the rest of us were 
sitting quietly on the mat. Sam would come in, 
drop his large key ring noisily on a chair, sigh  
or make some other attention-grabbing sound, 
and after much ado, finally bow onto the mat and 
join us. Another of Sam’s regrettable habits was  
to insinuate his way into private conversations.  
He was not well liked, and yet he came to every 
class and seemed committed to learning Aikido. 

I let things go for a while, not knowing what to  
do (“This is not my job!”) and harboring my own 
judgments about poor Sam (“What’s wrong with 
this person?! He’s so disrespectful!”). In time, I real-
ized it was my job. I was the chief instructor and 
owner of the school. If I didn’t address this difficult 
situation, the class environment would deteriorate. 
I also changed my story about Sam. I saw his posi-
tive intention: He wanted to fit in and he wanted 
attention. Unfortunately, he was going about it  
in all the wrong ways, and there was a wide gap 
between intent and impact (see “Intent Versus  
Impact”). 

This will take too much time. 
Whatever time the process takes will be less than 
the time you, your customers, and your company 
lose in reduced productivity and goodwill. (See 
“Do You Have the Time to Address Conflict?,” p. 30.)

Before You Engage 
To give yourself the best chance at success as  
you begin to engage with your staff, answer these 
questions and continually hold them in your 
awareness:

What is the purpose of the intervention?  
What do I really want—for each individual,  
for the relationship, for the organization? 
Imagine the ideal outcome and the ease and flow 
of the day once this difficulty has been resolved. 
How will the individuals interact and how will  
the team and organization reflect the shift?

    

Intent Versus Impact
Intent versus impact is a key concept to master when address-
ing a difficult conversation. In Difficult Conversations, Douglas 
Stone, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen note that we often make 
assumptions and create stories about another’s intentions 
based on the impact their behavior has on us. For example: I 
felt intimidated, therefore, you are trying to intimidate me. We 
often assume the worst. When talking with a coworker about 
his or her behavior, try to imagine a positive intent. Is your col-
league criticizing, for example, or trying to be helpful? By un-
derstanding that your coworker’s intent may be very different 
from its impact, you can describe the impact without blaming 
or becoming defensive. The concept also helps you give your 
coworker the benefit of the doubt when you imagine other 
possible stories behind their action.

Your actions may have 
unknowingly helped the situation 
develop. Once you determine  
your contribution to the conflict, 
you’ll clearly see what you can  
do about it.

Am I contributing to the problem? 
Your actions may have unknowingly helped the 
situation develop. For example, have you avoided 
talking with the parties? Have you fallen victim  
to one or more of the detrimental attitudes listed 
above? It’s only human nature to hope people  
will “rise above it,” to think that you “don’t have the 
skills,” or to worry that this course of action will 
take “too much time.” Once you determine your 
contribution to the conflict, you’ll clearly see  
what you can do about it.

What actions have I already taken that have 
helped or hindered? 
Review the conversations you’ve had with each 
party. What went well? Looking forward, what will 
you do differently? 
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“Social Intelligence and the Biology of Leadership,” Harvard Business Review

David Cooperrider/Appreciative Inquiry

judgment won’t necessarily be inaccurate, but it 
will hamper your ability to facilitate the process.  
A learning mindset, a sense of being in discovery, 
and a willingness to be honest with yourself are  
invaluable assets. As soon as you notice yourself 
judging, interrupt and open yourself to what’s  
really going on.

What is the best alternative to a successful 
resolution of the conflict? 
If the parties are unable to reach an amicable way 
to work together and take their relationship to the 
next level, what is Plan B? How will you implement 
it? Is this alternative something you will share with 
the participants or hold in reserve?

Understand that what you’re about to undertake  
is a process of coaching, facilitation, and resolution. 
Your primary power and greatest asset is in the 
quality of your being. Everything else is secondary. 
Your quality of being is beyond skills. It resides  
in your attitude, thoughts, posture, breath, and 
the way you carry yourself. You have more power 
than you realize. When you shift from certainty to 
curiosity and from judgment to appreciation, the 
change in energy is palpable and profound. If you 
believe in the process and in your people, you  
will lead them to a satisfying conclusion. n

Your primary power and greatest 
asset is in the quality of your 
being.

    

Do You Have the Time to Address Conflict?
Even understanding the importance of actively addressing 
workplace conflict, you may wonder how you’ll find the time  
to make it a priority. Ask yourself:

lost or unhappy customers, and stifled creativity?

goals?

In my experience, it takes more time not to resolve conflict  
than to address it.

Am I truly objective or have I formed a con-
clusion? How can I stay open to possibility? 
It’s impossible not to judge—at least at first. The 
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Commentary
S H E I L A  H E E N  A N D  D E B B I E  G O L D S T E I N

We can’t “fix” anything, let 
alone anyone, unless we start 
with the person in the mirror.

Sheila Heen Debbie Goldstein

“It’s great that we are getting training on these new skills.  
But what about everyone else in my organization? The problem  
is [senior leadership or fill-in-the-blank function]. They are the ones 
who REALLY need it!” 

You must hear this complaint as often as we do—which is to say 
100% of the time. It gets a predictable laugh. Yes, if we could just fix 
everyone around us, voilá, our problems would be solved. Conflict 
settled. Life is good. Or at least our lives are better.

But of course, in her article, Judy Ringer hits the nail on the 
head—we can’t “fix” anything, let alone anyone, unless we start 
with the person in the mirror. Rather than complain about 
what’s wrong with others, with the culture “around here” or the 
leadership “up there,” we can spend our energy upgrading the 
one person we do have autonomy over: ourselves.

Judy offers a set of practices for shifting one’s internal stance from conflict to curiosity, problem to possibility,  
and judgment to appreciation. These shifts seem simple and are clearly powerful, which raises the questions:

Why don’t people see these possibilities—let alone practice them—in the moment?
And why don’t we see or practice them ourselves sometimes?

To be clear, by “we,” we mean all of us. Because while many of us stand at the front of the room to help others  
better understand their conflicts or themselves, when we are in our own conflicts, we are just as likely to be stuck—
in our own story, in blame, in wishing “they” would just change. 

It seems that for leaders—and even for enlightened, self-reflective practitioners who teach and advise leaders—
learning about ourselves and our role in our own problems is flat-out hard.

Why?

The Difficulty in Receiving Feedback
We’ve spent the last few years trying to understand what is so difficult about receiving feedback, that is, taking  
in information and learning about ourselves—as leaders, managers, family members, and human beings. There  
is plenty of material out there on how to give feedback skillfully and thoughtfully, but actually little on the  
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challenges of receiving feedback—direct or indirect, 
formal or informal. Why is it so hard to see our own role 
in a problem or our impact on a conflict playing out in  
a relationship or on a team?   

Here are a few thoughts on what we have learned:

A Core Tension
Feedback sits at the tender junction of two conflicting 
human needs. On the one hand, we want to learn and 
grow. Research on happiness tells us that learning and 
growing is a big piece of what makes life satisfying. It’s 
why people take up new hobbies in retirement. It’s why 
people enjoy the rich experience of leadership devel-
opment programs. Acquiring new insights and skills  
for tackling old problems is deeply satisfying, even  
exhilarating.

The problem is that we bump into a second human 
need: The desire to be accepted, respected, and loved 
the way we are now. Any suggestion that we may be 
part of the problem, particularly one voiced in front of 
our peers, can hit hard. Advice that maybe we should 
change in some way suggests that how we are now   
is not necessarily okay.  

So we can feel conflicted about seeing our own short-
falls and getting coaching from others on how we 
might change. Sometimes it’s exciting and welcome, 
and we’re deeply grateful for it. Other times, it’s  
enormously, cripplingly painful. It’s so much easier   
to  believe we are fantastic and everyone else is the   
real problem.

Three Triggered Reactions to Coaching
When someone else offers us feedback—even a per-
ceptive observation or a well-intentioned suggestion—
we often have a “triggered” reaction. More specifically, 
we have found that three triggered reactions to feed-
back are common:

 The feedback is “wrong,” “not true,”  
or “off” in some way. The person giving the advice 

doesn’t understand our situation or the constraints 
we were under. It’s bad advice. It wouldn’t work.

 Relationship triggers have 
to do with who is offering us the feedback, what we 
think about them, and how we feel treated by them. 
Are they credible? Do we trust them? Do we like 
them? Are they overstepping in telling us how to  
do our job? Our response is less about the content 
and more about our relationship with the giver. 

 
Identity triggers arise from the 

story we tell ourselves about who we are (does this 
mean I’m incompetent?) or how we are perceived  
by others (I am humiliated that you pointed this  
out in front of my peers). Our particular sensitivity  
to feedback—our emotional wiring—is also relevant 
here. How upset we get and how long it takes us   
to recover can vary widely in individuals. What’s  
devastating to us is merely annoying to our  
teammate, or vice versa.  

When in the midst of any of these triggered reactions, 
we can get argumentative, defensive, or just shut 
down. As Judy points out, saying things like “just rise 
above it” or “don’t get defensive” doesn’t help. If we 
want to support leaders in learning and growing,   
we have to help them recognize and navigate these 
triggered reactions in the learning process itself. And 
we have to get better at navigating those triggers  
ourselves.

Fixed versus Growth Mindset
Judy talks about the importance of doing a mindset 
inventory and recognizing that shifting to an optimis-
tic, hopeful mindset produces better outcomes than 
remaining stuck in a pessimistic, discouraged one. 

We’ll add another dimension to the conversation: Carol 
Dweck’s research on fixed versus growth mindsets.  
According to Dweck, a “fixed” mindset is characterized 
by the sense that this is how I am and how I’m going  
to be. Don’t ask me to change, because people don’t 



Shifting to a growth mindset 
requires a commitment to tell a 
much different story about how you 
take in information about yourself.
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really change. So finding out that I am part of the  
problem means I’m stuck and maybe even that I am  
“the problem.” If you have this mindset, it’s hard to  
feel receptive to feedback.

On the other end of the spectrum is what Dweck calls a 
“growth” mindset. When we hold a growth mindset, we 
assume that we are always learning and growing. Bump-
ing up against challenge is normal and an opportunity 
to learn. A growth mindset means we aren’t as afraid  
to fail, aren’t as afraid to be seen learning in front of  
our colleagues, aren’t as risk averse if asked to try  
something new.

Sounds easy as you are curled up on your couch reading 
this article. Or when you are leading a group, sharing an 
anecdote about a past failure that you turned into a life-
changing—and now teachable—moment. Of course we 
should have a growth mindset—look at how much we 
can benefit from it!

But conjuring a growth mindset is quite hard to do 
when you are in the depths of a soul-crushing conflict. 
And it can be particularly hard to hold onto when the 
“learning” is happening in front of peers you respect, 
particularly for high achievers who are not used to   
failure.   

Shifting to a growth mindset requires a commitment  
to tell a much different story about how you take in   
information about yourself. It requires us as teachers to 
find ways to give people the space they need for honest 
self-reflection and to create group norms that value  
this kind of growth.

Insiders versus Outsiders
When watching someone else’s conflict from the out-
side, it’s easy to see how both parties are contributing  
to the problem, making things worse, and bringing out 
the worst in each other. Yet when we are in the middle 
of our own conflicts, it feels like a big mess. We’re stuck. 
We’re exasperated. We’re at a loss. The shift from  
“problem” to “possibility” doesn’t even occur to us.   

Our own conflicts feel like exceptions to all that   
we teach and facilitate.   

So there is something different about what we can   
see when we are outsiders versus what we can see while 
inside a conflict. That’s an interesting phenomenon to 
notice that creates various possibilities for enabling 
leaders to learn. Stepping outside of a conflict to view  
it from the perspective of a neutral third party can be 
liberating and illuminating.  

Judy’s approach to Aikido as a leadership philosophy, 
stance, and metaphor is powerful in part because it 
tempers some of the triggered reactions that can get  
in the way of learning. Using Aikido: 

 Introducing leaders to Aikido—
an art form and practice in which few are likely to  
be “masters”—creates a sense of shared exploration. 
We can look foolish or make mistakes because we’re 
not expected to be “at the top of our game” at this 
strange art. In this context, Aikido creates a play- 
fulness that emphasizes the fun of learning and 
growing. It lowers the stakes on feeling accepted  
or respected as we are now, since almost everyone  
in the room is trying something new.  

 The use of  
Aikido as a metaphor for the dynamics of conflict—
and the possibilities for how we might respond— 
invites us to step outside of our own conflicts. It  
creates the distance we need to spot patterns and 
see things we often can’t see from inside the locked 
boxes of our usual stories. We can suddenly under-
stand why our usual responses result in ineffective 
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Sheila Heen and Debbie Goldstein are partners at Triad Consulting Group and both teach negotiation at  
Harvard Law School. Sheila is the co-author of two New York Times bestselling books: Difficult Conversations:   
How to Discuss What Matters Most by Stone, Patton, and Heen and Thanks for the Feedback: the Science and Art  
of Receiving Feedback (Even When it’s Off-Base, Unfair, Poorly Delivered, and Frankly You’re Not in the Mood)   
by Stone and Heen. 

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R S

If we expect leaders to make  
these shifts in mindset, to be open 
to growth, we have to walk our  
own talk.  

outcomes. We can identify new possibilities for how 
to respond and know why these different approaches 
might be more effective than our standard way of 
operating.

Using  
metaphorical learning loosens up the limitations on 
people’s thinking about what’s possible. One reason 
Aikido works in this context is that it mixes familiar 
with unfamiliar. As human beings, we are always 
looking for patterns we recognize and things we   
understand or have seen before. So changing the 
mode of learning or the sense we are using helps  
us see things in new ways or in higher relief.

 Aikido is one way to mix the familiar and the un-  
familiar to create space for self-reflection and learn-
ing. In our consulting practice, we do something   
similar when we teach soft skills, such as how to  
have difficult conversations, negotiate effectively,  
or handle feedback well. These skills can feel foreign 
to highly analytical types, so we teach them initially 
in a structured and intellectually rigorous way. 
Through analysis, we break the conflict into com-  
ponent parts. The worksheets we give participants 
are based on spreadsheets. Engineers, scientists, 
economists, and people in finance respond well to 
these familiar approaches, making it easier for them 
to learn the soft skills we’re teaching. They find the 
idea that learning soft skills can be just as rigorous 
and analytical as anything else they do reassuring. 
That familiarity helps them feel willing to shift  

their story, engage in the conversation with curiosity 
rather than “solutions,” be open to learning something 
they didn’t already know, and step into and explore 
less familiar territory, including their own blind spots.

Walk Our Own Talk
Learning about ourselves—and helping leaders to learn 
about themselves—demands rigor, thoughtfulness, and 
reflection. Even as teachers and conflict professionals,  
it often feels that we don’t have time or that it’s not   
that important compared to the client demands on   
our “to-do” lists.

But if we expect leaders to make these shifts in mindset, 
to be open to growth, we have to walk our own talk.  
We have to be role models in practicing the skills and 
behaviors we are suggesting to clients and coaches. If 
they can see us struggling to do it, especially in how we 
interact with them on a project or in the room, they’ll  
be more likely to take on the painful task of learning 
about themselves.  

At the very least, tackling the challenges of learning 
about yourself will give you a great story to tell. n
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