
Leading Through Conflict 
 
If you are in leadership then you are inevitably in some state of conflict, whether it be 
internally or externally. This conflict can be with yourself and your own 
priorities/insecurities or with other people/ organizations who have certain expectations 
of you. Leaders who have mastered the art of dealing with conflict are the ones that 
understand that conflict happens, it’s how you handle it that will ultimately determine 
your success. Some may ask, can’t we just avoid conflict? 
 
Unfortunately, conflict is the ugly, unavoidable-underbelly of leadership. It is the part 
that no one thinks about whenever they are considering leading. That is why so many 
leaders are taken a back whenever conflict arises. They weren’t prepared for it and 
often times don’t know how to lead themselves, or others, through it. History is littered 
with leaders who have gone through conflict. Some of these figures had to overcome 
it, while others succumbed to its pressures. What our history books rarely feature, 
however, are the leaders who didn’t face conflict. That could be partially because 
anyone can lead through peaceful times, great leaders are made by overcoming 
adversity.  
 
Conflict is messy, that’s why leaders need to better prepare for it. These next two 
sections will highlight the different types of leaders that are out there and eight 
principles for leaders to use while in the midst of conflict.  
 
Leadership Styles 
 
If you have spent anytime leading, you may have noticed certain patterns in your 
behaviors. These patterns can be categorized as your leadership style. Some leaders 
spend years constructing their leadership style, while others haven’t thought about it 
other than what’s comfortable for them. The nice thing about leadership is that it’s a 
developable trait. There are plenty of inventories and books out there for you to 
understand what your strengths and challenges are as a leader. What’s important is 
that you recognize your leadership style and how that style affects the situation that 
you are in. Every scenario calls for a different set of leadership skills.  
 
Depending on your current context, a certain set of leadership skills will need to be 
featured, while others should be muted. Some people will think, Well, in the past I led 
people with my strengths and everything turned out ok. Unfortunately, just because you 
had success in the past doesn’t always mean you’ll have success in the future. This is 
often times the failure of leaders. They fall back on the leadership traits that made them 
successful, regardless if those traits are useful in the current situation.  
 



Here’s an example: say you have a very commanding set of leadership traits. You’re 
comfortable with leading through hard times and people rarely challenge you. This 
worked out in the past, as you were a fire fighter and involved in many life or death 
situations. Through your experience, you saved countless new fire fighters lives 
because in the heat of the moment your commanding leadership style got them out of 
trouble.  
 
During retirement, you find yourself as a volunteer coordinator in the local food shelter. 
You’ve noticed that the operation is disorganized and the community isn’t getting the 
food it desperately needs. You come in and begin telling the other volunteers what 
they’ve been doing wrong and how things can be done more efficiently. After a while, 
you notice that the volunteers assigned to your team have stopped showing up.  
 
What very well could have happened is that your commanding leadership style was off-
putting to the other volunteers who didn’t have the same type of passion as you. 
Instead of commanding the others to do things at the food shelter, you could have 
adapted your leadership style to better fit the needs of your current situation. It is 
important to understand your default leadership style in addition to other styles to 
know which leadership style may best fit your context. 
 
As mentioned earlier, there are numerous inventories and leadership style tests to 
show you what type of leader that you are. We are going to reference three leadership 
styles as featured by Gerzon in his book “Leading through Conflict.” He shows us how 
certain leadership styles are not always best suited when leading through conflict. To 
do this, we are going to review what leading through conflict looks like as a 
Demagogue, Manager and Mediator.  
 
1. Demagogue: A leader who focuses on the negative to control their followers in to 

doing things their way. This type of leader will distort the truth for their own 
advantage and want people to blindly follow them. Often times, they will only see 
issues from their vantage point and lack empathy.  

 
• Examples: Adolf Hitler & Joseph Stalin 

 
2. Manager: A leader who focuses on the people within their group but will not 

concern themselves with outsiders. They lead within a set of boundaries that will 
compartmentalize their values. Only seem to be productive within those boundaries 
and cannot deal with outside conflict.  

 
• Example: The inability of local, state and federal agencies to work together 

during disaster relief because they are all focusing on their own boundary and 
not how to collaborate with one another.  



3. Mediator: Someone that sees the larger picture and acts with the greater good in 
mind. They will focus building trust by crossing the line through conflict. Seek out 
long term goals that solve issues for everyone involved. 

 
• Example: The Nobel Peace prize given to someone that helping resolve conflict 

in a time of crisis.  
 

As you can see from the examples above, certain leadership styles are better suited in 
conflict. Leaders that learn the traits of a mediator can better navigate when problems 
arise. The next section will highlight eight leadership principles that all effective 
mediators should have in their tool box.  
 
Leadership Principles  
 
1. Integral Vision: Learning how to see each side of a conflict with its own unique 

perspective while at the same time understanding how multifaceted issues are.  
 

2. Systems Thinking: The ability to recognize as many variables as possible that are 
contributing to a conflict. Once these variables are identified, a further analysis of 
the relationships between these variables and each problem area.  

 
3. Presence: The capacity to be uninhibited during a conflict as to not allow life’s other 

distractions to get in the way of your mental, emotional and spiritual self.  
 

4. Inquiry: Asking the right set of questions, in the appropriate manner, that will get to 
the heart of the conflict.  
 

5. Conscious Conversation: The art of active listening with your mouth, ears and body. 
It’s not always what we say but sometimes how we say it and present ourselves 
that can make a difference.  

 
6. Dialogue: Creating a conversation that allows everyone’s voice to be heard and 

recognized as important contributors.  
 

7. Bridging: Finding the connectors between people and organizations to build 
relationships to solve the issue(s) at hand.  

 
8. Innovation: When you take good ideas to develop an action plan that will create 

tangible results.  
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
Obviously, after reading this book summary, you won’t be an expert in conflict. It’s 
something that takes years of trial and error to master. To do this, leaders of all ages 
must first accept that conflict will happen whenever you’re leading a group of 
people. One of the inherent tasks of leaders is that they have the responsibility to lead 
their groups through those difficult times. To do this they must first understand their 
own limitations as leaders. Recognizing your strengths and challenges will assist you 
as you wade through the murky waters of conflict. 
 
It is recommended that as a leader, you take a mediator’s approach to conflict. 
This allows you to see all sides of the conflict and bring people together as opposed to 
pushing them farther apart. This will be the first step in enacting positive change. 
People will look to you in times of need. It’s your responsibility to listen to their 
concerns and work with them to come up with an action plan that can resolve their 
issues. Remember, you as the leader are the facilitator. This isn’t something that you 
should do alone. Everyone’s involvement, from each side of the conflict, needs to be 
taken into consideration. Then and only then can you successfully lead through 
conflict.  
 
 
Resource: “Leading Through Conflict,” a book by Mark Gerzon. 


