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Self-Leadership Challenge #4:  

Why Great Self-Leaders Know Arguing is a Good Thing 

 

My executive coaching client, Sonya, was head of the Operations function in her organization 

when her boss was struck with a severe illness that forced him to suddenly quit his job. As a 

result, Sonya was catapulted overnight to the role of General Manager. She went from being 

peers with her fellow function heads to becoming their boss. And some of them weren’t exactly 

happy about that. 

 

To make the situation more challenging, Sonya had been raised in an Asian culture where 

harmony is a critical value and a key to success in work and life. On the other hand, the function 

heads now reporting to her came from mixed backgrounds, but quite a few from Western 

cultures. Harmony wasn’t as important for them, so her leadership meetings were a struggle from 

the start, with considerable conflict and all sorts of games being played.  

 

Because of Sonya’s desire to maintain a pleasant environment and make sure people were happy, 

her efforts at placating everyone didn’t resolve issues. In fact, some of her team members didn’t 

take her seriously, and the tensions between them persisted. She came to me in a state of 

desperation, needing help to find a solution. 

 

I had a hunch that Sonya might benefit from exploring her mindset around conflict. So, the first 

thing we did was use what I call the “What You Think is What You Get Triangle,” starting from 

the bottom and working our way up. 

 

 
 

First, I asked Sonya to tell me her main thought about conflict. Her answer was steeped in her 

experience and the way she was raised, “Conflicts are bad, so I avoid them as much as possible.” 

 

Next, I asked her how that thought made her feel about arguments when they did happen. Sonya 

said, “Nervous. When someone disagrees with me or starts an argument with me, my mind gets 

garbled, and I don’t think clearly.” 
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Moving up the triangle, I asked, “So, when you feel nervous, how does that make you behave? 

What are the actions you take or the reactions you have as a result of that feeling?” 

 

“I gloss over it when someone objects to something I say or do. I just turn away from dissent, or 

I agree with that person, even if I don’t really agree,” she answered. 

 

Lastly, I asked her what the outcomes were of simply ignoring disagreements. “I don’t resolve 

issues,” she said, “and the leadership team ends up not being aligned.” 
 

Through doing this exercise, Sonya began to realize that it was her own thinking and the 

resulting behaviors she exhibited—not the actions of her colleagues—that were actually keeping 

conflict alive. 
 

We tend to think of conflict as problems with “other” people, and we look for ways to change 

their behavior. But managing conflict is largely an “inside job,” a matter of self-leadership. 

Sure, your negotiating skills and everything else you’ve learned about working with others will 

come into play, but your self-leadership skills will set both a tone and an example. The better 

you manage yourself, the better each conflict that arises will be managed overall. 

 

When I asked Sonya to reflect on the overall impact of her behavior on her individual brand as a 

leader, she admitted it probably made her appear ineffective and that conflict management was 

an area she could definitely work on as a way to strengthen her self-leadership. 

 

The Advantages of Arguing 

 

Regardless of the culture we come from, let’s face it: Few of us actually enjoy arguments. They 

can be unpleasant and give us anxiety because, if they escalate, we might damage a relationship 

or create bad feelings that linger. Once people feel hurt or insulted, it isn’t always easy to regain 

their trust or respect. 

 

But great self-leaders know that conflict isn’t always a bad thing. The truth is, arguments are a 

natural and unavoidable part of work life. Leaders who avoid them do so at their peril. Indeed, as 

long as we don’t let arguments get out of hand and turn into useless shouting matches, they 

actually have a number of advantages. Here are just a few: 

 

Arguments allow… 

 

 people to participate in discussions; 

 new ideas and perspectives to surface; 

 improvement, forward movement, and positive change rather than stagnation; and 

 a clearing of the air so that issues don’t fester. 
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A modern-day example of how arguments can bring about positive outcomes is the relationship 

between Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. They had a famous, history-making argument that led them 

to launch two separate companies. Without that argument, we might not have the products we 

use every day from Microsoft and Apple. 

 

If you tend to avoid arguments (and many of us do), try the “What You Think is What You Get 

Triangle.” Start at the bottom of the Triangle, and work upward, asking yourself what you 

honestly think about arguments, how that specific thought makes you feel, how that feeling in 

turn influences your behaviors, and what the outcomes are of those behaviors. In short, reflect on 

how those behaviors impact your brand as a leader. Then, you’ll see how that single, 

foundational thought that you have around conflict ultimately impacts the results you get. 

 

Once done, redo your triangle, thinking a productive thought about arguments, how that thought 

would make you feel, how that feeling would make you behave, and the results that you would 

get from that new behavior. It’s a powerful shift. 
 

Here’s how that second triangle turned out for Sonya: In order to alter her results, we went back 

to the beginning and considered how the outcome would change if she modified the way she 

thought about conflict, keeping in mind that what you think is what you get. 

 

 
 

This time, when I asked Sonya to come up with a constructive thought about conflict to replace 

her prior negative thought, she said, “Conflict is actually good. It leads to positive and productive 

outcomes.” 

 

“OK,” I said. “Now, how would that thought make you feel when you are in a situation involving 

conflict?” 

 

She reflected for a moment before speaking. “I would feel appreciative of the person arguing, 

and I would respect the value they added to the conversation.” 
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We continued on to reveal that this feeling, in turn, would cause Sonya to behave differently 

from before. She would acknowledge the person’s point of view instead of trying to avoid it. She 

would seek to understand before judging. 

 

The ultimate result? The dissenting person would feel acknowledged, the meeting would carry 

on, and everyone would benefit from new ideas being shared. 

 

Through this exercise, by simply changing the way Sonya thought about conflict—which in turn 

would shift her feelings and behaviors about conflict—she could immediately get better results. 

In other words, by practicing good self-leadership whenever tensions arose, Sonya would 

strengthen her leadership brand. 

 

Make a commitment to yourself that the next time a conflict or argument arises in the workplace, 

you’ll think differently about that conflict in order to get better outcomes. It’s what great self-

leaders do. 

 

Do you want to strengthen your self-leadership skills? Check out my latest book, Leading 

YOU™: The Power of Self-Leadership to Build Your Executive Brand and Drive Career 

Success, where I share dozens of tips, tools, and techniques to help you rise to the top in your 

career. 
 

Brenda S. Bence is an internationally-recognized branding expert, Certified 

Executive Coach, Certified Speaking Professional, and the author of several 

award-winning books, including Would YOU Want to Work for YOU™? How 

to build an executive leadership brand that inspires loyalty and drives 

employee performance, Master the Brand Called YOU™, and Smarter 

Branding Without Breaking the Bank. 

In one of her recently released books, Leading YOU™: The power of Self-

Leadership to build your executive brand and drive career success, Brenda 

brings her many years of transformational coaching successes, insights, 

examples, and real-world stories to the rewarding task of helping leaders 

reach their full potential. 

 

 

After earning her MBA from Harvard, Brenda spent the bulk of her career as an executive in 

Fortune 100 multinationals, building brands across dozens of countries spanning four continents. 

Now, as President of her own company, Brand Development Associates International, she travels 

the world speaking, training, and coaching individuals and companies to greater success through 

creative, yet practical, personal and corporate brand and leadership development. Visit 

www.BrendaBence.com. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
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