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Abstract 
In my line of work, I am often the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff, trying desperately to 
facilitate a workable solution for a problem that feels as though it has become unresolvable.  
I often find myself daydreaming about what things might have looked like if I could have used 
my skills at an earlier point in time.  What if the first time one of the parties felt hard done by 
I was there to help talk them through a strategy about how to communicate honestly and 
pursue their interests firmly?  Better still, what if my client had these skills and didn’t need me 
at all?  No doubt, everyone might have saved a lot of money, time and energy.  I argue that 
leadership in communication and dispute prevention is not just for leaders and managers, nor 
is it just for lawyers, mediators, arbitrators, and judges.  We are all responsible for how well 
our teams work, how well we navigate difficult situations and conversations, and the kinds of 
outcomes we produce together.  When it comes to clear, honest and effective communication, 
everyone can and should be a leader.   
 
Article 
I come from former Yugoslavia.  My life in New Zealand has flourished in the shadow of a 
cautionary tale – war is what happens when people don’t stop, reflect, and communicate.  
My grandfather taught us that human conflict starts from within: every thought – that 
becomes a philosophy that is then shared with others and that then forms part of our 
collective fabric – is important.  When it comes to tolerance, communication, and enlightened 
human experience, we are all responsible and we all either add to or subtract from an 
environment of peace. 
 
In my microcosm as a lawyer, I see in very real terms and on a daily basis, the practical effect 
of my grandfather’s message.  Every case that I deal with reflects the crystallisation of 
unspoken needs and wants, calcified emotions, and missed opportunities to resolve things – 
or stop them from developing further – without the prohibitively expensive involvement of 
dispute resolution professionals. 
 
I spend huge amounts of my time wondering: what if? What if you had understood how to 
communicate your boundaries to your business partner strongly and with confidence, such 
that they’d never even think to cross you? What if you could let go of past wrongs and choose 
family and love over dollars and cents?   
 
Poorly managed conflict hurts us collectively and individually.  It stops us from doing the 
productive, useful and happy things that we love to do.  Well-managed conflict, on the other 
hand, is an opportunity to show self-leadership and learn how to resolve or prevent disputes 
quickly and effectively. 
 
Education and training is still overwhelmingly focused on technical skills and substantive 
knowledge.  Teaching and training ‘soft skills’ has certainly increased in frequency and scope, 
however, it is quite often too little too late.  I certainly don’t recall any focus on self-
awareness, self-reflection, personal responsibility, communication and conflict prevention or 
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resolution in my formal primary school and high school education.  I hope that things have 
changed since then. 
 
Concerningly, however, in my much more recent formal education, I obtained two degrees 
centred totally on human relationships and dynamics (a law degree and a science degree in 
psychology and geography) – and yet I learned virtually nothing, within those formal 
programs, of how to actually: be self-aware and reflexive; effectively and efficiently 
communicate; and be good at maintaining relationships in all spheres of life.  At best, I learned 
things like ‘dealing with people’s emotions is important’ and ‘people need to feel validated’ 
and people have ‘needs’ involving ‘self-actualization’ and ‘social connection’.  What do any of 
these things mean in practice?   
 
Why, in 2019, amidst all the issues the world is facing, are we still not teaching or prioritising, 
with a practical focus, the oil in the machinery of our social fabric?  Self-awareness, reflexivity, 
communication and the maintenance of relationships are the things that keep the cogs 
turning.  These things are the air to the lungs of our collective consciousness.  Without them 
there are no happy people, no thriving relationships, and no successful economies. 
 
I dream of a world where we teach the things that matter.  I implore all of us who care about 
this to put on our teaching and mentoring hats and go to the schools and the universities, to 
the staff at our workplaces, and to the people who we care about in our lives and to model 
and teach, practically and not just theoretically, what we know about how to create successful 
relationships with self and with others.  Together we can help deepen and entrench the 
institutional and structural fabric that will pave the way to a better world.   
 
But proper education is just one part of the answer.  The most important focus is on what we, 
as individuals, can do to show leadership and take initiative.  The truth is that we are 
responsible for our lives.  How do we act in accordance with that truth?  
 
Leadership is not just for the people ‘at the top’.  It is for everyone, because we all have the 
power to act from our highest integrity.  What does self-leadership look like and how do we 
achieve it?  Some guiding standards that I follow are:   
 
1. Know oneself deeply and love and accept yourself as you are.  Spend a lot of time 

learning how to tell the difference between acting from a place of love and acting from 
a place of ego.  Aim for the former but remember to always be kind to yourself.  So 
much of our misfiring in communication and dispute resolution is because we 
misunderstand the role of emotions and how to manage them.  Emotions are a 
response to the triggering of our ego and the appropriate response is to sit with them, 
reflect and decide in a moment of calm about how to move forward – it is not to act 
from a place of emotion, which does not in any way reflect our authentic selves.  

2. Act from your highest standards – in every decision that you make, no matter how 
small or big.  Ask: am I being kind, courteous and compassionate?  Am I advocating 
strongly, fairly and clearly for my position, and holding my boundaries?  Am I in 
alignment with my real self and my values? 
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3. Reflect, reflect, reflect – substantively, and also as and when you can.  When something 
significant happens, you’ll quite often need to carve time out after to sit with yourself 
and reflect properly about what felt right / wrong, what went well / could go better 
next time and why.  It is also important to reflect in real time so that you can maximise 
opportunities for personal growth and move through them quickly: “Why did I feel 
funny about sending that email?  Probably because it was a response to feeling 
threatened.  Next time I’ll write the email first, reflect, and then delete or reframe the 
parts that aren’t serving me or what I would like to achieve in this communication”.  I 
go through countless reflections like this on a daily basis.  It’s not onerous: you can flash 
through reflections like this within the space of about 10 seconds, and you get even 
quicker with practice the better you get to know yourself and the more you entrench 
acting with authenticity into your daily life.  These mini-reflections add immeasurably 
to self-growth and self-leadership. 

4. Make courage your starting point.  We are all guilty of avoiding difficult conversations.  
These are almost always conversations where we our expressing our deepest needs and 
wants to people who we believe might need some persuading.  Never start with “it’s 
too hard”; always start with a deep breath and then “how am I going to approach this?”  
These are the conversations that hold the key to whether we choose to stay with a 
partner or not; whether we get that $10K pay rise or not; whether we make our 
workplaces safe and happy or not.  These are real tangible things that have the most 
impact on our satisfaction with our lives.  Most of the time, the barrier to achieving 
happiness, financial security, workplace harmony etc is not that the other person 
doesn’t want to give it to us – it’s that we decide we don’t deserve it (refer point 1) and 
so we don’t even ask.  If the only thing holding us back from more love, more money, 
more happiness is the need for some deep breathing and a carefully crafted 
conversation – well, we need to put courage first and go for it.     

5. Invest your efforts wisely.  Too often in our lives and in the workplace we spend time 
doing things that don’t contribute positively to preventing or managing conflict.  In 
lawyerdom, quite frequently this manifests in writing lengthy correspondence that 
entrenches conflict instead of working to build a relationship with the lawyer on the 
other side so that you can better serve your client.  In our personal lives, we recognise 
this as ruminating and agonising over relationship issues for hours and hours with 
friends.  But if you could find a way to cut through difficult situations much more quickly, 
why wouldn’t you?  You’ll have plenty more time for the things that matter.  We too 
often open up a new email and start typing before stopping and thinking: “does this 
issue really matter to me?  Where am I prepared to compromise?” or if it does matter 
“how will I persuade this person to see things my way?”  Use the environment around 
you – use nature, use breaks, go for a walk, have a cuppa – to help you sit and reflect 
on how best to proceed.  

In summary, be a leader in your life, set your standards, do your best to live up to them, and 
be the water in the harbour the lifts all the ships up when it rises.  In my view, these are the 
critical ingredients to healthy relationships and dispute prevention and resolution, and there 
are ripe opportunities in our lives, our workplaces, and our educational institutions, to share 
and model the tools to achieve these things.           
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