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The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
How to Understand Minds, Reduce Conflict, and Navigate Difficult Conversations 

By Nigel Davies BSc(Hons) (Q.Surv), PGCert.Psych, GDipLaw, PGDipLP, DipArb, MSc (Built 

Environment), LLM (Construction Law & Practice), MSc (Mechanical & Electrical), MSc 

(Psychology),  FRICS, FCIOB, FCInstCES, FCIArb, CArb, GMBPsS, Chartered Builder, Chartered 

Construction Manager, Chartered Quantity Surveyor, Chartered Civil Engineering Surveyor, 

Chartered Arbitrator, Panel Registered Adjudicator, Author, Mediator, Mediation Advocate, and 

Solicitor-Advocate of the Supreme Court of England and Wales. 

Dedication 

For the angels who meant well,  

the demons who tried harder,  

and the rest of us still negotiating the difference.  

Preface 

The Folly of Angels and Demons 

On a warm Tuesday morning, two perfectly reasonable adults stood in a conference room 

explaining—politely and at length—why the other was entirely at fault. One believed they were 

being exploited. The other believed they were being sabotaged. Both were convinced they were 

the only rational person present. 

Neither was lying. 

Somewhere between the drawings, the emails, the performance charts, and the increasingly 

brittle smiles, a simple disagreement had become a small war. Not because the facts were 

especially complicated, but because people are. They were no longer arguing about the 

contract; they were arguing about fairness, respect, fear, pride, and the universal human need 

not to feel small. 

I sat there—part adjudicator, part interpreter, part reluctant therapist—watching two intelligent, 

decent people become strangers to themselves. And the thought occurred, as it often does: 

This didn’t need to happen. 

Stripped of emotion, ego, and accumulated injury, the problem could have been solved in ten 

minutes. But humans rarely strip anything of emotion, ego, or accumulated injury. 

This book is about that gap: the space between what people say a conflict is about and what it is 

actually about. 

We humans have an extraordinary talent for certainty. We mistake conviction for reason, 

intention for impact, and familiarity for truth. With a confidence only the slightly misguided can 

muster, we insist that our view of the world is the sensible one. Angels believe they are right. 

Demons believe the same. Most of us live somewhere in between—propelled by logic, emotion, 

habit, fear, and the occasional glimmer of wisdom. 
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This book is an invitation to examine that tangle. To understand conflict not as a failure of 

intelligence, but as a predictable outcome of being human. Our minds are fast, our emotions 

ancient, and our stories about ourselves charmingly optimistic. We mishear, misread, 

overreact, and defend long before we understand what we are defending. 

My aim is not to help you win arguments. It is to help you see the conversation beneath the 

conversation—the one conducted in fear, pride, hope, and unspoken need. Through stories, 

psychology, and patterns observed over years of negotiation and adjudication, this book offers a 

way to understand yourself and others before unnecessary damage is done. 

If it succeeds, it will shift not just how you speak, but how you see: the capacity to pause before 

reacting, to ask better questions, to listen for meaning rather than position, and to recognise the 

fragile humanity that we all—angels, demons, and the rest of us—carry into every room. 

We will never outgrow our flaws. 

But we can learn to negotiate with them. 

 

Exercise: The Last Conflict I Had (and What It Was Really About) 

Time: 5 minutes 

Purpose: Reveal the hidden layers beneath surface disagreements. 

1. Think of your most recent disagreement. 

2. Write down what the conflict appeared to be about. 

3. Now write what it was actually about for you — fairness? respect? fear of being ignored? 

4. Then write what it might have been about for the other person. 

5. Notice how different these answers are. 

Prompt: “What was the emotional cost of staying right? And what might have been gained by 

being curious instead?” 

Exercise: The Angel and Demon Within 

A playful self-awareness warm-up. 

1. Write down one conflict where you were unquestionably the “angel.” 

2. Then list the behaviours you exhibited in that conflict — tone, assumptions, 

conclusions. 

3. Now rewrite the same list as if you were describing a stranger. 

4. Notice what changes. 

We are all the hero of our own story — and sometimes the villain in someone else’s. 
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How to Use This Book 

This book can be read in more than one way. 

Some readers will move through it from beginning to end, following the natural progression from 

self-awareness to system-level mastery. Others will come to it under pressure—mid-conflict, 

mid-negotiation, mid-difficulty—looking for something immediately useful. 

Both approaches are valid. 

If you are reading cover to cover 

Read in order. Each Part builds on the one before it. The frameworks are cumulative; later 

chapters assume familiarity with earlier ideas. 

If you are dealing with conflict right now 

Go directly to: 

 Part III — In the Heat of It (real-time de-escalation) 

 The Appendix Toolkit (scripts, resets, and checklists) 

You can return to the earlier Parts once the temperature has dropped. 

If you lead people or systems 

Focus especially on: 

 Part V — Cultures, Systems, and Organisational Conflict 

 Part VI — Mastery 

These sections zoom out from individuals to patterns, incentives, and structures. 

Throughout the book you will find: 

 Frameworks — models for understanding what is happening 

 Applied Scripts — language you can actually use 

 Field Notes — real situations, anonymised and distilled 

 Exercises — optional, but powerful 

You do not need to memorise anything. 

The aim is not perfection, but better awareness under pressure. 
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Disclaimer 

This book is intended for educational and informational purposes only. 

It does not constitute legal, medical, psychological, therapeutic, or professional advice. While 

the author draws on experience in negotiation, adjudication, and the study of human behaviour, 

readers should not substitute the ideas or examples in this book for professional advice tailored 

to their specific circumstances. 

Human interactions are complex and context-dependent. The application of any framework, 

script, or suggestion in this book is a matter of individual judgment and responsibility. 

The author and publisher accept no liability for outcomes resulting from the use or misuse of 

the material contained herein. 

This book does not diagnose individuals, assess mental health, or provide therapeutic 

treatment. Any references to psychological concepts are descriptive, not clinical, and are 

intended to support self-reflection rather than evaluation of others. 

All examples, field notes, and scenarios are anonymised, adapted, or composite in nature. Any 

resemblance to real individuals or organisations is coincidental. Details have been altered to 

protect confidentiality while preserving the underlying dynamics. 

Responsibility for how these ideas are interpreted and applied rests with the reader. The book 

offers perspectives and tools, not instructions or guarantees of outcome. 
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Author’s Note 

On the Curious Art of Being Human 

This book grew out of a series of observations — each of them obvious, each of them 

inconvenient. 

The first is that people are rarely irrational, at least not to themselves. They are responding to 

something that feels true, even if it is invisible to everyone else in the room. Their reactions have 

logic, even when that logic is private. 

The second is that the fiercest disputes are almost never about the stated issue. They are about 

safety, dignity, belonging, competence, justice, and the fear — quiet or roaring — that we might 

be misunderstood, ignored, or diminished. The technical argument is almost always the 

wrapper; the emotional reality is what’s inside. 

And the third is that even our most technical disagreements are powered by emotion long 

before they are shaped by logic. We justify, defend, reinterpret, and reframe with startling 

efficiency. By the time we arrive at our “position”, we are already emotionally invested in it — 

often defending a feeling rather than a fact. 

After years of adjudication, negotiation, and psychological study, I have become convinced that 

conflict is not a failure of intelligence but a collision of human operating systems. Everyone is 

trying to protect something. Everyone is trying to make sense of themselves. And almost 

everyone imagines they are being entirely reasonable. 

My aim is not to tidy any of this up. Humans are gloriously untidy creatures. Instead, this book 

reveals the structure beneath the chaos — the predictable patterns that govern how we think, 

distort what we see, and shape the way we relate to others when stakes feel high. 

Before we begin, it may help to look inward. 

Exercise: What Do I Tend to Protect? 

Purpose: Identify core needs and threat triggers. 

Tick all that apply: 

 My competence 

 My autonomy 

 My fairness 

 My status 

 My identity 

 My time 

 My boundaries 

 My reputation 

 My desire to be liked 

 My sense of being a “good person” 
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Then ask: 

“What happens when this gets threatened?” 

“What behaviours do I use to protect it?” 

This becomes your personal conflict profile. 

Exercise: What I Believe About Disagreement 

Finish the sentences: 

 “When someone challenges me, I usually…” 

 “In conflict, my priority is…” 

 “I feel safe when…” 

 “I feel unsafe when…” 

 “The part of conflict I fear most is…” 

These reflections are not answers to be corrected; they are patterns to be recognised. 
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A Unifying Introduction — A Map of What Follows 

Conflict is not one event. It is a sequence — a chain of reactions, assumptions, needs, 

pressures, and misunderstandings that begins long before anyone raises their voice. If the 

Preface explains why this book exists, this introduction explains how it unfolds — and where it 

intends to take you. 

Disputes become predictable once you understand the humans who create them. And so the 

book progresses the way conflict progresses: from the inside out. 

Part I — Before the Dispute 

What do I bring into the room before conflict begins? 

Part II — Spotting Trouble Early 

How do I recognise conflict before it arrives? 

Part III — In the Heat of It 

What do I do when conflict is happening right now? 

Part IV — Negotiating Needs 

How do we move forward once we are finally listening? 

Part V — Beyond Individuals 

How do systems create — or prevent — conflict? 

Part VI — Mastery 

How do I remain grounded, humane, and myself in the presence of difficulty? 

Together, these six Parts form a progression: 

Self → Other → Interaction → Negotiation → System → Mastery. 

Read this book not as instruction, but as invitation: 

to notice more, assume less, pause longer, and navigate the human condition with a little more 

intelligence, humility, and grace. 
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Part I — Before the Dispute: Understanding Yourself in Negotiation 

Every conflict begins long before it is spoken — in the stories we tell ourselves, the assumptions 

we fail to notice, and the reactions that tighten in our bodies before a single word is exchanged. 

By the time a disagreement appears “on the table,” much of the negotiation has already taken 

place internally. 

Part I begins with you: the mind you bring into difficult conversations, the emotional habits that 

shape your interpretations, the boundaries you protect, and the private narratives that colour 

every interaction. This is not self-critique but self-recognition — the quiet work of understanding 

the person who walks into the room long before the dispute arrives. 

The purpose of this Part is simple but foundational: to show you what you bring to conflict and 

how to manage yourself before you attempt to manage the situation. You will learn how your 

brain simplifies complexity through mental shortcuts; how your emotional operating system 

accelerates, narrows, and distorts perception; how your needs and sensitivities influence what 

feels threatening; and how certainty convinces you that your first interpretation must be correct. 

Across these four chapters, you’ll explore: 

 The Mind’s Default Settings — the heuristics, biases, and cognitive shortcuts that 

create the illusion of accuracy. 

 Emotion as Your Operating System — the threat responses and physiological reactions 

that drive behaviour before logic arrives. 

 Boundaries, Needs, and the Story We Tell Ourselves — the unseen architecture 

beneath your triggers, ego dynamics, and defensive patterns. 

 The Illusion of Understanding and the Danger of Certainty — why overconfidence 

escalates conflict, and how curiosity keeps conversations open. 

By the end of Part I, you will have a clearer understanding of your triggers, emotional signatures, 

identity sensitivities, and habitual reactions — the patterns that shape how you enter, 

experience, and unintentionally escalate conflict. 

You will also have something far more important: the ability to pause, inquire, and choose your 

response rather than default to it. 

Before we can understand conflict, we must first understand the person who arrives in it. 

Part I gives you that understanding — the psychological foundation on which every negotiation 

skill that follows is built. 

 

  



Page 19 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

CHAPTER 1 — THE MIND’S DEFAULT SETTINGS 

Heuristics, biases, shortcuts, illusions of accuracy 

Chapter Introduction 

Before conflict has a chance to heat up, the mind is already busy. 

It is sorting, filtering, predicting, assuming, and making judgments — not maliciously, but 

automatically. 

Humans were never designed for modern negotiation. 

Our neural architecture evolved for a far simpler world: one in which the primary threats were 

predators, storms, and the occasional angry tribesman — not emails, deadlines, personality 

mismatches, or contractual ambiguity. 

To survive, the brain developed habits: ways of reacting fast, simplifying complexity, and 

defending our existing worldview. These habits are efficient. They keep us moving. They get us 

through the day. 

But they are not always accurate. 

And in conflict — accuracy matters. 

By the time you are consciously “thinking,” an entire cascade of shortcuts has already shaped 

your perception. In real disputes, these shortcuts quietly fuel misunderstanding long before 

emotion enters the room. 

This chapter explores those predictable cognitive patterns — the settings your mind defaults to 

unless you intervene — and how they shape, distort, and occasionally sabotage your 

understanding of others. 

The Brain’s First Priority: Speed Over Accuracy 

The brain is not designed to understand the world; it is designed to not be eaten by it. 

When something unexpected happens — a sharp tone, a raised eyebrow, a delayed response, a 

shift in posture — your brain does not ask: 

“What is the most nuanced explanation for this behaviour?” 

It asks one question only: 

“Is this safe?” 

This is not logic. 

It is physiology. 

Before you’ve taken a breath, your neural circuitry has already decided whether you’re dealing 

with friend, foe, or uncertainty. And because uncertainty is metabolically expensive, your brain 

treats it as threat until proven otherwise. 

This is why misunderstandings ignite so quickly: the mind fills gaps with stories before facts are 

available. It predicts intent from scraps of information. It assumes motives from tone. It 

interprets silence as disapproval, irritation, or danger — rarely as “they’re thinking.” 

We call these shortcuts biases. 

But in practice, they are simply the mind’s way of staying alive with limited data. 
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The Efficiency Trap 

Heuristics — mental shortcuts — make life liveable. 

They help you cross the road, navigate meetings, judge risk, send emails, and decide who to 

trust before lunch. 

But in negotiation and conflict, these shortcuts become traps because: 

 They simplify nuance. 

 They exaggerate danger. 

 They preserve your existing story. 

 They make you feel accurate even when you are not. 

Your mind defaults to the explanation that feels the most coherent, not the one that is most 

true. 

Consider a simple example: 

An email arrives with no greeting, no sign-off, and a terse one-line instruction. 

The brain does not say: 

“They’re probably between meetings and writing on their phone with 4% battery.” 

It says: 

“They’re annoyed.” 

“I’ve done something wrong.” 

“This is going to escalate.” 

Your mind is not confirming reality; it is protecting you from imagined threat. 

And because imagined threat feels real, you act accordingly — defensively, cautiously, or 

irritably — and suddenly a neutral interaction becomes a strained one. 

This is how conflict begins long before conflict “begins.” 

The Illusion of Accuracy 

One of the more generous myths we carry is the belief that we see the world as it is. 

We do not. 

We see the world as we are. 

Every perception is filtered through: 

 your history, 

 your expectations, 

 your insecurities, 

 your mood, 

 your stress level, 

 your need for control, 

 your fear of failure, 

 your desire to be respected, 
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 your internal predictions about what is likely to happen next. 

The mind’s default settings produce not objectivity, but the illusion of objectivity. 

We feel certain not because we are correct, but because certainty is comforting. 

Certainty is not a sign of accuracy. 

It is a sign of emotional relief. 

And because conflict often threatens identity, status, competence, or belonging, the mind 

clings to certainty precisely when it should loosen its grip. 

This illusion — “I see things clearly” — quietly obstructs negotiation. Instead of curiosity, we 

bring conviction. Instead of asking, we assume. Instead of exploring intent, we defend 

interpretation. 

People do not meet each other; 

their mental models meet each other. 

The Mind Reads Intent, Not Behaviour 

Another default setting: the mind interprets behaviour as intention. 

But behaviour and intention are rarely the same thing. 

Someone interrupts you? 

Your brain concludes they don’t respect you. 

Someone challenges your idea? 

Your brain concludes they’re undermining you. 

Someone responds abruptly? 

Your brain concludes hostility. 

But behaviour in real life is driven by: 

 time pressure, 

 personality, 

 habit, 

 distraction, 

 misunderstanding, 

 emotional fatigue, 

 cultural norms, 

 stress, 

 cognitive overload, 

 and occasionally, terrible sleep. 

Yet in the absence of context, the mind supplies its own. 

And that internal story becomes the foundation for your next behaviour. 

This is how two entirely reasonable people can escalate a minor disagreement into a major 

rupture — each experiencing their own interpretation as fact. 
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Loss Aversion: Why Disputes Inflate So Quickly 

Loss aversion — the idea that loss feels twice as powerful as gain — is one of the most 

influential cognitive forces in conflict. 

In negotiation, people will fight harder to avoid a perceived loss than to secure a comparable 

gain. This makes them: 

 defensive in the face of new information, 

 reluctant to compromise, 

 reactive when challenged, 

 and disproportionately sensitive to anything that threatens status, recognition, or 

fairness. 

To the mind, losing face is more painful than losing money. 

Losing certainty is more painful than losing time. 

Losing status is more painful than losing the argument. 

Loss aversion is not rational. 

It is evolutionary. 

And unless recognised, it quietly dominates the negotiation landscape. 

Negativity Bias: Why Threats Echo and Reassurance Fades 

Negativity bias ensures that negative information feels more vivid, more true, and more urgent 

than positive information. 

You might forget praise within minutes, but you will remember criticism for days. 

You might overlook dozens of cooperative signals but latch onto one sigh, one hesitation, one 

poorly chosen word. 

This is not pettiness; it is biology. 

The mind treats threat as a priority. 

And because every negotiation involves uncertainty, negativity bias ensures that you are already 

scanning for danger before anyone has spoken. 

In conflict, this bias accelerates mistrust. 

We assume the worst faster than we assume the best — and truthfully, faster than we even 

consider the neutral. 

Confirmation Bias: How the Mind Defends Its First Draft 

Once the mind forms an initial impression — often in seconds — it begins filtering the world to 

protect that impression. 

We look for evidence that confirms our view. 

We ignore evidence that contradicts it. 

We reinterpret ambiguous information to fit what we already believe. 

This is not stubbornness; it is efficiency. 

It spares the brain from the metabolic cost of reconsidering its position. 
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But in conflict, confirmation bias becomes a self-reinforcing loop: 

 We expect hostility → we notice hostility. 

 We expect incompetence → we see incompetence. 

 We expect resistance → we detect resistance. 

And we become increasingly confident in a story that may be increasingly inaccurate. 

Your brain is a brilliant advocate for your initial assumptions — even when they are wrong. 

Cognitive Ease: Why Simple Stories Win Over True Ones 

The brain likes what feels easy. 

It dislikes what feels effortful. 

This means that: 

 simple explanations feel true, 

 complex explanations feel suspicious, 

 familiar ideas feel right, 

 unfamiliar ideas feel wrong. 

Ask someone to work harder to understand you, and they unconsciously resist — not out of 

hostility, but because cognitive strain feels like a threat. 

In negotiation, the simplest narrative often wins, regardless of its accuracy. 

This is why people cling to binaries (“they’re right / wrong,” “this is fair / unfair,” “they’re 

competent / incompetent”). 

Complexity is uncomfortable. 

But conflict thrives in simplicity. 

Resolution thrives in nuance. 

The Danger of Invisible Settings 

All of these biases — loss aversion, negativity bias, confirmation bias, cognitive ease — share 

one dangerous attribute: 

They operate before we know they’re operating. 

We do not see the shortcut. 

We see only the conclusion. 

We trust the conclusion because it feels fast, clear, and coherent. 

We assume others see what we see. 

We mistake our interpretation for shared reality. 

And then we wonder why conflict seems to erupt out of nowhere. 

Conflict rarely erupts. 

It accumulates — quietly, invisibly — in the gap between what we think we are perceiving and 

what is actually happening. 
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Seeing the Settings Before They Shape You 

Awareness is not about avoiding shortcuts; you cannot. 

Biases are built into the architecture of the mind. 

But you can notice their presence. 

You can pause before reacting. 

You can test your assumptions. 

You can hold your interpretations lightly. 

You can ask the clarifying question before the accusation forms. 

You can trade certainty for curiosity. 

Awareness does not remove bias; it simply prevents bias from steering the conversation without 

your consent. 

This is the foundation of all negotiation mastery: 

seeing the mind before the mind interprets the moment. 

In the pages that follow, we will examine how these shortcuts shape emotion, identity, 

boundaries, and behaviour — and how recognising them early can prevent conflict long before it 

escalates. 

For now, it is enough to understand this: 

Your mind is not neutral. 

But it is knowable. 

And knowing it changes everything. 

 

Framework 1: The Four Default Settings of the Human Mind 

To help you notice the shortcuts at work, this book uses a simple organising framework: the 

Four Default Cognitive Settings. 

These are the mental programmes your brain runs before you’ve consciously formed a thought. 

They are not flaws. 

They are features — useful in prehistory, hazardous in negotiation. 

1. The Speed Setting (Fast Thinking) 

The brain’s first question is never “What’s happening?” but “Is it safe?”  This primes you to 

interpret ambiguity as danger.  We jump to conclusions before we’ve processed evidence. 

Signals: 

 Quick judgments 

 Finishing others’ sentences 

 Assuming intention 

 Tension 

 Correcting prematurely 

 Defensiveness 
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 Catastrophising 

Cost: 

Misunderstanding escalates. 

2. The Story Setting (Meaning-Making) 

We fill gaps with assumptions that feel true.  The brain fills in gaps with instant narratives. 

These stories feel like facts. 

Signals: 

 Assuming motive, “They must be doing this because…” 

 Reading tone and subtext into neutral messages 

 Attaching motive to behaviour 

 Taking things personally 

Cost: 

Bias feels like insight. 

3. The Certainty Setting (Confirmation Bias) 

The brain prefers cognitive ease: simple explanations, familiar patterns.  Once the brain forms 

an impression, it clings to it.  Certainty feels safe.  We look for proof that supports what we 

already believe. 

Signals: 

 Black-and-white thinking 

 Confirmation bias 

 Overgeneralising  

 Ignoring nuance  

 Disregarding counterpoints 

 Re-reading messages to confirm suspicion 

 Fixating on selected facts 

 Escalating certainty 

Cost: 

Rigid positions. 

4. The Threat Setting (Negativity Bias) 

The brain overweighs risk and under weighs reassurance. 

Signals: 

 Defensive internal commentary 

 Predicting bad outcomes 

 Overreacting to ambiguity 
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Cost: 

Escalation before any conflict occurs. 

 

These settings are not moral issues.  They simply determine how your mind navigates 

complexity. 

Seeing them clearly is the first act of negotiation — with yourself. 

 

Field Note — The Engineer Who “Wasn’t Angry” 

I once worked with an engineer who insisted — repeatedly and with admirable conviction — that 

he was “not emotional.” 

He said this while speaking through clenched teeth, shoulders raised, voice tight, and a pen 

being squeezed so hard it was threatening to snap in half. 

His colleague had challenged a detail in his report. Nothing dramatic. Nothing personal. But his 

mind had already run the shortcut: 

challenge = disrespect; 

disrespect = threat; 

threat = defend. 

He wasn’t angry, he assured me. 

He was merely “clarifying the facts.” 

Yet his physiology told the truth his words could not reach: rapid breathing, narrowed eyes, rigid 

posture — the unmistakable signature of perceived danger. 

What struck me that day was not the mismatch between emotion and statement, but the sheer 

automaticity of it. He did not choose the reaction; his cognitive defaults chose it for him. And 

like most of us, he assumed his interpretation was accuracy rather than assumption. 

It was a perfect demonstration of this chapter’s lesson: 

people rarely react to reality itself — they react to the mind’s first draft of it. 

Once we slowed down, identified the trigger, and separated the behaviour from the intention, 

the conversation became easy. 

But until then, his cognitive settings were negotiating on his behalf. 

 

Applied Scripts: How to Override Default Thinking in Real Time 

Script: The Check-In 

“Before I jump to conclusions, let me check I’m interpreting this correctly.” 

Script: The Alternative Explanation 

“Is there another way to see this that doesn’t involve bad intent?” 

Script: The Assumption Pause 

“What evidence do I actually have for the story I’m telling myself?” 
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Exercises for Self-Awareness 

These exercises deepen self-awareness and prepare you for Chapter 2’s focus on emotion. 

Exercise 1: My Default Conflict Settings 

Take a quiet moment and rate yourself from 1–5 on the following statements: 

 I assume I’m right. 

 I react quickly to threat. 

 I dislike being misunderstood. 

 I take disagreement personally. 

 I fill in other people’s motives. 

 I escalate when I feel dismissed. 

Then, for each one, write: 

“What this costs me in negotiation…” 

This turns an abstract insight into a concrete awareness of your patterns — not to judge them, 

but to recognise where your mind tends to go under pressure. 

Exercise 2: The Trigger Map 

Draw a simple four-part list and complete it: 

1. Behaviours that reliably provoke me 

(interruptions, tone shifts, raised voices, silence, ambiguity, etc.) 

2. How my body reacts 

(tight chest, faster speech, heat, tension, shallow breath) 

3. The story my mind tells 

(“They’re disrespecting me,” “I’m being blamed,” “This will go badly”) 

4. What I tend to do next 

(argue, shut down, over-explain, withdraw, double down) 

This becomes your early warning radar. 

When you recognise these signatures in real time, you can step out of autopilot and choose a 

different response. 

Exercise 3: The 3-Second Pause 

A simple practice that changes everything. 

Next time you feel a surge of irritation, threat, or urgency: 

1. Notice what is happening in your body. 

2. Breathe once, deliberately. 

3. Choose what to say next — not what your reflex demands. 

Three seconds is all it takes to disrupt an entire cascade of cognitive shortcuts. 

 



Page 28 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

Closing Section — Insight Is Not Enough 

A reminder that being aware of cognitive bias is the beginning; learning to challenge it is the 

habit. 

 

You now have a clearer view of how your mind interprets a moment before you’ve even spoken. 

But cognition is only half the story. Your emotional system — faster, older, and far more 

influential — colours every perception and drives every reaction. To understand conflict, you 

must understand not only how you think, but how you feel before you think at all. 
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CHAPTER 2 — EMOTION AS YOUR OPERATING SYSTEM 

(Threat perception, emotional management, physiological activation) 

Chapter Introduction 

Emotion is not the enemy of negotiation — it is the operating system beneath it. 

Long before you articulate a position, propose a compromise, or choose your tone, your body 

has already made several assessments: Am I safe? Am I respected? Am I being judged? Is this 

person for me or against me? 

These evaluations do not require language. 

They happen beneath it. 

Emotion colours perception, narrows attention, and speeds up reactions. The more threatened 

we feel, the less rational we become — yet paradoxically, the more rational we believe we are. 

This is why moments of tension feel so self-justifying: threat makes us certain. 

But certainty, in emotional moments, is often just adrenaline wearing a clever costume. 

This chapter explores how emotion actually works — physiologically, cognitively, interpersonally 

— and teaches you to recognise emotional acceleration early, manage your internal state, and 

prevent threat physiology from making your decisions for you. 

Negotiation is not just a meeting of minds. 

It is a meeting of nervous systems. 

Emotion Happens First, Thought Happens Second 

Modern culture has promoted a flattering myth: that humans think, decide, and then feel. 

Neuroscience turns this neatly on its head. 

Your emotional system — particularly the limbic network — is older, faster, and more powerful 

than your reflective mind. It evolved to detect threat within milliseconds and override logic when 

necessary. 

This means: 

 You feel before you know why. 

 You react before you consider options. 

 You interpret reality after your physiology has already decided how it feels. 

Emotion doesn’t wait for permission. 

It sets the stage, then hands the script to your thinking brain and says: justify this. 

This is why emotional awareness is not a soft skill; it is a negotiation skill. 

It determines whether you speak from grounding or from threat. 

Emotion as Threat Detection 

Emotion’s primary job is to keep you alive, not to keep you accurate. 

Your body reacts to perceived threat in the same way it reacts to actual danger. That is why a 

contract meeting can produce the same physiological state as a near miss in traffic. The body 

does not distinguish between a real tiger and a metaphorical one. 
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Threat perception in negotiation is often triggered by: 

 being interrupted, 

 being contradicted, 

 being misunderstood, 

 ambiguity of intention, 

 power imbalance, 

 a raised eyebrow you were not expecting, 

 or even a silence that feels longer than it should. 

None of these are inherently dangerous. 

But your operating system treats them as signals anyway. 

When people escalate, they are not being dramatic. 

They are being human. 

The Emotional Operating System Cycle 

To navigate emotional moments wisely, you need to understand the cycle beneath them. 

Once you see this cycle, you will recognise it everywhere — in yourself, in others, in every 

heated meeting you’ve ever witnessed. 

Framework 2: The Emotional Operating System Cycle 

(Parallels the “traffic light system” in Part III but applies to emotional genesis) 

1. Trigger — Something touches a sensitivity 

Something happens that touches a sensitivity.  Sometimes external, sometimes internal. 

Examples: 

 Being interrupted 

 Being contradicted 

 Perceived disrespect 

 Ambiguity of intention 

 Unfairness 

 Tone 

 Status threat 

 The feeling of not being heard 

Triggers are rarely about the moment itself; they are about what the moment represents. 

2. Physiological Activation — The body reacts before the mind 

The body reacts before the mind.  This is the lightning-fast phase: your nervous system primes 

you for threat 
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Signals: 

 Tight chest 

 Heat in the face 

 Stomach drop 

 Faster speech 

 Shallow breathing 

 A sudden rush of urgency 

 Narrowing attention 

This is not emotion as thought.  This is emotion as sensation. 

3. Interpretation — The mind constructs meaning from emotion 

The mind constructs meaning from emotion.  We interpret the sensation as truth. 

Examples: 

 “They’re undermining me.” 

 “They’re being unreasonable.” 

 “They’re not listening.” 

 “This is going badly.” 

 “They’re doing this on purpose.” 

Interpretation often disguises itself as insight. 

4. Behavioural Reflex — We act automatically 

We act automatically — too quickly.  Emotion drives behaviour unless interrupted. 

Examples: 

 Defensiveness 

 Over-explaining 

 Shutting down 

 Aggressive correction 

 Sarcasm 

 Becoming “overly reasonable” (a classic defence) 

 Withdrawal 

 Speaking too quickly 

Reflexes feel like choices.  They aren’t. 

5. Escalation Loop — The fastest path to conflict 

Your reaction becomes the other person’s trigger. 

Their reaction becomes yours. 

The cycle amplifies. 
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Almost every argument you’ve ever had — at work, at home, in passing — was intensified or 

entirely created within this loop. 

Seeing the loop is the first step to breaking it. 

 

Applied Scripts — Emotional Regulation in the Moment 

When you feel yourself entering the cycle, use the following internal and external scripts. 

They are simple by design; your emotional system cannot process complexity. 

Script: Emotional Acknowledgement (Internal) 

“I am activated — and that is information, not instruction.” 

Emotion tells you something important. 

But it does not tell you what to do. 

Script: Slow the System (External or Internal) 

Exhale slowly before speaking. 

A slow exhale activates the parasympathetic nervous system and signals safety to the body. 

Script: Safety Statement (Spoken Aloud) 

“I want to make sure we stay constructive here.” 

This calms both sides by signalling shared intention. 

It turns adversarial energy into collaborative energy in one sentence. 

Insert Field Note 

A moment where someone’s emotional acceleration was visible long before they spoke — and 

how you spotted it. 

 

Field Note — The Escalation You Could See Coming 

Years ago, during a multi-party negotiation, I watched a project director walk into the room 

already at ninety percent activation. You could see it in the way he gripped his folder — rigid, 

knuckles white, jaw clenched so tightly you could hear the molars grinding. 

He hadn’t spoken yet, but his physiology had. 

Within seconds of the meeting beginning, someone asked a clarifying question. Not a 

challenge. Not an accusation. Just a question. 

He exhaled sharply through his nose — a classic sign of emotional spillover. 

His shoulders rose. 

His voice came out quicker than his thoughts. 

He answered the question, technically, but the tone carried the unmistakable energy of threat. 

The room responded in kind. 

Two people straightened their posture. 

Another crossed his arms. 

You could feel the collective operating systems syncing into threat. 
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Nothing substantive had happened. 

But the emotional cycle had begun. 

Later, when the director calmed, he admitted he’d walked into the room anxious about an 

unrelated issue — and that anxiety filtered every interaction. The meeting didn’t escalate 

because of logic. It escalated because one nervous system triggered five more. 

Emotion leads. 

Reason follows. 

 

Try This — The 3-Second Pause 

You encountered this technique earlier, but here — within the context of emotion — it becomes 

essential. 

When you feel the surge: 

1. Notice the activation. 

2. Exhale slowly and deliberately. 

3. Choose your next sentence. 

Three seconds. 

That is all. 

It is long enough for emotion to register and short enough not to derail the conversation. 

The pause is where emotional intelligence becomes emotional skill. 

 

Closing Section — Emotion Leads; Reason Follows 

Emotion is not a distraction from negotiation; it is the context in which negotiation happens. 

Your emotional operating system: 

 colours every perception, 

 shapes every interpretation, 

 accelerates every reaction, 

 and determines whether you speak from safety or from threat. 

Once you understand this, conflict stops feeling mysterious or inevitable. 

It becomes manageable — not because you suppress emotion, but because you recognise it, 

regulate it, and stop it from driving the conversation off the road. 

Emotional literacy is not an optional extra. 

It is the foundation of every competent negotiator, leader, and human being navigating difficult 

situations. 

Next, we explore the layer beneath emotion: 

your boundaries, needs, and the stories you tell yourself — the internal architecture that 

determines what triggers you and why 
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CHAPTER 3 — BOUNDARIES, NEEDS, AND THE STORY WE TELL OURSELVES 

Identity threats, personal needs, ego dynamics, internal narratives 

Emotion may be the operating system beneath every negotiation, but it does not arise in a 

vacuum. It is shaped by your boundaries, your unmet needs, your expectations of others, and 

the private stories you carry about who you are and how people should treat you. These internal 

narratives determine what feels threatening, what feels disrespectful, and what feels intolerable 

— often long before the other person has said anything of substance. 

To understand conflict more deeply, you must now turn inward again, past the physiology and 

into the quieter architecture of meaning: what matters to you, what you protect, and the stories 

that guide your reactions. 

Chapter Introduction 

Every conflict has two layers: 

1. the stated issue, and 

2. the story each person is telling themselves about the issue. 

Most disputes intensify because people are protecting something — identity, dignity, 

competence, belonging, fairness, self-worth — often without realising they are doing so. 

If someone feels their core needs are ignored or their boundaries violated, they react. Not to the 

facts, but to the meaning they attach to the facts. 

Boundaries and unmet needs shape behaviour far more than logic. 

This chapter helps you identify the unseen drivers that make you reactive, defensive, or overly 

accommodating — the parts of you that come alive not because of what is happening, but 

because of what it represents. 

Identity Threat: The Silent Alarm 

Most of what we call “overreaction” is actually a response to identity threat: the sense that 

something in the interaction questions who we believe we are. 

Identity threats may sound like: 

 “Are you saying I’m incompetent?” 

 “Are you implying I don’t care?” 

 “Are you questioning my integrity?” 

But they rarely appear in words. 

They appear in: 

 tone, 

 posture, 

 the speed of someone’s reply, 

 the way they glance down at a document, 

 or a poorly timed sigh. 
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Identity is tender. 

It does not take much to activate it. 

When identity is threatened, boundaries tighten, generosity shrinks, and the internal narrative 

becomes rigid. What was a conversation becomes a defence of self. 

To understand conflict, you must understand not only what you fear losing, but what you fear 

becoming. 

Needs Beneath the Surface 

Every person has a set of emotional needs that determine how steady or unsteady they feel in 

negotiation. 

These needs are universal, but each person prioritises them differently. 

Common needs include: 

 the need to be respected 

 the need for clarity 

 the need for fairness 

 the need for autonomy 

 the need to be heard 

 the need for dignity 

When these needs are met, people behave constructively. 

When they’re unmet, people escalate. 

And because most of these needs are implicit rather than explicit, conflict often emerges from 

the mismatch between what you require and what the other person thinks you require. 

The Stories We Tell Ourselves 

Humans are narrative creatures. 

When something uncertain happens, the mind creates a story to explain it. 

These stories are not chosen; they are generated — automatically, instantly, and convincingly. 

And in conflict they often sound like: 

 “They don’t value me.” 

 “They’re trying to win.” 

 “They’re being difficult on purpose.” 

 “They’re not listening.” 

 “They’re incompetent.” 

 “They’re disrespecting me.” 

These narratives feel real because they make emotional sense. 

But they are still guesses — interpretations built from past experience, fear, and unmet needs. 
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The story you tell yourself in the first ten seconds of irritation often becomes the entire strategy 

for the rest of the conversation. 

This chapter teaches you to notice that story before you act it out. 

Framework 3 — The Boundaries & Needs Map 

This framework allows you to identify the invisible architecture beneath your reactions. 

Once you see these four components clearly, conflict stops feeling mysterious. 

1. Core Needs — What you require to feel steady 

These are the conditions under which you think, speak, and negotiate well. 

Common core needs: 

 respect 

 clarity 

 fairness 

 autonomy 

 being heard 

 predictability 

 dignity 

When core needs are met, you remain grounded. 

When they’re violated, emotion rises fast. 

2. Sensitivities — Where you overreact 

Sensitivities form the emotional “thin ice” of negotiation. 

Examples: 

 being ignored 

 being corrected 

 being rushed 

 perceived disrespect 

 losing face 

 ambiguity of intention 

Your sensitivities reveal where your boundaries are thin. 

They are your emotional accelerators. 

3. Boundary Lines — Your non-negotiables 

Boundaries define what behaviour you can absorb without losing yourself. 

Common boundaries include: 

 tone 

 time 
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 personal space 

 role clarity 

 responsibility limits 

 decision authority 

Boundaries are not demands. 

They are statements of what allows you to remain functional and respectful. 

4. Internal Story — The narrative you create about others 

Internal stories are your private interpretations, usually repeated versions of older experiences. 

They often sound like: 

 “They don’t value me.” 

 “They’re trying to dominate.” 

 “They’re incompetent.” 

 “They’re not listening on purpose.” 

These stories feel factual. 

They are hypotheses. 

Understanding your internal story is the key to transforming your reactions. 

 

Applied Scripts — Boundaries Without Aggression 

Most people avoid boundaries because they associate them with conflict. 

But boundaries delivered early are acts of clarity, not confrontation. 

Here are scripts that hold firmness and dignity at the same time: 

Script: Boundary Softener 

“I want to continue this conversation — just not in this tone.” 

A calm interruption that resets the emotional climate. 

Script: Needs Expression 

“What I need here is clarity, not speed.” 

People cannot meet needs they do not know exist. 

Script: Story Check 

“This is the story I’m telling myself — can you help me understand if it’s accurate?” 

This single sentence is a conflict disruptor. 

It replaces accusation with curiosity. 
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Field Note — The Dispute That Was Never About the Dispute 

In one case I worked on, a senior manager and a contractor spent weeks arguing over the 

interpretation of a specification clause. Each insisted the other was being obstructive, petty, or 

deliberately obtuse. 

But in conversation it became clear that neither cared deeply about the clause. 

The manager felt disrespected; the contractor felt ignored. 

Their behaviour — the long emails, the escalating tone, the pointed references to “past 

performance” — made sense only when you saw what each person was protecting. 

Once the manager explicitly acknowledged the contractor’s expertise, and the contractor 

expressed the frustration of feeling sidelined, the dispute evaporated in twenty minutes. The 

clause had never mattered. The story beneath it had. 

Boundaries and needs, not technicalities, had driven the entire conflict. 

Exercises 

Exercise 1: My Boundaries Profile 

Write down: 

1. My core needs in conversation 

2. My biggest sensitivities 

3. My non-negotiable boundaries 

4. The story I most often create when things go wrong 

This is your personal behavioural map. 

Exercise 2: Story Interrogation 

Next time you feel irritated, write: 

“The story I’m telling myself is ___.” 

Then ask: 

 “What else might be true?” 

 “What am I afraid this means about me?” 

 “What am I trying to protect?” 

This is how internal narratives loosen their grip. 

Closing Section — Boundaries Create Safety 

Healthy boundaries prevent escalation and reduce misunderstanding. 

They allow you to stay present without becoming overwhelmed, empathic without becoming 

absorbed, and firm without becoming unkind. 

To negotiate well, you do not need to control others. 

You need to understand yourself. 

In the next chapter, we explore how certainty — the seductive belief that our interpretation must 

be correct — distorts perception and accelerates conflict. 
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CHAPTER 4 — THE ILLUSION OF UNDERSTANDING AND THE DANGER OF 

CERTAINTY 

Overconfidence, false clarity, cognitive closure 

Chapter Introduction 

Humans love certainty. 

We will happily choose being confidently wrong over being honestly uncertain. 

Certainty feels safe. It offers the comfort of closure — the sense that we know where we stand, 

what is happening, and what it means. 

The problem is that certainty is often an emotional experience, not an intellectual one. 

It can blind us. 

When we feel certain, we: 

 ignore evidence that doesn’t fit, 

 dismiss nuance as “complication,” 

 and assume we already understand other people’s intentions, logic, or motives. 

Most arguments escalate not because the facts are so complicated, but because each side 

believes they have already grasped the other’s mind — and that the remaining problem is simply 

to make the other side see sense. 

This chapter explores why certainty is dangerous in negotiation, how overconfidence quietly 

distorts judgment, and how to cultivate the humility that makes real understanding — and real 

resolution — possible. 

 

The Comfort of Being Sure 

Certainty feels like competence. 

When we are sure, we feel capable, grounded, and in control. Our voice steadies, our arguments 

sharpen, and our conviction solidifies. 

Uncertainty, by contrast, feels like weakness. 

It carries the discomfort of “I might be wrong,” “I don’t know yet,” or “There might be more to this 

than I can see.” 

In a world that rewards confidence, it’s not surprising that we gravitate toward certainty — 

especially under pressure. The trouble is that the mind does not distinguish between earned 

certainty and emotional certainty. Both feel the same. 

In conflict, this is dangerous. 

The more threatened we feel, the more certain we become about our own story. 

The more certain we become, the less we are able to listen. 

The less we listen, the more threatening the other side appears. 

This is how certainty escalates conflict while convincing us that we are merely “standing our 

ground.” 
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Overconfidence: When Familiarity Masquerades as Accuracy 

Psychologically, overconfidence rarely comes from knowledge alone. 

It grows from familiarity. The more we have thought about something, the more we assume we 

understand it. 

We mistake: 

 having an opinion for having evidence, 

 having experience for having full context, 

 having a story for having the truth. 

In negotiation, familiarity with our own position can produce a false sense of competence about 

the entire situation. We assume that because our perspective feels coherent and well-

rehearsed, it must also be complete. 

But no one’s perspective is complete. 

Each of us holds one angle on the situation — sometimes a very accurate angle, but still only 

one. 

Overconfidence closes the door on information that might change our view. 

It says, “I already know what’s going on here,” and treats anything inconsistent with that story as 

noise, evasion, or bad faith. 

 

Cognitive Closure: The Impatience with Uncertainty 

Cognitive closure is the mind’s desire to “settle” an issue as quickly as possible. It is the 

psychological equivalent of slamming a book shut halfway through the chapter because we 

think we’ve understood the plot. 

Under stress, our appetite for closure increases. We want: 

 a definite explanation, 

 a clear villain, 

 a simple solution, 

 and an end to ambiguity. 

This is understandable — uncertainty is uncomfortable. But when we rush to closure, we often: 

 fix on the first explanation that feels satisfying, 

 defend it as if it were fact, and 

 dismiss anything that complicates it. 

In conflict, this means we may cling to a partial understanding as though it were the whole story, 

and then “negotiate” from inside that partial view. The other party, feeling misrepresented or 

misunderstood, becomes defensive. Their defensiveness then confirms our story that they are 

“unreasonable.” 

Our certainty creates the very behaviour that appears to justify it. 



Page 41 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

The Certainty Trap 

To understand how this works in practice, we can map certainty as a sequence — a loop that 

reinforces itself. 

 

Framework 4 — The Certainty Trap Model 

1. Assumptions → Feel True 

We start with an assumption: 

 “They don’t care.” 

 “They’re dragging their feet.” 

 “They’re trying to win at my expense.” 

Because the assumption reduces ambiguity, it feels stable. 

Very quickly, it feels like a fact. 

 

2. Certainty → Feels Like Competence 

The more we repeat the assumption, the more familiar it becomes. 

Familiarity breeds comfort. 

Comfort breeds confidence. 

We begin to feel competent — as though we have a solid grasp of the situation. Our tone, body 

language, and strategy start to reflect that confidence, regardless of whether the assumption 

was correct. 

 

3. Rigid Positions → Feel Moral 

Once certain, we no longer see ourselves as defending an opinion; we see ourselves as 

defending a principle. 

Our position starts to feel moral: 

 “This is about what’s right.” 

 “This is a matter of fairness.” 

 “I can’t compromise on this.” 

Moral framing strengthens commitment. 

Now, softening our view feels like betraying our values rather than updating our understanding. 

 

4. Reduced Curiosity → Feels Efficient 

Certainty quietly kills curiosity. 

We ask fewer questions. 

We listen less. 

We filter everything the other side says through the story we’ve already chosen. 
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This feels efficient — “no need to rehash what I already know” — but it removes the only 

mechanism that might correct our misperception. 

 

5. Escalation → Feels Justified 

From here, escalation becomes both likely and self-righteous. 

We feel increasingly frustrated that the other side “won’t listen.” 

We view any attempt to present a different perspective as stubbornness or manipulation. 

We become sharper, colder, or more insistent. 

Crucially, it all feels justified. 

We are certain, after all. 

This is the certainty trap: 

Assumptions harden into moralised positions while curiosity quietly disappears — and 

conflict becomes inevitable. 

 

Applied Scripts — Turning Certainty into Curiosity 

When you notice yourself becoming very sure — especially sure about another person’s motives 

— it is often a sign that you need more information, not less. 

The following scripts help you pivot from certainty to curiosity. 

Script: Curiosity Reset 

“I think I understand — but let me check.” 

This acknowledges your current view while reopening the possibility that it may be incomplete. 

 

Script: Humility Statement 

“I might be missing something here.” 

Humility is disarming. 

It invites correction without humiliation. 

 

Script: Certainty Breaker 

“What would make your perspective make sense?” 

This question does two things: 

1. It assumes their perspective could make sense. 

2. It invites them to articulate the logic you may not yet see. 

Curiosity is not agreement. 

It is simply the recognition that you have more to learn. 
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Field Note — When Everyone Was Certain (and Everyone Was Wrong) 

In one dispute, two senior professionals were locked in an entrenched disagreement about what 

had been agreed in a meeting months earlier. 

Each was absolutely certain that their recollection was accurate. 

Each was absolutely certain that the other was “rewriting history.” 

Both had emails and notes they believed supported their narrative. 

When I reviewed the contemporaneous records, an awkward truth emerged: both accounts 

were incomplete. Each person had accurately remembered the parts of the meeting that 

mattered most to them — and quietly forgotten the parts that didn’t fit their later interpretation. 

They weren’t lying. 

They were editing. 

Their certainty had been built not on a deliberate deception, but on selective memory, 

overconfidence, and months of reinforcing their own version in conversation with colleagues. 

Once we gently introduced the possibility that their memories were partial — and that the 

documents painted a more nuanced picture — their language softened. They didn’t lose face; 

they gained perspective. 

The conflict had never been about dishonesty. 

It had been about two people mistaking the feeling of certainty for proof. 

 

Try This — The 2° Shift 

When you notice certainty hardening, you do not need to transform your mindset overnight. 

In fact, trying to swing from absolute conviction to radical openness is likely to fail. 

Instead, aim for a 2° shift — a small change in stance, not a 180° reversal. 

Examples: 

 Instead of, “They’re clearly wrong,” try: 

“They seem wrong to me — what might I not be seeing?” 

 Instead of, “I know exactly what’s going on here,” try: 

“I have a strong view — but let me test it.” 

 Instead of, “They’re being difficult,” try: 

“If they’re not being difficult for its own sake, what else could be driving this?” 

You are not abandoning your perspective. 

You are loosening your grip just enough to let in one extra piece of information. 

Certainty melts not through self-criticism, but through small, repeated moments of deliberate 

openness. 
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Closing Section — Curiosity Prevents Conflict 

Certainty escalates; curiosity de-escalates. 

When we are certain, we talk at people. 

When we are curious, we talk with them. 

Self-awareness is not about doubting everything you think. 

It is about knowing when your mind has moved from grounded confidence into defensive 

conviction — and choosing, in that moment, to ask one more question rather than launch one 

more argument. 

In negotiation, humility is not weakness. 

It is a strength that keeps the door open to understanding, correction, and genuine resolution. 

With that, Part I comes to a close. 

You have explored: 

 how your mind shortcuts, 

 how your emotions operate, 

 how your needs and boundaries shape your reactions, 

 and how certainty can turn partial understanding into hardened conflict. 

Before we leave this Part, it is worth gathering these insights into a simple, visible form — 

something you can refer to when pressure rises. 
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PART I — CLOSING REFLECTION 

Self-awareness is the first form of negotiation. 

Before you can navigate other people’s minds, you must learn to navigate your own — your 

shortcuts, your triggers, your needs, your stories, and your powerful desire to be right. 

A calm mind is not an empty one. 

It is a trained one: a mind that has learned to see its own patterns clearly enough to interrupt 

them. 

What follows is a practical summary — a small card you can keep near you — and a set of 

exercises that turn insight into habit. 

 

SELF-AWARENESS TOOLKIT CARD 

Part I — Before the Dispute: Understanding Yourself in Negotiation 

Keep this card where you can see it. Use it before every important conversation. 

 

1. THE FOUR DEFAULT SETTINGS OF THE MIND 

(Know what your brain does before you start negotiating) 

1. Speed → Jumping to conclusions 

Slow down before you interpret. 

2. Story → Filling gaps with assumptions 

Ask: “What evidence do I have for this story?” 

3. Certainty → Defending first impressions 

Say: “Let me check I’ve understood you correctly.” 

4. Threat → Overweighting risk 

Notice defensiveness = your nervous system, not the other person. 

 

2. YOUR PERSONAL TRIGGER MAP 

(Recognise the early signs that you’re about to escalate) 

What provokes me? 

(e.g., being corrected, rushed, ignored) 

How does my body react? 

(jaw tightens, voice speeds up, heat, shallow breath) 

What story do I tell myself? 

(e.g., “They don’t respect me,” “They’re being unreasonable”) 

What do I tend to do next? 

(defend, withdraw, attack, over-explain) 
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This is your early-warning radar. Use it. 

 

3. EMOTIONAL OPERATING SYSTEM RESET 

(When your emotions take the steering wheel) 

Trigger → Activation → Interpretation → Reaction 

Break the chain at the activation stage: 

Three moves: 

1. Notice: “I’m activated.” 

2. Breathe: long exhale. 

3. Choose: wait three seconds before speaking. 

Internal script: 

“Emotion is information, not instruction.” 

 

4. BOUNDARIES + NEEDS QUICK CHECK 

(What’s actually driving your reaction?) 

Ask yourself: 

 What do I need right now? 

(clarity, respect, pace, fairness) 

 What boundary is being touched? 

(tone, time, role, identity) 

 What story am I telling myself about the other person? 

 Is that story definitely true? 

Reset script: 

“This is the story I’m telling myself. Let me check if it’s accurate.” 

 

5. THE CERTAINTY BREAKERS 

(Tools to keep your mind open instead of rigid) 

Say one of the following aloud: 

 “I think I understand — but I might be missing something.” 

 “What would make your view make sense?” 

 “Let me check I’ve got this right.” 

 “What evidence should I look for that might change my mind?” 

Humility de-escalates. 

Certainty inflames. 
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6. THE 3-SECOND PAUSE 

(The smallest tool with the biggest impact) 

Before you respond: 

Notice → Breathe → Choose 

Why use it? 

Because your first reaction is almost always your mind’s default setting — not your best one. 

 

7. TWO QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF BEFORE ANY DIFFICULT CONVERSATION 

1. “What am I bringing into this room?” 

(triggers, assumptions, emotional state) 

2. “What do I want to protect — and what can I let go of?” 

(ego? boundaries? values? dignity?) 

These two questions prevent half of all unnecessary arguments. 

 

8. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

 Slow your interpretation 

 Challenge your story 

 Scan your body 

 Honour your needs 

 Break certainty 

 Pause before responding 

Self-awareness is the first negotiation. 

 

EXERCISE: My Default Conflict Settings 

Purpose: Help you understand your triggers, ego, stories, and fear responses. 

Take a moment and rate, from 1–5, how strongly each of the following feels true for you: 

 I assume I’m right. 

 I react quickly to threat. 

 I dislike being misunderstood. 

 I take disagreement personally. 

 I fill in other people’s motives. 

 I escalate when I feel dismissed. 

Then, for each one, complete the sentence: 



Page 48 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

“What this costs me in negotiation is…” 

This moves your patterns from invisible habit to visible cost. 

 

Practice: The Trigger Map 

Identify: 

1. What behaviours reliably provoke you 

2. How your body reacts 

3. What story your mind tells 

4. What you tend to do next 

This becomes your personal early-warning radar. 

 

Field Note (Example): The Engineer Who “Wasn’t Angry” 

Recall the earlier story: the person insisting they were “not emotional” while radiating threat 

physiology — clenched jaw, tight voice, narrowed eyes. 

That mismatch between self-perception and behaviour is exactly what these exercises are 

designed to reveal. 

 

Try This: The 3-Second Pause 

Before responding in a tense moment: 

1. Notice. 

2. Breathe. 

3. Choose. 

It sounds trivial. 

It isn’t. 

This alone can change a negotiation — and, over time, the way you move through conflict 

altogether. 

 

With Part I complete, you have a clearer understanding of what you bring into every dispute. 

Part II turns your attention outward: to the subtle signals, micro-behaviours, and early warning 

signs that tell you when a conversation is drifting toward trouble — long before it becomes a full 

dispute. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 
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Part II — Spotting Trouble Early: Recognising the Signals of Escalation 

Tension rarely announces itself loudly. 

More often, it leaks — in the shortened sentence, the tightened jaw, the slight shift in tone, the 

hesitation that wasn’t there a moment ago. By the time a conflict becomes explicit, dozens of 

small signals have already whispered their warning. 

Part II teaches you to notice those early signals: the micro-behaviours, status threats, moral 

emotions, and justice triggers that cause conversations to slip from productive to precarious. 

Most conflict does not begin with a disagreement; it begins with a misunderstanding that goes 

unrecognised, a subtle shift in emotional energy, a moment where someone feels unseen, 

unsafe, or disrespected. 

The purpose of this Part is simple and practical: to help you recognise conflict before it 

becomes conflict. Once you can see tension forming, you can prevent escalation long before 

you need tools for de-escalation. 

Across these four chapters, you will learn to read: 

 The Early Signs of Misunderstanding — the cognitive, emotional, and behavioural 

leakage that reveals when two people are no longer talking about the same thing. 

 Why Meaning Is Not in Words — how subtext, identity, and status threat shape 

interpretation far more than literal content. 

 How People Defend Themselves Without Knowing It — the subtle reflexes of 

projection, avoidance, and moral emotion that masquerade as logic. 

 Fairness, Injustice, and the Moment People Dig In — the justice heuristics and moral 

triggers that transform discomfort into principled outrage. 

Part II introduces the essential vocabulary of early conflict detection: micro-behaviours, 

rupture points, misunderstanding patterns, status threats, and safety signals. These are the 

fault lines that appear before escalation. Once you learn to spot them, you can intervene gently, 

early, and effectively. 

Before conflict is declared, it is leaked. 

This Part shows you how to see the leak before the rupture — the quiet inflection point where 

misunderstanding becomes momentum, and momentum becomes conflict. 

Understanding these signals will prepare you for what comes next: learning how to intervene in 

real time, interrupt escalation, and steer conversations back to safety. 
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CHAPTER 5 — THE EARLY SIGNS OF MISUNDERSTANDING 

Cognitive leakage, emotional leakage, behavioural leakage 

Chapter Introduction 

Most conversations don’t explode — they unravel. 

And they rarely unravel dramatically. There is no siren, no shouting, no theatrical moment 

announcing that a conflict has begun. Instead, tension enters quietly: in a shorter sentence, a 

tightening tone, a rushed answer, a hesitation that wasn’t there moments before. 

These micro-shifts aren’t random. They are signals — early indicators that someone feels 

misunderstood, unsafe, unheard, or threatened. 

Misunderstanding is the first domino in most conflicts. 

Catch it early, and escalation never begins. 

The problem is that most people do not see misunderstanding forming. They see only the 

consequences: defensiveness, confusion, sharper tone, or withdrawal. By the time visible 

conflict appears, the misunderstanding that caused it is already several steps behind you. 

This chapter teaches you to recognise the earliest, quietest signs that a conversation is drifting 

— not into argument yet, but into mismatch. When you learn to detect leakage, you gain the 

ability to stabilise a conversation before friction takes hold. 

 

How Misunderstandings Begin (Long Before They Are Spoken) 

If two people interpret the same moment differently — and they almost always do — a 

misunderstanding is already in motion. And because most people are reluctant to admit 

confusion, the signs leak out around their words rather than through them. 

Misunderstandings typically arise from: 

 differing assumptions 

 status threat 

 emotional acceleration 

 unclear intentions 

 ambiguous phrasing 

 cognitive overload 

 mismatched expectations 

But none of this is visible at first. 

What is visible is leakage — small clues that the internal experience no longer matches the 

external dialogue. 

To understand early tension, you must learn to read these leaks. 
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Framework 1 — The Leakage Model 

Misunderstanding leaks through three channels: cognitive, emotional, and behavioural. 

These are the fault lines that appear before escalation. 

Place this framework immediately after explaining the subtle origins of misunderstanding — it 

becomes the diagnostic lens for the rest of the chapter. 

 

1. Cognitive Leakage — Confusion without admission 

People rarely say, “I don’t understand.” 

They signal it. 

Common indicators: 

 they repeat themselves 

 they ask for “clarity” but sound irritated 

 they answer the question they wish you asked 

 interruptions increase 

 explanations grow longer, not clearer 

Cognitive leakage is the mind waving a flag: 

“I’m losing the thread. Please slow down.” 

Ignored, this becomes frustration. 

Frustration becomes defensiveness. 

And defensiveness becomes conflict. 

 

2. Emotional Leakage — Feelings leaking before words do 

Emotion is faster than language. 

When someone feels threatened, misunderstood, or exposed, their physiology reacts first. 

Typical emotional leakage includes: 

 an increase in tempo 

 audible sighs or huffs 

 a subtle loss of humour 

 flushing in the face or neck 

 narrowing focus 

 clipped responses 

These are emotional early-warning systems. 

They tell you that someone’s threat physiology is rising — even if their words remain polite. 
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3. Behavioural Leakage — Micro-behaviours revealing discomfort 

This is where the body speaks more honestly than the mouth. 

Behavioural leakage includes: 

 narrowed eyes 

 shifting posture 

 folded arms 

 defensive angles 

 sudden formality (“With respect…”) 

 strategic silence 

 the infamous deep exhale 

 tightening of shoulders 

 rapid note-taking (a form of distance-creation) 

When someone suddenly becomes formal, guarded, or stiff, they are not being difficult — they 

are signalling that something feels unsafe or unfair. 

These micro-behaviours are incredibly reliable predictors of escalation. 

If you catch them early, resolution is easy. 

If you miss them, you walk into conflict blindfolded. 

 

Applied Scripts — Interrupting Misunderstanding Early 

When leakage appears, your goal is simple: slow the moment and reconnect meaning before 

tension takes root. 

Here are the scripts that do this gently and effectively. 

 

Script: The Gentle Loop 

“Let me check I’m understanding you correctly…” 

This resets the emotional temperature instantly. 

It communicates: 

“I am listening. You matter. Let’s align.” 

 

Script: The Early Reset 

“I think we might be slightly off track. Can we rewind a second?” 

This is a soft interruption that prevents the conversation from drifting into parallel monologues. 

 

Script: The Temperature Check 

“How is this landing for you so far?” 
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People often signal misunderstanding through silence, not words. 

This script invites honesty without confrontation. 

 

These phrases work because they replace assumptions with curiosity. 

Curiosity is the antidote to misunderstanding. 

 

Field Note — The Meeting That Went Wrong in the First 90 Seconds 

I once observed a meeting between two senior professionals — one technical, one commercial. 

The very first sentence spoken was a polite but slightly clipped, “Right, let’s get this sorted 

quickly.” 

The technical lead heard efficiency. 

The commercial lead heard impatience bordering on accusation. 

Leakage began instantly. 

The commercial lead’s posture stiffened. 

His responses became shorter. 

He repeated himself twice, each time with more emphasis. 

By minute three, both were speaking past one another. 

By minute eight, each believed the other was being deliberately obtuse. 

Nothing substantive had happened. 

No facts had been disputed. 

No insults exchanged. 

The entire conflict arose from one misinterpreted tone — a 90-second misunderstanding that 

shaped the remaining hour. 

Had either person paused and asked, 

“Can I check I’m hearing this the way you meant it?” 

the meeting would have taken a completely different direction. 

The lesson: misunderstanding is rarely loud. 

It is almost always small, quiet, and early. 

 

Exercises 

Practice — The Misunderstanding Checklist 

Think of a recent conversation that “felt off.” 

Tick any signals you noticed: 

Cognitive Leakage 

 They repeated themselves 

 They interrupted more than usual 

 Their explanations grew longer or sharper 
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Emotional Leakage 

 Faster tempo 

 Loss of humour 

 Sighing, huffing, or tightening 

Behavioural Leakage 

 Folded arms 

 Narrowed eyes 

 Sudden formality 

 Strategic silence 

Then ask yourself: 

1. When did I first notice the shift? 

2. What might they have been protecting? 

3. What could I have asked to clarify meaning earlier? 

This exercise trains your perception so you can catch drift in real time. 

 

Closing Section — Misunderstanding Is Predictable 

Misunderstanding is not a mystery. 

It is a pattern — a sequence of small leaks that reveal when someone feels confused, rushed, 

unheard, or threatened. 

If you learn to catch leakage, you learn to prevent conflict. 

And once you can detect misunderstanding early, you no longer negotiate blind — you negotiate 

with awareness, precision, and care. 

Next, we explore why meaning rarely lives in the words themselves — and why the true 

source of tension lies in identity, status, and unspoken need. 
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CHAPTER 6 — WHY MEANING IS NOT IN WORDS 

Subtext, identity, and status threat 

Chapter Introduction 

If misunderstandings begin quietly, misinterpretation begins instantly. 

Humans do not respond to words alone — we respond to tone, timing, posture, context, 

status, emotion, intent, and the story we already believe is unfolding. 

We think we are having a conversation about the content of our words. 

But in reality, we are negotiating something softer, deeper, and far more combustible: 

 Am I being respected? 

 Am I being heard? 

 Am I being diminished? 

 Am I safe? 

 What does this mean about me? 

Meaning is not in the words. 

Meaning is in the relationship between the words and the person hearing them. 

This chapter explores the invisible layers beneath communication — how subtext, identity, and 

status threat shape interpretation long before logic arrives. 

 

Why Words Carry Only a Fraction of Meaning 

We like to imagine that language is literal, precise, and controllable. 

It isn’t. 

Every sentence we speak contains three levels: 

1. The words themselves 

2. What we intended 

3. What the other person heard 

Those three rarely match. 

Misunderstanding thrives in the gaps between them. 

For example: 

 “We need to talk” can mean “Let’s plan,” but can be heard as “You’re in trouble.” 

 “Can you clarify?” can mean “I want to understand,” but can be heard as “You’re not 

making sense.” 

 “With respect…” almost never signals respect. 

The human brain is wired to search for subtext, not just text. 

This is because subtext tells us what really matters: whether we are valued, threatened, 

dismissed, or included. 
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Identity Shapes Interpretation 

Every interaction touches identity — the sense of who we are and how we wish to be seen. 

Identity-sensitive interpretations often sound like: 

 “Are you questioning my competence?” 

 “Are you implying I don’t care?” 

 “Are you judging my integrity?” 

But these questions never get spoken. 

They appear in tone shifts, posture changes, and defensive leakage. 

When identity is involved, even neutral words land with emotional force. A simple suggestion 

becomes a criticism; a clarification becomes a challenge; a question becomes a threat. 

If you don’t recognise identity in play, you will misread the intensity of someone’s reaction. 

 

Status Threat: The Hidden Driver of Defensiveness 

Status is not hierarchy. 

Status is how we believe others see us — competent, valued, relevant, included. 

A status threat occurs when we sense: 

 being talked down to, 

 a dismissal of our expertise, 

 interruption at a sensitive moment, 

 someone “taking the floor,” 

 tone mismatched to the situation, 

 or simply feeling underestimated. 

Status threats activate the nervous system in the same way physical threats do. 

As soon as status feels at risk, meaning distorts: 

 Questions feel like accusations. 

 Suggestions feel like criticism. 

 Neutral remarks feel loaded. 

 Silence feels judgmental. 

 Logic feels hostile. 

This is why two competent adults can hear entirely different conversations while sitting at the 

same table. 
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How Subtext Overrides Content 

Consider this sentence: 

“Can we revisit your proposal?” 

Its literal meaning is harmless. 

But depending on subtext, it may be heard as: 

 “There’s a mistake.” 

 “I don’t trust your judgment.” 

 “Your work isn’t good enough.” 

 “I’m challenging your authority.” 

Tone, timing, posture, context, and relational history shape interpretation far more than 

vocabulary. 

Meaning is emotional before it is intellectual. 

 

Framework 2 — The Subtext Channels  

Communication is filtered through four channels: 

1. Status Channel 

Do I feel valued or diminished? 

2. Identity Channel 

Does this affect who I believe myself to be? 

3. Safety Channel 

Do I feel judged, cornered, or exposed? 

4. Intention Channel 

What do I believe they are trying to do to me? 

The more threatened any channel feels, the stronger the emotional distortion becomes. 

 

Applied Scripts — Checking Meaning Rather Than Assuming It 

When interpretation begins to drift, the safest move is to pause and check — gently, without 

accusation. 

Script: The Meaning Check 

“Can I check I’m hearing this the way you meant it?” 

This question prevents 80% of unnecessary conflict. 

 

Script: The Status Reset 

“Just to be clear — I’m not questioning your competence here.” 

A direct reassurance can neutralise a threat that would otherwise derail the conversation. 
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Script: The Subtext Repair 

“What I intended to say was __. Let me try that again.” 

Revising your phrasing is not weakness — it is leadership. 

 

Script: Identity Protection 

“I want to make sure this doesn’t come across as criticism of you — I’m focusing on the issue.” 

Identity-safe language restores calm. 

 

These scripts work because they address the layer beneath the language, not the language 

itself. 

 

Field Note — The Meeting That Collapsed Over a Sentence 

Years ago, I observed a negotiation between two senior engineers. It derailed within minutes, 

and neither party ever understood why. 

The turning point? 

A single sentence: 

“Let’s be realistic about what your team can deliver.” 

The speaker meant timeframe realism. 

The listener heard competence realism — a suggestion that their team was not capable. 

The behavioural leakage was immediate: 

 narrowed eyes 

 stiff posture 

 clipped replies 

 increasingly formal tone 

But because neither person recognised subtext, they both assumed the other was “being 

difficult.” 

In truth, the entire conflict hinged on a status threat disguised as pragmatism. 

Had the speaker added five words — 

“Realistic for the timeframe we’ve been given” — 

the entire meeting would have unfolded differently. 

Meaning is fragile. 

And it is never contained in the words alone. 
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Exercises 

Practice — The Subtext Decoder 

Think of a recent tense exchange. Write: 

1. What was said (literal content). 

2. What you heard beneath it (subtext). 

3. What the other person might have meant instead. 

Then ask: 

 “Was my interpretation the only possible one?” 

 “What meaning did I add that wasn’t spoken?” 

 “Did identity or status shape how I heard this?” 

 

Practice — The Question I Should Have Asked 

Complete the sentence: 

“What I should have asked in that moment was…” 

Often, the question we avoid is the one that would have changed the entire conversation. 

 

Closing Section — Meaning Lives Beneath the Surface 

We rarely argue about words. 

We argue about what we believe the words meant. 

If you learn to look beneath literal language — into status, identity, safety, and intention — you 

discover the real source of tension long before it becomes conflict. 

Meaning lives in the emotional undercurrent, the story behind the sentence, the human beneath 

the role. 

When you listen for that layer, conversations become clearer, calmer, and infinitely easier to 

navigate. 

In the next chapter, we explore the reflexes people use to protect themselves — often 

without knowing it — and how these defensive patterns shape the course of a dispute. 
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CHAPTER 7 — HOW PEOPLE DEFEND THEMSELVES WITHOUT KNOWING IT 

Projection, moral emotion, and the hidden defences that shape conflict 

Chapter Introduction 

Not all defensiveness looks defensive. 

Some of it looks like certainty. 

Some of it looks like logic. 

Some of it looks like silence, or excessive detail, or biting politeness. 

Most people believe they behave reasonably in conflict — and they do, according to the logic of 

what they’re protecting. Beneath the surface of almost every escalation lies a simple truth: 

People defend themselves long before they admit they feel threatened. 

And they do it automatically. 

Defensiveness is not a sign of immaturity or hostility. 

It is a nervous system response to perceived danger: to dignity, competence, identity, fairness, 

or belonging being touched. When people feel exposed or judged, they reach for defences that 

feel natural but are often invisible even to themselves. 

This chapter reveals the most common unconscious defences — projection, justification, moral 

outrage, certainty, over-explanation, and strategic withdrawal — and teaches you to recognise 

them without reacting to them. 

Once you understand the reflex, you can understand the person. 

 

Why People Defend Without Realising It 

Defensiveness arises the moment someone feels: 

 misunderstood 

 blamed 

 undervalued 

 judged 

 disrespected 

 out-of-control 

 or emotionally exposed 

But because admitting vulnerability itself feels vulnerable, people rarely say: 

“I’m feeling insecure.” 

“I’m worried I’ve made a mistake.” 

“I’m afraid of looking incompetent.” 

Instead, they defend. 

Their tone shifts. 

Their certainty hardens. 
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Their explanation grows longer. 

Their questions become sharper. 

Their moral language intensifies. 

Their silence becomes strategic. 

Understanding this allows you to respond to the need rather than the behaviour. 

 

Framework 3 — The Defensive Reflex Patterns 

People defend themselves in predictable ways. 

Here are the four most common unconscious reflexes. 

 

1. Projection — Placing internal discomfort onto others 

Projection occurs when someone attributes their own feelings, fears, or assumptions to another 

person. 

Examples: 

 “You’re being aggressive,” said sharply by someone who is escalating. 

 “You’re not listening,” said by someone who is no longer listening. 

 “You’re trying to win,” said by someone who is terrified of losing face. 

Projection is not manipulation. 

It is confusion — the mind misreading internal tension as external threat. 

Signals of Projection: 

 accusations that feel disproportionate 

 interpreting neutral behaviour as negative 

 telling you what you are thinking or intending 

 blame appearing faster than facts 

The key to handling projection is not taking the bait. 

 

2. Moral Emotion — Turning discomfort into righteousness 

Moral emotion is one of the most powerful accelerants in conflict. 

It transforms self-protection into principle. 

When people shift into moral language, the conversation becomes about justice, fairness, or 

integrity — even when the underlying issue is something much more ordinary, like 

embarrassment or fear. 

Signals of Moral Emotion: 

 “It’s the principle.” 

 “That’s not fair.” 
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 “I can’t accept this on moral grounds.” 

 “It’s wrong.” 

 “This is unacceptable.” 

These statements often conceal emotional injury: 

 the person feels dismissed 

 the person feels misrepresented 

 the person feels devalued 

 the person feels powerless 

Moral language is armour. 

 

3. Over-Explanation — Trying to regain control through detail 

Some people defend themselves not by attacking but by flooding the space with information. 

Over-explanation is a way of saying: 

 “Please don’t misunderstand me.” 

 “Please don’t blame me.” 

 “Please see that I’m competent.” 

Signals of Over-Explanation: 

 long monologues 

 repeating the timeline exhaustively 

 excessive justification 

 defending every small point 

 inability to pause or allow interruption 

Behind the verbosity is a simple fear: being misunderstood or judged. 

 

4. Strategic Withdrawal — Protecting dignity through distance 

Not all defensiveness is loud. 

Some of it is quiet, controlled, and deceptively polite. 

Withdrawal can look like: 

 going formal 

 speaking minimally 

 redirecting responsibility 

 sitting back, arms folded 

 refusing to commit 
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 saying, “Let’s park that,” repeatedly 

This is the defence of someone who feels cornered. 

Silence becomes a shield. 

 

How These Reflexes Create Escalation 

When one person defends, the other person often mirrors the reflex: 

 projection → counter-projection 

 moral outrage → moral counter-outrage 

 over-explaining → frustration 

 withdrawal → pursuing behaviour (which looks aggressive) 

And now the conversation becomes about the defence, not the issue. 

Recognising these reflexes allows you to avoid being pulled into the escalation loop. 

 

Applied Scripts — Responding to Unconscious Defensiveness 

Here are simple interventions to interrupt defensive spirals. 

 

Script: The Gentle Mirror 

“It sounds like this really matters to you — can you say a bit more about what’s underneath it?” 

Moral emotion softens when the underlying need is acknowledged. 

 

Script: The Non-Threat Clarifier 

“I’m not challenging your competence here — I’m trying to understand your perspective.” 

This reduces status threat instantly. 

 

Script: The Slowing Move 

“Let’s take this one step at a time so we don’t talk past each other.” 

Over-explainers relax when pace slows. 

 

Script: The Invitation to Return 

“I notice you’ve gone quiet — what’s happening for you?” 

Withdrawal often masks fear; gentle curiosity draws the person back without pressure. 

 

Script: The Projection Breaker 

“Just to check — is that what I actually said, or how it landed?” 
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This separates impact from intention. 

 

These scripts work because they address the need beneath the defence. 

 

Field Note — The Dispute That Wasn’t About the Facts 

I once observed a dispute between two managers who were arguing over whether a report had 

been delivered “on time.” The evidence was clear: it had been slightly late. What wasn’t clear — 

at least to them — was why the conversation had become heated. 

The first manager had shifted into moral language: 

“This is unacceptable — deadlines matter.” 

The second manager responded with over-explanation, recounting every email, task, and 

obstruction in painful detail. 

Both believed they were arguing about punctuality. 

In reality: 

 one was defending competence, 

 the other was defending fairness. 

Once those underlying needs were acknowledged explicitly — “I know your team works hard; 

I’m not questioning that” and “I’m not trying to blame you; I’m trying to set expectations” — the 

entire dispute deflated. 

Facts weren’t the problem. 

Defensiveness was. 

 

Exercises 

Practice — My Defensive Reflex 

Think of a moment when you felt misunderstood or judged. 

Answer: 

1. What did I do next? 

(project? explain? withdraw? moralise?) 

2. What was I trying to protect? 

3. What might the other person have seen? 

4. What script could I have used instead? 

 

Practice — Spotting Defensiveness in Others 

Reflect on a recent conversation that felt tense. 

Tick all that apply: 
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 sudden formality 

 excessive justification 

 statements of moral principle 

 reinterpretation of your intentions 

 clipped replies or silence 

 defensive posture 

Ask: 

 “What might they have been protecting?” 

 “How could I have reduced the threat?” 

Recognising the defence is the first step to meeting the need. 

 

Closing Section — Defensiveness Is Human, Not Hostile 

When people defend themselves, they are not being difficult — they are being human. 

Projection, moral emotion, over-explanation, withdrawal: these are not character flaws, but 

survival strategies learned over years of trying not to feel small, foolish, or unsafe. 

If you understand the defence, you can understand the person. 

If you respond to the need, you can change the conversation. 

In the next chapter, we explore the moment where defensiveness transforms into something 

fiercer: the sense of injustice that makes people dig in — not because they disagree with the 

facts, but because something inside them feels fundamentally wronged. 
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CHAPTER 8 — FAIRNESS, INJUSTICE, AND THE MOMENT PEOPLE DIG IN 

Justice heuristic, moral outrage, entitlement, and loss aversion 

Chapter Introduction 

Nothing escalates conflict faster than the perception of injustice. 

Fairness is not rational — it is visceral, moral, and intensely emotional. People will fight harder 

over perceived unfairness than over genuine material loss. They will sacrifice time, money, 

efficiency, and relationships to correct an imbalance that exists more in narrative than in fact. 

This is because, in the human mind, fairness is not a preference — it is a principle. 

And when a principle feels violated, the nervous system responds with the force of moral 

conviction. 

People do not dig in because they love conflict. 

They dig in because something inside them says: 

 “This is wrong.” 

 “This is unequal.” 

 “This is not how I should be treated.” 

 “This violates what I stand for.” 

Once fairness becomes the emotional driver of a dispute, logic loses its influence. The 

conversation shifts from problem-solving to self-protecting — from flexibility to moral firmness 

— and the chance of escalation rises dramatically. 

This chapter teaches you to recognise the exact moment when fairness is activated, and how to 

intervene before moral emotion takes over. 

 

Why Fairness Matters More Than Logic 

Fairness is not calculated; it is felt. 

Our justice sensitivity evolved long before contracts, courts, or compliance frameworks. In 

evolutionary terms: 

 Equity preserved cooperation 

 Reciprocity prevented exploitation 

 Shared norms enabled group survival 

Unfairness, therefore, triggers threat physiology. 

It signals danger in the emotional brain. 

This is why people react more strongly to a small unfair outcome than to a large fair one — a 

phenomenon linked to both entitlement dynamics (what we believe we deserve) and loss 

aversion (losses feel twice as powerful as gains). 

Fairness violations feel like losses: 

loss of respect, loss of dignity, loss of status, loss of recognition. 
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And because loss aversion amplifies emotional weight, even minor unfairness can feel like a 

major injustice. 

This is not irrationality. 

It is human design. 

 

Framework 4 — The Justice Activation Loop 

This loop explains how fairness transforms mild disagreement into moral escalation. 

Place this framework after explaining why fairness matters more than logic. 

 

1. Trigger — Something feels unfair. 

Not proven unfair — felt unfair. 

This may include: 

 unequal workload 

 inconsistent decision-making 

 dismissive tone 

 delayed acknowledgement 

 being compared unfavourably 

 processes that feel opaque or biased 

The trigger is often small. 

The significance is not. 

 

2. Recognition — The mind elevates the issue into a moral domain. 

This is the psychological shift: 

 from preference → to principle 

 from discomfort → to injustice 

 from frustration → to moral meaning 

Once the mind declares the issue “moral,” compromise feels like capitulation. 

 

3. Outrage Energy — Adrenaline meets righteousness. 

Moral outrage is not anger. 

It is a self-protective combination of: 

 threat physiology (adrenaline, cortisol), and 

 moral certainty (“I am right; this is wrong”). 

This creates emotional acceleration. 

Tone sharpens. Posture stiffens. Focus narrows. 
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Outrage convinces the person that their reaction is not only reasonable — but necessary. 

 

4. Position Hardening — Identity fuses with principle. 

Key phrases appear: 

 “No — this is wrong.” 

 “It’s the principle.” 

 “I won’t stand for this.” 

 “This is unacceptable.” 

The person becomes less flexible not because they don’t understand, but because their identity 

is now tied to the stance. 

Backing down feels like losing dignity. 

 

5. Escalation — Moral certainty replaces rational flexibility. 

Once fairness becomes the lens: 

 listening drops 

 curiosity evaporates 

 alternative perspectives feel threatening 

 compromise feels unjust 

 even neutral statements feel loaded 

The conflict becomes about restoring justice — emotional justice — not resolving the issue. 

 

Why This Loop Is So Potent 

Because each stage feels morally justified. 

Unfairness activates loss aversion, identity threat, and status sensitivity simultaneously. 

It is one of the most powerful forms of psychological acceleration in negotiation. 

Understanding this loop is the key to preventing it. 

 

Applied Scripts — Defusing Fairness Triggers 

When fairness becomes the dominant emotional force, your language must shift to address 

dignity, legitimacy, and moral meaning — not content. 

Here are the scripts that do this well: 

 

Script: Moral Reframer 

“Let’s make sure we’re aligning on what ‘fair’ means here.” 
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This brings fairness out of the emotional domain and into the collaborative one. 

 

Script: Outrage Softener 

“I can see the fairness issue is important. What part of this feels most unequal to you?” 

This validates the feeling without endorsing the conclusion. 

 

Script: Principle Pivot 

“Principles matter — and so does progress. What’s a way forward that honours both?” 

This allows the person to remain principled and flexible. 

 

Script: Entitlement Reset 

“Help me understand what you expected — and what didn’t match that.” 

This uncovers entitlement-based disappointment in a respectful way. 

 

Script: Loss Aversion Acknowledgement 

“It sounds like something here feels like a loss. Let’s slow down and unpack what part matters 

most.” 

Naming loss diffuses it. 

 

These scripts work because they speak to what fairness feels like, not what it should be. 

 

Field Note — The Conflict That Was Never About the Numbers 

I once facilitated a negotiation between two senior managers disputing a cost allocation. The 

difference between their positions? Less than five percent. Barely consequential. 

Yet the debate was fierce — unusually fierce for the stakes. 

It was only when one manager finally erupted with: 

“It’s not the amount — it’s the way this was handled!” 

that the real issue emerged. 

The other party had circulated a memo implying financial mismanagement. 

The accusation was subtle, but the status threat was not. 

The manager felt publicly diminished — a violation of fairness, dignity, and professional respect. 

Once we addressed that explicitly — 

“I acknowledge the memo created the wrong impression. That wasn’t my intention” — 

the entire dispute softened within minutes. 
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The conflict was never about the money. 

It was about meaning — the emotional meaning of fairness. 

 

Exercises 

Practice — The Fairness Trigger Diary 

Think of a recent moment when something felt unfair. 

Write down: 

1. The trigger (what happened) 

2. The story you attached to it (e.g., “They don’t value me”) 

3. Where you entered the Justice Activation Loop 

4. What behaviour you adopted 

5. What you needed to hear 

This exposes the emotional logic beneath fairness reactions. 

 

Practice — The Fairness Reframe 

Choose a fairness complaint you’ve made recently. 

Rewrite it as: 

“What felt unfair to me was ___ because I needed ___.” 

This reframes outrage as need — and needs can be negotiated. 
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PART II — CLOSING SECTION  

Fairness is rarely about numbers, outcomes, or contractual clauses. 

It is about something older, deeper, and more human: 

 dignity 

 recognition 

 respect 

 process 

 identity 

 status 

 loss 

When fairness feels violated, the mind shifts from logic to morality. The nervous system 

interprets imbalance as threat, and even a small injustice can feel like a profound breach of 

dignity. Once this emotional switch is thrown, rational arguments lose their power; the dispute 

becomes a search for justice, equilibrium, and restored self-worth. 

But fairness is also predictable. 

If you can recognise the fairness trigger the moment it appears — the tone shift, the change in 

posture, the moral language, the sudden refusal to “let it go” — you can respond to the need 

rather than escalate the narrative. Fairness wounds do not heal through evidence; they heal 

through acknowledgement, clarity, and dignity. 

With this chapter, Part II concludes. 

You now know how to detect drift in a conversation, decode subtext, read micro-behaviours, 

understand defensive reflexes, and recognise the moment fairness turns ordinary disagreement 

into entrenched conflict. 

Part III begins with a new question: 

How do you stay grounded when someone else’s emotions are rising? And how do you keep 

a conversation safe when the temperature starts to climb? 

The next Part gives you the tools to navigate the heat. 

 

TOOLKIT CARD — PART II 

Spotting Trouble Early: Recognising the Signals of Escalation 

Use this card before and during any conversation that feels “off.” 

 

1. EARLY WARNING SIGNALS 

(Three signals = rising threat) 

 Shorter sentences 

 Faster tempo 
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 Repetition 

 Interruptions 

 Sudden silence 

 Tightened jaw or shoulders 

 “With respect…” (a classic pre-escalation preamble) 

 Defensive posture 

 Eyes narrowing or glancing away 

These signals almost always precede escalation — and appear long before open conflict. 

 

2. THE MISUNDERSTANDING CHECK 

Say: 

“Can I check I’m understanding you correctly?” 

This is the single fastest way to prevent a misunderstanding from becoming an argument. 

 

3. STATUS & IDENTITY THREAT SCAN 

Ask silently: 

 “What part of their identity might be feeling threatened?” 

 “Which part of mine is being poked?” 

 “What would reduce the threat right now?” 

Hint: Threat drives 90% of defensiveness — not disagreement. 

 

4. MICRO-BEHAVIOUR RECOGNITION 

Look for: 

 eye rolls 

 sudden formality 

 folded arms 

 loss of humour 

 face flushing 

 stress sighs 

 keyboard clattering (in online meetings) 

These micro-signals are rupture points — the earliest possible places where intervention 

prevents larger problems. 
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5. DECODE DEFENSIVENESS 

When someone becomes defensive, ask yourself: 

 Are they overwhelmed? 

 Do they feel judged? 

 Do they fear being blamed? 

 Are they trying to protect face? 

Default response: 

“It sounds like this matters to you. Tell me what’s underneath the concern.” 

This moves you from resistance to understanding. 

 

6. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

Slow down. 

Ask one curious question. 

Assume misunderstanding before malice. 

 

EXERCISES 

Practice — The Misunderstanding Checklist 

Tick any signs you’ve seen recently: 

 Shorter sentences 

 Narrowed eyes 

 Repetition of the same point 

 Concern with fairness or principle 

 Raised shoulders 

 Qualifiers (“With respect…”) 

 Silence used as withdrawal 

This helps you see patterns you normally overlook. 

 

Practice — Status Threat Audit 

Write: 

 What behaviours make me feel “lessened”? 

 How do I react? 

 What behaviours might make others feel “lessened” by me? 

Understanding status threat reveals the interpersonal root of escalation. 
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Field Note — The Meeting That Went Wrong in the First 90 Seconds 

A misunderstanding in a single opening line shaped an entire meeting. 

Neither party realised they were reacting not to each other’s words, but to their own 

interpretations of tone, intention, and status. 

The rupture happened early — long before either side noticed tension. 

 

Try This — The Clarifying Question 

Whenever tension rises, ask: 

“Can I check I’m understanding you correctly?” 

Used well, this single question resets emotional temperature, interrupts projection, restores 

dignity, and brings the conversation back to clarity. 

 

MICRO-BEHAVIOURS DIAGNOSTIC CARD 

Spotting Escalation Before It Speaks 

These are the earliest and most reliable signs that a conversation is drifting toward threat, 

misunderstanding, or defensiveness. Use this card to catch escalation before it becomes 

conflict. 

 

COGNITIVE LEAKAGE 

Subtle signs of confusion or cognitive overload: 

• repetition of the same point 

• “I’m not following” disguised as irritation 

• interruptions increasing 

• abrupt topic shifts 

• over-explaining or arguing the obvious 

Signal: They don’t feel understood — or you don’t. 

 

EMOTIONAL LEAKAGE 

Emotion leaking out before words do: 

• faster tempo 

• shallow breath or sighs 

• rising heat or colour 

• loss of humour 

• clipped or formal tone 

Signal: Threat physiology is building. 
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BEHAVIOURAL LEAKAGE 

Visible micro-reactions: 

• narrowed eyes 

• tightening jaw 

• folded arms 

• immobile posture 

• tapping, fidgeting 

• “keyboard clatter” (in virtual meetings) 

• strategic silence 

Signal: Identity or status is being poked. 

 

RELATIONAL LEAKAGE 

Moments when connection frays: 

• answers become shorter 

• listening drops 

• “with respect…” preambles 

• withdrawal or checking out 

• defensiveness triggered by small cues 

Signal: Dignity or fairness concerns are emerging. 

 

IF YOU SEE TWO OR MORE LEAKS… 

Pause the content → address the climate. 

Say: 

“Let me check I’m understanding you correctly.” 

or 

“It feels like something shifted — can we slow down for a moment?” 

A five-second intervention can prevent a five-week conflict. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 
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Part III — In the Heat of It: How to De-Escalate a Dispute in Real Time 

There comes a moment in every difficult conversation when theory stops and physiology begins. 

The breath quickens. The tone sharpens. The pace accelerates. Logic narrows to a point. You 

can feel the room tilting — slightly at first, then unmistakably — toward defensiveness, friction, 

or outright conflict. 

Part III teaches you how to navigate that moment. 

While Part II showed you how to spot early signals of trouble, this Part shows you what to do 

when the signals have already arrived — when you are no longer preventing escalation, but 

actively interrupting it. This is the practical heart of the book: staying grounded when someone 

else isn’t, using language that lowers threat rather than amplifies it, and making choices in 

seconds that determine whether a conversation breaks or repairs. 

Here, you will learn skills you can use immediately, under pressure, with no preparation: 

 How to Stay Grounded When Someone Else Isn’t — the physiology and psychology of 

emotional stability under threat. 

 The Language of De-Escalation — patterns, phrases, and redirections that create 

safety in the moment. 

 The Art of Not Reacting — interoception, pausing, and cognitive spacing when your 

system wants to fire back. 

 How to Ask Questions That Lower Defensiveness — shifting from confrontation to 

curiosity. 

 Saving Face — understanding why most arguments are not about the issue, but about 

dignity. 

In this Part you’ll also encounter practical tools: scripts, frameworks, real negotiation examples, 

and techniques drawn from adjudication and conflict psychology. These are not abstractions — 

they are what you use when someone interrupts you, misunderstands you, challenges you, or 

simply refuses to hear you. 

Part III is where self-awareness becomes behaviour. 

Where the theories of emotion, boundaries, and cognitive bias are tested in real time. 

Where you learn to protect dignity — yours and theirs — in moments that matter. 

This Part prepares you not just to avoid escalation, but to lead conversations back to clarity, 

stability, and mutual respect. 
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CHAPTER 9 — HOW TO STAY GROUNDED WHEN SOMEONE ELSE ISN’T 

(The Four Anchors of Real-Time Emotional Stability) 

Most people believe escalation begins with the person who raises their voice, interrupts, or 

sharpens their tone. In reality, escalation begins with the first person who matches the rising 

energy. Conflict is contagious because physiology is contagious: one person’s acceleration 

nudges the other’s nervous system to respond in kind. 

If you want to de-escalate a dispute, the first task is not to control the other person — it is to 

ensure you don’t become them. 

This chapter teaches the core skill of all high-stakes negotiation: staying grounded when 

someone else is not. 

When you can hold your centre, you can hold the room. 

 

THE FOUR ANCHORS 

A N C H O R — Your internal stabilisation protocol 

When someone escalates, your job is not to out-reason them or overpower them. 

Your job is to refuse the invitation to mirror their state. 

The Four Anchors give you a structured way to regain control of your physiology, your attention, 

and your purpose — even while someone else is losing theirs. 

 

A — Awareness 

The moment you feel yourself shifting out of steadiness, notice it. 

Common signals: 

 jaw tension 

 heat rising 

 urge to interrupt 

 shoulders lifting 

 shallow breathing 

 narrowed focus 

Internal question: 

“What is my body doing right now?” 

Awareness interrupts automatic escalation. 

What you can notice, you can influence. 

 

N — Normalise 

Privately remind yourself: 
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“Their escalation is information, not a threat.” 

This prevents your nervous system from taking their behaviour personally. 

Normalising keeps the emotional boundary intact: 

their reaction is about them; your reaction is about you. 

 

C — Control Physiology 

Shift your body from fight-or-flight back into social-safety mode. 

Use physical resets: 

 Drop your shoulders 

 Unclench your jaw 

 Relax your hands 

 Plant your feet 

 Slow your exhale (longer than your inhale) 

 Speak 10% slower 

Your tone becomes the stabilising force in the room. 

Before you control the conversation, you must control your breath. 

 

H — Hold the Space 

This is the act of staying steady for both of you. 

Use grounding statements such as: 

“Let’s take this step by step so I don’t miss anything.” 

Holding the space is not passivity; it is emotional leadership. 

It prevents contagion and signals that the conversation is still safe. 

 

O — Orient to Purpose 

Ask yourself: 

“What is the outcome I’m trying to reach?” 

This internal reset pulls your mind from instinct → intention. 

Purpose is the antidote to emotional drift. 

 

R — Redirect 

Once you’re anchored, gently steer the interaction: 

“Can we pause for a moment so I can understand you properly?” 

A calm redirect resets the tempo and invites them back into dialogue. 
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The ANCHOR framework sits at the top of the chapter for a reason: everything that follows — 

every script, every redirection, every pause — comes from this structure. 

 

THE SCRIPTS 

These real-time interventions help you stabilise the interaction once you’ve stabilised yourself. 

 

Script 1: When Someone Else Escalates and You Need to Ground the Room 

Purpose: 

Stop the emotional acceleration spiral and restore psychological safety. 

Core Script: 

“I can hear how strongly you feel about this. Let’s slow down for a moment so I can make 

sure I’m understanding you properly.” 

Alternative Versions: 

 Softer: 

“Hold on — I want to get this right. Can we take a moment?” 

 More formal: 

“Before we continue, I’d like to pause briefly to ensure we’re aligned.” 

 High emotion: 

“This clearly matters a great deal. Let’s take this step by step so I don’t miss anything 

important.” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 Acknowledges the emotion → reduces threat 

 Signals cooperation → reduces defensiveness 

 Slows tempo → interrupts escalation physiology 

Use When: 

Raised volume, rapid speech, repetition, tightening posture — any sign of emotional 

acceleration. 

 

Script 2: When You Need to Interrupt Without Being Confrontational 

Purpose: 

Create space without triggering defensiveness. 

Core Script: 

“Sorry to jump in — I want to make sure I’m following. Let me reflect back what I think 

you’re saying.” 
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Alternative Versions: 

 Respect-heavy: 

“May I pause you for a moment? I want to make sure I’m understanding accurately.” 

 Gentle: 

“Hold on — I think I might be losing the thread. Can we rewind a second?” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 Frames interruption as a service, not a challenge 

 Reflection moves the brain from emotion → cognition 

 Creates a stabilising pause in the flow 

 

Script 3: When Someone Is Blaming You (or “You’re Missing the Point!”) 

Purpose: 

Defuse threat, avoid ego collision, and restore dialogue. 

Core Script: 

“I hear that you’re frustrated. Help me understand what feels most important here.” 

Alternative Versions: 

 Under attack: 

“I can see this has hit a nerve. Tell me what’s driving the frustration.” 

 Passive-aggressive tone: 

“I want to understand your perspective properly. What’s the core issue for you?” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 Reframes blame as information 

 Removes personalisation 

 Asks for the layer beneath the anger, not the anger itself 

 

Script 4: When You Need to Stop Reacting (Interoception Pause) 

Purpose: 

Protect your nervous system and prevent automatic escalation. 

Internal Protocol: 

1. Name it (anger, panic, defensiveness) 

2. Locate it (jaw, chest, stomach) 

3. Lower it (exhale longer than inhale) 



Page 81 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

Then aloud: 

“Give me a moment — I want to respond carefully.” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 Moves you from limbic → prefrontal control 

 Signals deliberateness 

 Gives the other person permission to slow down as well 

 

Script 5: When You Need to Ask a Question That Lowers Defensiveness 

Purpose: 

Shift from positional battle to human-level understanding. 

Core Script: 

“What would feel like a fair next step from your point of view?” 

Alternative Versions: 

 In negotiation: 

“What outcome would you feel comfortable standing over?” 

 In relationship tension: 

“What do you need to feel heard or secure right now?” 

 In organisational conflict: 

“What would make this process feel more reasonable for you?” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 “Fair” activates moral reasoning rather than ego defence 

 Moves the conversation into cooperation 

 Reveals needs, not just positions 

 

Script 6: When Face-Saving Becomes the Real Issue 

Purpose: 

Protect dignity so the other person can move without humiliation. 

Core Script: 

“I can see how you got there — anyone in your position might have seen it that way. Can we 

look at it together from a slightly different angle?” 

Alternative Versions: 

 Softer: 

“It makes sense that you’d read it that way. Can I offer another take?” 
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 Neutral: 

“That perspective is understandable. Here’s something else I’ve noticed…” 

Psychology Behind It: 

 Validates without conceding 

 Creates a dignified exit route 

 Reduces shame — the hidden engine of ‘stuckness’ 

 

BONUS TOOL — THE THREE QUESTIONS THAT SOLVE 70% OF DISPUTES 

1. “What matters most to you here?” 

2. “What are you worried might happen?” 

3. “What do you need from me to make progress?” 

These questions cut through noise and pull the conversation into meaning. 

 

Field Note — The Moment Both Sides Followed My Calm Instead of Their Anger 

In one adjudication meeting, a contractor was speaking faster and louder with every sentence. 

Across the table, the client’s representative stiffened, ready to meet force with force. 

The room was seconds from rupture. 

I dropped my shoulders, exhaled slowly, and said: 

“Let’s take this step by step so I don’t miss anything.” 

The contractor paused. 

The client’s shoulders lowered. 

The temperature softened. 

Neither party followed their emotional momentum — they followed mine. 

Groundedness is not passivity; it is leadership at the physiological level. 

 

Closing Section — What Mastery Looks Like 

Mastery is not the absence of emotion. 

It is the ability to choose how you respond when emotion enters the room. 

Groundedness is not calmness — it is agency under pressure. 

It is the skill of staying deliberate in moments that invite reactivity, of holding space when others 

collapse into instinct, of reorienting the conversation to purpose when it threatens to spiral into 

noise. 

When you learn to anchor yourself, you become the most stable object in the room — and 

human behaviour orients itself around the most stable object. 
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In the next chapter, we turn to the language of de-escalation itself: 

how to speak in ways that calm threat, soften defensiveness, and redirect conversations 

back toward clarity and cooperation. 

 

 

  



Page 84 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

CHAPTER 10 — THE LANGUAGE OF DE-ESCALATION 

(How specific wording patterns change the emotional climate) 

Most people think conflict escalates because they disagree. 

But more often, it escalates because of how they express that disagreement. 

Language is not neutral. It has temperature. 

Some phrases heat the room instantly; others lower the emotional climate and coax people 

back into thinking rather than defending. 

You do not need perfect arguments to defuse a tense exchange. 

You need the right language patterns — small, deliberate adjustments that tell the other person: 

 You are safe. 

 You are heard. 

 We can solve this together. 

This chapter explores the mechanics of de-escalating language and teaches you how to speak 

in ways that calm the nervous system rather than inflame it. 

 

Opening Example — When One Sentence Set a Room on Fire 

In a meeting between a contractor and employer, the conversation was tense but salvageable. 

Both sides were frustrated, but still engaged. Then one person said: 

“Let’s be realistic about what your team can actually deliver.” 

The words were mild; the implication was not. 

The contractor stiffened, folded his arms, and replied through a forced smile: 

“We are being realistic. You’re just not listening.” 

What happened? 

The sentence contained two accelerants: 

1. A status threat (“your team can actually deliver”) 

2. A tone of superiority (“let’s be realistic”) 

The combination lit the fuse. 

If the speaker had said: 

“I want to understand what delivery looks like from your side — can we walk through it 

together?” 

the conversation would have softened instantly. 

Same topic. 

Different language. 

Completely different outcome. 
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This is the power of de-escalation language: it regulates emotion before it addresses 

content. 

 

What De-Escalating Language Actually Does 

De-escalating language is effective for three psychological reasons: 

 

1. It Regulates Tempo 

Escalation is fast. 

Cooperation is slow. 

When you slow your language — shorter sentences, softer tone, slightly lower pace — the other 

person’s nervous system begins to synchronise with yours. 

Your voice becomes the regulator. 

 

2. It Neutralises Status Threat 

Most escalation is not caused by disagreement — 

it is caused by the fear of being: 

 judged, 

 dismissed, 

 belittled, 

 or made to look foolish. 

De-escalation language protects dignity. 

 

3. It Signals Collaboration Instead of Competition 

People relax when they sense: 

“We’re solving this together.” 

They harden when they sense: 

“You’re trying to win.” 

Language can flip this perception in three seconds. 

 

Framework 2 — THE DE-ESCALATION LADDER 

A step-by-step behavioural model for real-time conflict 

When pressure increases, climb down this ladder — not up. 
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1. Acknowledge Emotion 

Validate without endorsing. 

“I can see this really matters to you.” 

Acknowledgement reduces threat immediately. 

 

2. Clarify Meaning 

Stop misunderstanding before it accelerates. 

“Let me check I’ve got this right…” 

People relax when they feel understood. 

 

3. Slow the Tempo 

Your voice becomes the nervous system’s metronome. 

“Let’s take this one piece at a time.” 

Slowness is the opposite of escalation. 

 

4. Reframe the Problem 

Shift from adversarial → collaborative. 

“Can we look at this together?” 

The moment the problem becomes shared, the room calms. 

 

5. Redirect to Needs 

Move from positions to the emotional drivers. 

“What’s the part of this that matters most?” 

This reveals the heart of the conflict. 

 

6. Invite Joint Solutions 

Restore agency and cooperation. 

“What would feel like a workable next step?” 

People de-escalate when they feel involved. 
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7. Boundary if Needed 

Protect dignity — yours and theirs. 

“I want to continue, but not in this tone.” 

A firm boundary delivered calmly is a safety device. 

 

Applied Scripts — Phrases That Lower the Temperature 

These scripts illustrate the ladder in action. 

 

1. Script for Acknowledging Emotion 

“I can hear how strongly you feel about this.” 

“This sounds important — let’s slow down for a moment.” 

Purpose: reduce threat, increase safety. 

 

2. Script for Clarifying Meaning 

“Let me check I’m understanding you correctly…” 

“Can I play back what I think I’m hearing?” 

Purpose: reset interpretation errors before they escalate. 

 

3. Script for Slowing the Conversation 

“Let’s take this one step at a time.” 

“Give me a moment — I want to respond carefully.” 

Purpose: regulate tempo and keep the conversation on rails. 

 

4. Script for Reframing 

“We’re both trying to get this right — let’s look at the issue together.” 

“Here’s another way to see it…” 

Purpose: pull both parties out of adversarial postures. 

 

5. Script for Redirecting 

“What’s the part of this that matters most to you?” 

“What would feel fair from your point of view?” 

Purpose: move toward meaning, not position. 
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6. Script for Respectful Boundaries 

“I want to keep talking, but not at this intensity.” 

“Let’s reset the tone so we can make progress.” 

Purpose: protect psychological safety without aggression. 

 

Field Note — The Sentence That Softened the Room 

In a multi-party negotiation, tension had been rising for nearly an hour. 

Voices overlapped, explanations grew defensive, and everyone seemed to be speaking faster 

than they were listening. 

Then one project manager, visibly exhausted, said: 

“Can we just slow this down so I don’t miss something important?” 

The room softened. 

People leaned back. 

Someone exhaled loudly. 

Another nodded. 

The pace dropped by half. 

No change in facts. 

No change in positions. 

Only a change in language — and the entire emotional climate followed. 

 

Closing Insight — Language Is a Safety Device 

People escalate because they feel unsafe. 

Threat can come from tone, pace, implication, dignity wounds, or identity triggers — all 

delivered through language. 

But safety also comes through language: 

 Words that slow 

 Words that validate 

 Words that dignify 

 Words that invite collaboration 

 Words that allow people to save face 

When you change the language, you change the physiology. 

When you change the physiology, you change the outcome. 

In the next chapter, we turn to the skill beneath the skill: 

The Art of Not Reacting — Interoception, cognitive pausing, and how to stop escalation at 

its source. 
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CHAPTER 11 — THE ART OF NOT REACTING: INTEROCEPTION AND COGNITIVE 

PAUSING 

(How to override instinct and stay in control when it matters most) 

There is always a moment — a flash, a tightening, a spark of heat — when you feel the pull to 

react. To interrupt. To correct. To defend. To hit back with the perfect counterpoint you swear 

you didn’t rehearse in the shower that morning. 

Reacting feels natural because it is natural. 

But natural is not the same as helpful. 

The difference between escalation and resolution often depends on a single skill: 

your ability to pause when every part of you wants to react. 

This chapter teaches you the art and science of that pause. 

Not passivity. Not suppression. 

A strategic delay that keeps you in control of yourself — and therefore in control of the 

conversation. 

 

Opening Example — The Moment I Nearly Reacted 

Years ago, in a negotiation involving two senior professionals, one of them turned to me and 

said, with unmistakable irritation: 

“Well, you clearly haven’t understood the contractual position.” 

For a split second, my jaw tightened. My breath caught. A sharp reply formed instantly — a 

perfectly worded correction designed to reclaim status and remind everyone in the room that I 

understood the contract extremely well. 

But then I caught myself. 

I felt the heat in my chest. 

I noticed the urge to interrupt. 

I heard my own internal engine rev. 

It lasted half a second. 

But half a second was enough. 

I exhaled. Dropped my shoulders. 

Let the reaction pass through without acting on it. 

Then I said, calmly: 

“Let me check exactly what you think I’ve missed.” 

The tone softened. 

The conversation reopened. 

The conflict that almost erupted melted within minutes. 

Not reacting is not weakness. 

It is a form of power — because it gives you choice. 
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What Interoception Really Is 

Interoception is the ability to notice what your body is doing before the reaction becomes 

behaviour. 

It is the anchor beneath emotional intelligence — 

the capacity to sense: 

 heat rising, 

 breath shortening, 

 jaw tightening, 

 chest constricting, 

 attention narrowing, 

 certainty solidifying. 

Reactions happen before thought. 

Your body moves, accelerates, or contracts long before the conscious mind interprets the 

moment. 

If you wait until the emotion reaches your voice, 

you’re already reacting. 

Interoception is simply the practice of catching the physiological spark early enough to choose 

what happens next. 

Pausing is not passive. 

Pausing is strategic. 

 

Framework 3 — THE INTERNAL TRAFFIC LIGHT SYSTEM 

A simple, fast, and powerful method to override instinctive escalation 

Place this framework mid-chapter, after the physiology explanation. 

When emotions rise, your internal world moves through three states: 

 

RED — Stop (You Are Activated) 

Physiological signals: 

 heat 

 tight jaw 

 compulsion to interrupt 

 narrowed attention 

 emotional certainty 

This is the moment instinct wants to take the wheel. 
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Internal mantra: 

“Red. Do nothing.” 

When you’re in red, any response will escalate. 

Stopping is the intervention. 

 

AMBER — Regulate (Return to Choice) 

This is where the work happens. 

Use micro-regulation tools: 

 lengthen your exhale 

 drop your shoulders 

 loosen your eyes 

 unclench your jaw 

 name the emotion silently (“I’m irritated”) 

 slow your voice 

These tiny adjustments shift the nervous system from threat to choice. 

Internal mantra: 

“Amber. Slow down.” 

Do not speak until amber has settled. 

 

GREEN — Respond (Only When Ready) 

Once your physiology settles, clarity returns. 

Now you can: 

 ask a clarifying question 

 reflect meaning 

 reframe the issue 

 redirect the conversation 

Internal mantra: 

“Green. Choose.” 

Green is not calmness. 

Green is control. 

The brilliance of this framework lies in its speed: 

it operationalises emotional control in seconds. 
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Applied Scripts — When You Need a Pause Without Losing Authority 

These scripts allow you to pause externally while regulating internally. 

 

1. Script for Taking Time Without Looking Uncertain 

“Give me a moment to think.” 

Simple, steady, authoritative. 

 

2. Script for Resetting Your Own State 

(Internal, silent) 

“Name it. Locate it. Lower it.” 

Then aloud: 

“Let me just slow this down so I can respond carefully.” 

 

3. Script for Moving the Conversation Back Into Cognitive Mode 

“Before we continue, can I check something?” 

This bridges the emotional → analytical gap. 

 

4. Script for Reclaiming the Conversation Without Reactivity 

“Can we pause for a second? I want to make sure I understand the core issue.” 

A pause is not a retreat — it is a reset. 

 

Field Note — The Meeting Where I Stayed in Amber 

In a three-party dispute involving a subcontractor, main contractor, and client, tensions 

escalated quickly. Accusations flew. Voices sharpened. One participant leaned forward with the 

unmistakable posture of attack. 

I felt it: the rising heat in my chest, the tightening of my jaw, the urge to step in sharply. 

Red. 

I dropped my shoulders, exhaled, loosened my hands. 

Amber. 

For a few seconds, I said nothing. 

The room waited. 

Then, once my breath settled: 

Green. 

“Let’s take this piece by piece. Start with what matters most.” 
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The energy immediately shifted. 

People re-engaged. 

The temperature dropped. 

I didn’t control the room by speaking. 

I controlled the room by not reacting. 

 

Closing Section — Building the Muscle 

The ability to pause under pressure is a trained skill. 

It does not arrive through insight alone. 

A simple practice: 

Three Daily Pauses 

Pause for three seconds in three low-stakes moments every day: 

 before replying to an email, 

 before answering a question, 

 before stating an opinion. 

Just long enough to notice your breath. 

If you build the pause during calm moments, 

you will have it in the storm. 

Not reacting is not suppression. 

Not reacting is sovereignty — 

the ability to remain the author of your behaviour in moments that try to rewrite you. 

In the next chapter, we turn to the external counterpart of interoception: 

How to ask questions that lower defensiveness and move conversations toward clarity and 

cooperation. 
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CHAPTER 12 — HOW TO ASK QUESTIONS THAT LOWER DEFENSIVENESS 

(Using curiosity to create psychological safety) 

In difficult conversations, people often rely on statements: explanations, arguments, 

clarifications, corrections. But statements, even gentle ones, have edges. They push. They 

assert. They trigger defensiveness even when the intention behind them is benign. 

Questions, by contrast, invite. 

They open space. 

They soften posture. 

They draw people out of their defensive shell and into collaborative thought. 

Questions can change the entire emotional climate of a negotiation — sometimes in a single 

moment. 

 

Opening Example — The Question That Melted the Defensiveness 

During a negotiation between a contractor and an employer, tension had been simmering for 

nearly an hour. The contractor was insistent, loud, and visibly agitated. Every attempt to 

reassure him only made him more adamant: 

“You’re not listening!” 

“This isn’t fair!” 

“You’re misunderstanding the whole thing!” 

Another round of explanation would have escalated matters. 

Another argument would have hardened him further. 

Instead, I asked: 

“What part of this feels most at risk for you?” 

He froze. 

The room went quiet. 

His voice softened as he replied: 

“Honestly? If this goes wrong, it’ll look like I failed my team. That’s what’s getting to me.” 

The defensiveness vanished. 

The negotiation began. 

A single question did what no statement could: 

it shifted his nervous system out of threat and into explanation. 

This chapter teaches you how to do the same. 

 

What Defensive States Really Are 

Defensiveness is not rudeness, stubbornness, or irrationality. 

It is an automatic threat response, triggered by anything that feels like: 

 a loss of status, 
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 a fear of being misunderstood, 

 a fear of being blamed, 

 or an identity exposure (“this makes me look incompetent, weak, unreasonable, or 

unfair”). 

In defensive states, the brain reorganises itself around protection rather than cooperation. 

Statements feel dangerous. 

Questions feel safe. 

The right question moves a person from: 

threat → explanation → collaboration 

And once someone starts explaining, they stop defending. 

 

Framework 4 — THREE LEVELS OF DEFENSIVENESS-REDUCING QUESTIONS 

A structured method for guiding tense conversations into clarity 

LEVEL 1 — Clarifying Questions 

Purpose: reduce misunderstanding without touching identity. 

These are safe, gentle, and simple. 

Examples: 

 “Can you say a bit more about what you mean by…?” 

 “What’s the core of this for you?” 

 “Let me check I’ve got this right — is this the part that matters most?” 

Level 1 questions slow the tempo and signal respect. 

They tell the other person: I’m trying to understand you, not challenge you. 

 

LEVEL 2 — Perspective Questions 

Purpose: understand their internal model of the situation. 

These questions help uncover the story they are using to interpret events. 

Examples: 

 “How does this look from where you’re sitting?” 

 “What would you like me to understand that I may be missing?” 

 “How is this affecting you?” 

Perspective questions reduce ego-threat. 

They shift the person from defending their position to explaining their experience. 
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LEVEL 3 — Need-Uncovering Questions 

Purpose: surface emotional drivers beneath positions. 

These questions are powerful — but must be used only once safety is established. 

Examples: 

 “What matters most to you in this?” 

 “What are you worried might happen?” 

 “What do you need from me to make progress?” 

Level 3 questions reveal the human logic behind the conflict. 

This is where collaboration becomes possible. 

 

How the Framework Works 

1. Start at Level 1 

to create safety and reduce misunderstanding. 

2. Move to Level 2 

to understand the person’s worldview and shift them out of threat mode. 

3. Use Level 3 only once trust stabilises. 

These questions are potent; they reach into emotion, fear, and identity. 

You are guiding the conversation downward — into understanding — rather than upward into 

confrontation. 

 

Applied Scripts — Questions That Disarm Without Disempowering 

These scripts show how to use curiosity as a negotiation tool. 

 

Clarifying Scripts (Level 1) 

 “Can you walk me through that a bit more?” 

 “What part of this feels most important?” 

 “Let me check I’m not misunderstanding…” 

Use when the conversation feels tangled or emotionally charged. 

 

Perspective-Taking Scripts (Level 2) 

 “How does this seem from your perspective?” 

 “What’s your sense of what’s happening here?” 

 “What do you wish I understood?” 

Use when the other person feels dismissed or unheard. 
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Need-Uncovering Scripts (Level 3) 

 “What matters most to you in reaching a resolution?” 

 “What are you worried might happen if we get this wrong?” 

 “What would feel fair to you?” 

Use when the conversation reaches emotional depth. 

 

Collaborative Problem-Solving Scripts 

These transform insight into forward movement. 

 “What’s a workable next step from your point of view?” 

 “How can we shape this so it works for both of us?” 

 “What would help rebuild trust here?” 

Questions create pathways where statements create walls. 

 

Field Note — The Question That Broke the Deadlock 

In a dispute over an extension of time, two parties had argued for weeks. Positions were 

entrenched. Every meeting had ended in frustration. 

In one session, the contractor said angrily: 

“You just don’t get the pressure we’re under!” 

The employer immediately prepared a defensive rebuttal — until I intervened with: 

“What pressure are you under? Help me understand it.” 

The contractor blinked. 

His shoulders dropped. 

He began explaining the staffing shortages, the financial stakes, the personal responsibility he 

felt toward his team. 

For the first time in months, the employer listened. 

The deadlock didn’t break because the facts changed. 

It broke because someone felt understood. 

Understanding dissolves defensiveness. 

And questions create understanding. 

 

Closing Insight — Statements Create Walls. Questions Create Doors. 

When people are defensive, they are not resisting logic — they are protecting themselves. 

Statements, no matter how well intended, often harden that protection. 
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Questions do the opposite: 

They open. 

They soften. 

They invite. 

A good question is a doorway into the person’s world — a world they are often desperate for 

someone to see. 

If you learn to ask questions that reduce defensiveness, you transform not only the conversation 

but the relationship. You shift conflict from reactivity to curiosity, from fear to understanding, 

from opposition to collaboration. 

In the next chapter, we turn to one of the deepest drivers of escalation: face-saving — why 

most arguments aren’t about the issue, but about dignity. 
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CHAPTER 13 — SAVING FACE: WHY MOST ARGUMENTS AREN’T ABOUT THE ISSUE 

(Understanding the dignity dynamics beneath conflict) 

Most arguments have very little to do with the surface problem. The disagreement about the 

numbers, the timing, the process, the clause — these are merely the presenting issues. The real 

conflict sits elsewhere, in a more fragile and far more human domain: 

D                                       ignity. 

People escalate not because the facts are intolerable, but because the implications of those 

facts feel threatening. A perceived challenge to competence, fairness, status, or reputation can 

turn a mild difference of opinion into something sharp, personal, and emotionally charged. 

To navigate conflict well, we must learn to see the invisible injuries driving visible behaviour. 

 

Opening Example — When the Issue Wasn’t the Issue 

In a dispute I once facilitated, the argument appeared to be about a delay notice. One party 

insisted the notice had been submitted late; the other insisted it had not. Voices were firm, 

postures stiff, documents waved. 

But something was off. 

The emotional intensity didn’t match the administrative question. 

After some probing, it became clear: 

the subcontractor wasn’t defending the timing — he was defending his competence. 

The employer’s implication (“you didn’t follow the process properly”) struck directly at his 

professional identity. What he heard was: 

 “You’re careless.” 

 “You’re not good at your job.” 

 “You’re the weak link.” 

The real issue was not the notice. 

It was the threat to dignity embedded in the discussion. 

Once that threat was acknowledged — 

“Your diligence is not in question here; the timing is just confusing.” 

— everything softened. 

Face was restored. 

Rationality returned. 

Progress resumed. 

 

Understanding Face and Dignity 

In social psychology, “face” refers to our public value — the version of ourselves we show to the 

world, and the one we desperately want others to respect. 
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Three identity anchors hold that value in place: 

1. Competence — “I am capable.” 

2. Fairness — “I am reasonable and just.” 

3. Respect — “I am worthy of dignity.” 

When any of these wobble, people escalate. 

Not because they enjoy conflict, but because something precious — the sense of who they are 

— feels under threat. 

Dignity injuries are quiet, quick, and often invisible. 

But they are the hidden accelerants of almost every heated conversation. 

 

Framework 5 — THE FACE MODEL 

A practical tool for recognising and resolving dignity-threat moments 

Place this model immediately after the conceptual introduction; it is the interpretive lens for the 

entire chapter. 

 

F — Fear 

People escalate when something feels at risk: 

 reputation 

 competence 

 identity 

 reliability 

 professional standing 

Internal question: 

“What are they afraid this means about them?” 

Fear drives the intensity you see. 

 

A — Acceptance (Belonging) 

Humans fight hardest when they fear: 

 exclusion 

 dismissal 

 condescension 

 being made small 

 being treated as irrelevant 
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Ask yourself: 

“How do I signal respect, even in disagreement?” 

Acceptance is the antidote to humiliation. 

 

C — Control 

Loss of agency is one of the fastest routes to escalation. 

To soothe this: 

offer control, however small. 

Provide agency: 

“Can I get your view on this part?” 

Agency reduces fight-or-flight reactions. 

 

E — Esteem 

Nobody moves toward resolution when they feel embarrassed or shamed. 

Protect esteem by giving people a safe relational foothold. 

Protect esteem: 

“Your perspective makes sense — here’s another angle.” 

Esteem creates the psychological room necessary for people to shift their position. 

 

Applying FACE in Real Time 

When tension rises, ask yourself: 

1. Which element of FACE is being threatened? 

Fear? Acceptance? Control? Esteem? 

2. How do I soothe that element without giving in? 

(You protect dignity, not necessarily the argument.) 

3. Which script will protect dignity while enabling movement? 

FACE is the psychological map beneath your intuitive skill as a mediator — now made visible 

and teachable. 
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Applied Scripts — Protecting Dignity Without Conceding Substance 

These scripts allow you to honour dignity while maintaining clarity. 

 

Script: Acknowledging Without Agreeing 

“I can see why you’d read it that way — let me show you my interpretation.” 

“It makes sense that this feels frustrating; here’s the part I’m looking at.” 

This reduces defensiveness by validating the experience, not the claim. 

 

Script: Giving Someone a Dignified Exit 

“I think we were working with different assumptions. Now that we’ve aligned them, we can 

move forward.” 

A dignified exit keeps people from doubling down to save face. 

 

Script: Normalising Errors 

“It’s easy to see how that could happen — the process isn’t intuitive.” 

Normalisation prevents shame-triggered escalation. 

 

Script: Offering Alternative Perspectives Safely 

“Your view has a lot of logic to it. Here’s another angle that might help us bridge the gap.” 

The phrase “another angle” avoids implying that the person is wrong. 

 

Field Note — The Moment Dignity Became the Only Issue 

In one mediation, two parties had reached a stalemate over the interpretation of a specification. 

They were arguing intensely, but neither would shift an inch. The documents weren’t the barrier; 

ego-injury was. 

At one point, the contractor said: 

“If we accept that, it’ll look like we don’t know what we’re doing.” 

There it was. 

FACE → E (Esteem). 

The employer responded with: 

“No one is suggesting incompetence — this is about interpretation, not capability.” 

The room changed instantly. 

Breath returned. 

Postures softened. 

Dignity had been restored, and the dispute became solvable again. 
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Face drives conflict. 

Restore face, and conflict becomes manageable. 

 

Closing Section — The Quiet Power of Humility 

Conflicts rarely need more logic. 

They almost always need more dignity. 

Humility — expressed through curiosity, respect, and face-protective language — is the quiet 

superpower of conflict resolution. It allows you to hold your ground without pushing others off 

theirs, to correct without humiliating, to persuade without diminishing. 

When people feel seen, respected, and unshamed, they stop defending themselves and start 

engaging with the problem. 

In the end, saving face is not about flattery or diplomacy. 

It is about recognising the fundamental truth of human interaction: 

People will move when their dignity is safe. 

People will fight when it isn’t. 

In the next chapter, we transition out of real-time de-escalation and into the broader skill of 

negotiation proper: how to structure conversations so they progress toward resolution 

rather than circling the same emotional terrain. 
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PART III CLOSING 

Most disputes don’t fall apart on the facts. 

They fall apart on fear, identity, dignity, tempo, and the nervous system’s impatience with 

uncertainty. 

Part III has shown you that the difference between escalation and resolution is often measured 

in seconds — a breath taken, a sentence slowed, a question asked, a dignity protected. Real-

time negotiation is not about out-arguing someone; it is about out-regulating the moment. 

If you can stay grounded when others accelerate, slow the tempo when the room tightens, and 

ask questions that reopen thinking, you can change the emotional climate of almost any 

conversation. 

Mastery in conflict is not serenity — it is agency under pressure. But de-escalation is only the 

beginning. 

Once the emotional temperature lowers and the nervous system steadies, a deeper question 

emerges: 

What is this dispute actually about? 

Not the argument on the surface, but the need beneath it. 

Not the position stated, but the fear or value protected. 

Not the behaviour you see, but the identity underneath. 

Part IV begins where the heat ends. 

It teaches you how to negotiate at the human level — how to uncover underlying needs, create 

shared purpose, adapt to different personalities, rebuild trust after rupture, and, when 

necessary, recognise the moment a negotiation must end. 

If Part III helps you survive the moment, 

Part IV helps you transform it. 

 

TOOLKIT CARD — PART III 

In the Heat of It: Real-Time De-Escalation 

Use this when emotions rise — yours or theirs. 

1. THE 3 BIG MOVES 

These three shifts interrupt escalation instantly. 

1. Slow Yourself 

Drop your shoulders → loosen your jaw → exhale → speak 10% slower. 

Internal script: 

“I’m activated — information, not instruction.” 

2. Slow the Conversation 

Say: 

“Let’s take this one step at a time.” 

This shrinks the problem to a manageable size and breaks urgency. 
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3. Slow the Other Person 

Say: 

“Help me understand what feels most important.” 

This lowers threat, restores thinking, and re-establishes relational safety. 

 

2. THE 5 S’s META-FRAMEWORK 

A pocket-sized blueprint for any heated moment — the “secret glue” of Part III. 

1. Slow (your physiology) 

Breathing, muscle release, controlled tempo. 

Your body is the first de-escalator. 

2. See (the pattern) 

Is this misunderstanding? Identity threat? Status? Fear? 

Name the pattern before you intervene. 

3. Steer (the conversation) 

Use grounding phrases, clarifiers, redirects, reframes. 

You guide the tempo. 

4. Surface (the real issue) 

Ask needs-based questions to reveal what’s beneath the argument. 

Emotion hides the content; questions reveal it. 

5. Safeguard (dignity + boundaries) 

Protect their dignity while honouring your limits. 

Conflict softens when dignity is safe. 

If you can remember only one framework in the heat, make it this one. 

 

3. THE ANCHOR MODEL (Self-Grounding) 

ANCHOR = How you stabilise yourself so you can stabilise the room. 

A — Awareness 

“What’s happening in me?” 

N — Normalize 

“Anyone would react under pressure.” 

C — Control Physiology 

Exhale longer than you inhale. 

H — Hold the Space 

Stay steady; don’t match their intensity. 

O — Orient to Purpose 

“What am I here to achieve?” 
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R — Redirect 

“Let’s slow down so we don’t talk past each other.” 

When in doubt, anchor yourself first. 

 

4. CALMING PHRASES 

Use these to regulate emotional temperature and protect dignity: 

 “I can see this really matters to you.” 

 “Let me check I’ve understood.” 

 “Give me a moment — I want to respond carefully.” 

 “Can we pause for a second?” 

These phrases regulate physiology, not just tone. 

 

5. FACE-SAVING LINES 

Protecting dignity defuses more conflict than logic ever will. 

 “It makes sense you’d see it that way.” 

 “Anyone in your position might feel that.” 

 “Here’s another angle to consider…” 

Face-saving is not manipulation; it is emotional safety in verbal form. 

 

6. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

Pause → Acknowledge → Ask a question → Protect their dignity. 

Four moves. Endless value. 

 

EXERCISES 

Practice — Grounding Under Fire 

Use this real-time physiological reset whenever activation spikes: 

 Move your toes 

 Loosen your jaw 

 Drop your shoulders by 1 cm 

 Exhale longer than you inhale 

 Say your next sentence slower 

This shifts your nervous system into “social mode.” 
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Practice — The De-Escalation Script Builder 

Create and memorise your three signature lines: 

1. Empathic Acknowledgement 

“I can see this really matters to you.” 

2. Relational Reassurance 

“I’m not here to attack you — I want to understand.” 

3. Reframing Pivot 

“Can we step back for a moment and look at what the core issue might be?” 

Pre-built scripts prevent panic improvisation. 

 

Field Note — The Moment the Room Softened 

Two directors were locked in a rapid-fire exchange — interruptions, tightening voices, rising 

colour in their faces. The room felt brittle. 

Then one of them paused, exhaled, and said quietly: 

“Let’s take this step by step.” 

The effect was immediate. 

The other director’s shoulders dropped. 

The tempo slowed. 

The defensiveness softened. 

Nothing in the facts had changed — only the energy of the room. 

One calm sentence reopened a conversation that had been seconds away from rupture. 

This is the power of micro-interventions. 

 

Try This — The “One Down” Move 

A subtle but powerful status-softener: 

Instead of: 

“Let me explain…” 

Use: 

“Help me see what I’m missing.” 

Instead of: 

“But…” 

Use: 

“And…” 

Lowering your status by one degree lowers their threat level by five. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 
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Part IV — Negotiating Needs: Moving Conversations Towards 

Resolution 

Once a conversation has stabilised, something crucial becomes possible: movement. 

Not the hurried movement of argument, but the deliberate movement of understanding — the 

shift from defending positions to exploring needs, from reacting to relating, from protecting 

one’s dignity to working out how two people can move forward without losing face. 

Part IV is about this transition. 

While Part III taught you how to calm the moment and prevent escalation, this Part teaches you 

how to transform that calmer moment into progress. Conflict rarely resolves because one 

person “wins” the argument. It resolves when both people feel understood enough, respected 

enough, and safe enough to speak honestly about what they actually need. 

This Part brings you into the heart of human-centred negotiation — the kind that deals not with 

demands alone, but with identity, emotion, fairness, and the silent pressures shaping both 

sides. 

In these chapters, you will learn: 

 Getting to the Real Issue Beneath the Issue — how to listen past positions and 

uncover the personal meaning that drives them. 

 Principles of Human-Centred Negotiation — shifting from adversarial standoffs to 

shared problem-solving. 

 How to Negotiate with Different Personalities — adjusting your style to meet others 

without losing yourself. 

 Why Trust Matters More Than Logic — and how trust shapes every concession, every 

objection, every silence. 

 How to Repair After a Rupture — because negotiation is never linear, and dignity must 

be restored before progress can resume. 

Where earlier parts of the book showed you the inner landscape of your mind and the early 

signals of conflict in others, Part IV teaches you how to work with both at once. It gives you the 

tools to ask better questions, interpret the true meaning behind objections, de-personalise 

disagreement, and create the psychological conditions for alignment. 

Negotiation, at its core, is a conversation about needs — human needs, not just contractual 

ones. 

When those needs are acknowledged, conflict softens. When they are ignored, conflict 

calcifies. 

Part IV shows you how to navigate those needs with clarity, steadiness, and respect, turning 

friction into cooperation and tension into the beginning of resolution. 
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CHAPTER 14 — GETTING TO THE REAL ISSUE BENEATH THE ISSUE 

(Surface disagreements vs. underlying needs and identity drivers) 

Most disputes aren’t about what they appear to be about. 

People rarely fight over clauses, dates, or processes alone. They fight because something 

beneath the surface feels threatened — respect, belonging, fairness, identity, competence, or 

dignity. 

The stated issue is almost always the proxy — the wrapper around a deeper concern. 

To negotiate at the human level, we must learn to hear not just what people say, but what they 

mean; not just the position presented, but the needs and fears that sustain it. 

When you uncover the underlying emotional, relational, or identity-based layers of a dispute, 

negotiation becomes simpler, calmer, and more humane. 

This chapter teaches you to reach that deeper layer — the layer where resolution actually lives. 

 

Why People Rarely Argue About What They Say They’re Arguing About 

Positions are easy to articulate. 

Needs are harder. 

Identity concerns are almost unspeakable. 

No one begins a meeting by saying: 

 “I’m terrified of looking incompetent.” 

 “I feel sidelined by your tone.” 

 “I need more recognition than I’m getting.” 

Instead, they say: 

 “The deadline is unrealistic.” 

 “This isn’t within scope.” 

 “Your report is incorrect.” 

These surface statements disguise emotional realities. 

Your task is to listen beneath the wrapper. 

 

Framework 1 — The Underlying Issue Map 

A diagnostic tool for uncovering what the dispute is really about 

1. The Surface Issue (Position) 

This is what the person says the problem is. 

Examples: 

 “The programme isn’t realistic.” 

 “You didn’t meet the deadline.” 
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 “This isn’t within scope.” 

Important: 

The surface issue is rarely the actual issue. 

It is simply the socially acceptable version. 

 

2. The Structural Issue (Process) 

These are systemic or procedural failures that create friction. 

Examples: 

 unclear expectations 

 contradictory instructions 

 changing priorities 

 ambiguous responsibilities 

Structural issues create confusion — and confusion breeds conflict. 

 

3. The Human Issue (Need) 

This is what the person actually cares about. 

Examples: 

 respect 

 fairness 

 clarity 

 inclusion 

 autonomy 

 predictability 

When a human need is unmet, escalation is almost inevitable. 

 

4. The Identity Issue (Who I Am in the Story) 

This is the deepest level — the psychological driver beneath everything else. 

Examples: 

 “You think I’m incompetent.” 

 “You don’t trust my judgment.” 

 “You’re making me look foolish.” 

 “You’re undermining my authority.” 
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Negotiation lives here. 

Identity concerns shape emotional responses long before logic enters the room. 

 

Script 7 — Getting to the Real Issue Beneath the Issue 

Purpose: 

Reveal the emotional or identity need underneath the stated problem. 

Core Script: 

“If we set the surface issue aside for a moment… what’s the part of this that matters most 

to you as a person?” 

This question gently lowers the psychological guard around identity. 

 

Alternative Versions 

More practical: 

“What’s the underlying concern here that we haven’t named yet?” 

More relational: 

“What’s the bit of this that’s hitting home for you?” 

These variations meet different emotional needs — precision, relationship, dignity. 

 

Psychology Behind It 

 Shifts the conversation from positions → needs 

 Creates relational safety 

 Surfaces the “identity load” hidden beneath disputes 

 Invites vulnerability without exposing the person 

 Slows escalation by moving into meaning rather than argument 

This is the negotiation equivalent of turning on the light in a dark room. 

 

Field Note — When the Deadline Wasn’t the Issue 

In one negotiation, a team leader was furious about a missed deadline. 

The conversation was tense, repetitive, and unproductive. No matter how much the other side 

explained, he became more entrenched. 

After listening for a while, I asked: 

“What part of this is landing most heavily for you?” 

He paused. His voice softened. 
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“It’s not the deadline. It’s that my team worked incredibly hard, and no one seemed to care.” 

There it was: 

the human issue — respect. 

Not the date. 

Not the process. 

Not the documents. 

Respect. 

Once the conversation shifted to acknowledgment — 

“Your team’s effort is clear, and I want to recognise that” — 

everything changed. The negotiation finally became solvable. 

The issue was never the deadline. 

It was the feeling of being unseen. 

 

Exercise — The Beneath-the-Issue Drill 

Choose a current or recent disagreement and complete: 

1. Surface issue 

(“What they said it was about.”) 

2. Structural issue 

(“What in the process or system contributed.”) 

3. Human issue 

(“What they actually needed.”) 

4. Identity issue 

(“What it implied about who they are.”) 

This drill reveals the real negotiation terrain. 

Once you see it, you can negotiate with far greater precision and empathy. 

 

Closing Section — Resolution Happens Beneath the Surface 

Surface disagreements are rarely solvable because they are not the real problem. 

Positions clash. 

Needs harmonise. 

Identity concerns transform everything. 

Once you uncover the human issue, the rest becomes negotiable — the temperature drops, the 

narrative shifts, and the conversation becomes cooperative rather than adversarial. 

Negotiation is not about winning the surface argument. 

It is about understanding the person beneath it. 

The next chapter builds on this insight by showing how to turn uncovered needs into human-

centred negotiation — a skill that transforms conflict into cooperation. 
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 CHAPTER 15 — PRINCIPLES OF HUMAN-CENTRED NEGOTIATION 

(Coalition-building, mutual problem-solving, relational safety) 

Most approaches to negotiation begin with the wrong question: 

“How do I win?” 

The problem is not moral. It is mechanical. 

When negotiation becomes a contest, both parties move into defence, strategy, and positional 

thinking. Their attention narrows to protecting themselves rather than solving the problem. 

Information gets distorted. Dignity becomes fragile. Collaboration dies. 

Human-centred negotiation asks a different question: 

“How do we solve this problem in a way that honours both of us?” 

It shifts the entire emotional climate. 

People collaborate not when they are convinced, but when they feel: 

 respected, 

 safe, 

 understood, 

 and treated as partners rather than opponents. 

This chapter teaches you how to turn negotiation into a joint endeavour rather than a tug-of-war. 

 

Why Traditional ‘Win/Lose’ Negotiation Fails 

Adversarial negotiation assumes: 

 you get more by giving less, 

 certainty equals strength, 

 vulnerability equals weakness, 

 the other side is a threat. 

But humans do not respond to logic alone. 

They respond to psychological safety, dignity, and shared purpose. 

Without these, negotiation collapses into defensiveness, blame, and rigidity. 

When negotiation becomes human-centred, something profound happens: 

the nervous system relaxes, the thinking brain switches on, and adversaries become 

collaborators. 

 

Framework 2 — THE HUMAN-CENTRED NEGOTIATION TRIANGLE 

A structural model for dignified, cooperative negotiation 

All successful, humane negotiation rests on three pillars: 
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1. Safety 

People must feel emotionally, psychologically, and status-safe. 

If someone senses threat — to competence, dignity, autonomy, or fairness — negotiation stops 

being negotiation and becomes self-protection. 

Safety looks like: 

 non-judgemental language 

 validation of effort and competence 

 clear boundaries delivered calmly 

 tone that signals respect 

Without safety, every proposal feels like a trap. 

 

2. Understanding 

People must feel genuinely heard and understood. 

Understanding is not agreement. 

It is the sense of being taken seriously. 

Understanding creates space for movement. 

Defensiveness melts when someone feels: 

 “You’re listening.” 

 “You get why this matters to me.” 

 “You’re not trying to make me small.” 

This is the psychological gateway to resolution. 

 

3. Shared Purpose 

People must recognise a common goal — however small — to move from competition to 

cooperation. 

Shared purpose reshapes the negotiation landscape. 

It shifts the dynamic from: 

Me vs You → Us vs the Problem 

Once two people have a shared purpose, negotiation ceases to be adversarial and becomes 

architectural: something to be built, not won. 

 

Script 8 — Human-Centred Negotiation (The Shared Problem Move) 

Purpose: Turn adversarial negotiation into joint problem-solving. 

Core Script: 
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“Okay — it sounds like we both want [shared value: clarity, progress, fairness]. Let’s see 

how we can get there in a way that works for both of us.” 

This is the pivot from positional to collaborative negotiation. 

 

Alternative Versions 

More formal: 

“There’s clearly mutual interest in resolving this. Let’s map the options that meet both sets 

of concerns.” 

Collegial: 

“We’re pulling in the same direction here. How do we shape this so it works for both 

sides?” 

 

Psychology Behind It 

This phrasing works because it: 

 creates coalition instead of opposition, 

 reframes the conflict as a shared task, 

 reduces zero-sum defensiveness, 

 signals respect and partnership, 

 restores agency to both sides. 

It is one of the simplest, most powerful moves in negotiation. 

 

Field Note — When Shared Purpose Turned a Fight into a Partnership 

Two department heads were entrenched in a heated argument about resource allocation. Both 

believed the other was obstructing progress. Tension rose with every sentence. 

At a certain point, I said: 

“You’re both describing different versions of the same goal — delivering the project 

without burning out your teams. What would a plan look like that protects both priorities?” 

Silence. 

Then softening. 

One said: 

“Well… if we both want that, then maybe the timeline can shift.” 

The other added: 

“And maybe we can redistribute support for two weeks.” 
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In under two minutes, the battle dissolved into cooperation. 

Nothing changed except the frame: from opposition → shared purpose. 

Negotiation transformed instantly. 

 

Exercise — Shared Purpose Builder 

Use these questions to create a cooperative frame: 

1. What do we both want? 

(Even if it’s only one shared value: fairness, clarity, stability, progress.) 

2. What’s the smallest shared outcome we can agree on? 

(A minimal, low-threat statement.) 

3. What would a fair path toward that outcome look like? 

(Co-designing fairness prevents future escalation.) 

Shared purpose is often the missing ingredient that makes everything else possible. 

 

Closing Section — Collaboration Happens by Design, Not Luck 

Collaboration doesn’t emerge because two people are reasonable. 

It emerges when the negotiation is designed to protect dignity, create safety, build 

understanding, and articulate shared purpose. 

Human-centred negotiation is not soft. 

It is structurally intelligent. 

It transforms negotiation from a contest of wills into a craft of partnership. 

Once you learn to frame conflicts as shared problems, people stop bracing against you and 

start working with you. 

In the next chapter, we turn to the practical challenge of negotiating with different personalities 

— how to adapt to the ways others think, process, fear, and decide, so you can meet them 

where they feel safest. 
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CHAPTER 16 — HOW TO NEGOTIATE WITH DIFFERENT PERSONALITIES 

(Psychological safety for different cognitive and emotional styles) 

There is no one-size-fits-all negotiation. 

People do not enter conversations with the same fears, the same sensitivities, or the same 

psychological needs. They arrive with different operating systems — some driven by logic, 

others by detail, others by relational harmony, and others by status or recognition. 

If you negotiate with everyone the same way, you will inadvertently threaten the very safety they 

need in order to stay open, flexible, and collaborative. 

Effective negotiation is not about changing the content of your message. 

It is about changing the way you deliver it so that it fits the psychological profile of the person in 

front of you. 

This chapter gives you concrete, situational strategies for doing exactly that. 

 

Why Psychological Safety Shapes Personality in Negotiation 

Every personality type has a preferred way of understanding the world — and a preferred way of 

staying safe within it. When these safety needs are met, people become generous, reasonable, 

and solution-oriented. When they are threatened, even unintentionally, people become rigid, 

defensive, or withdrawn. 

Your task as a negotiator is simple: 

Understand what form of safety the person needs 

→ and design your approach to meet it. 

This is not manipulation. 

This is respect. 

 

Framework 3 — THE FOUR SAFETY STYLES 

A practical guide to tailoring your negotiation approach 

Place this framework after the conceptual introduction. 

It sets the foundation for the scripts that follow. 

Each personality style requires a different flavour of psychological safety. 

 

 

1. The Dominant Logic Type 

Needs: 

 respect for intelligence 

 respect for competence 

 clear reasoning 
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Fears: 

 appearing wrong 

 appearing uninformed 

 being publicly contradicted 

They relax when you respect their mind — and they escalate when they feel intellectually 

threatened. 

These individuals value clarity, precision, and competence. They engage best when your 

argument respects their cognitive framing rather than challenges it head-on. 

 

2. The Anxious Detail Type 

Needs: 

 clarity 

 predictability 

 structure 

 a slow, orderly pace 

Fears: 

 uncertainty 

 ambiguity 

 rapid shifts 

 unclear expectations 

They need step-by-step explanation and reassurance that nothing dangerous is hidden in the 

small print. 

If you move too fast, they will panic. 

If you slow down, they will collaborate. 

 

3. The Harmony-Preserver 

Needs: 

 relational warmth 

 reassurance 

 emotional steadiness 

Fears: 

 conflict 

 abruptness 
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 interpersonal tension 

They withdraw when the atmosphere sharpens and re-engage when they feel personally valued. 

Harmony-preservers aren't avoiding the issue — they are avoiding the feeling of rupture. Safety 

comes through tone, warmth, and gentle curiosity. 

 

4. The Status-Invested Individual 

Needs: 

 recognition 

 influence 

 visible respect 

Fears: 

 loss of standing 

 being overshadowed 

 feeling irrelevant or diminished 

They escalate when they sense disrespect — even if unintended. 

They soften instantly when their status is acknowledged. 

With them, the how matters as much as the what. 

 

Script 9 — Negotiating with Different Personalities 

A practical script suite for tailoring your approach 

Each of these scripts is designed to meet the safety needs of a particular style. 

 

For the Dominant Logic Type (certainty-driven) 

“I see the logic — and there’s another piece of information we need to factor in.” 

This respects their intelligence while gently expanding the frame. 

 

For the Anxious Detail Type (threat-sensitive) 

“Let me walk you through it step by step. We’ll take our time.” 

This gives structure, predictability, and calm pacing. 

 

For the Harmony-Preserver (conflict avoidant) 

“I appreciate your cooperation — and I want to make sure we don’t lose your perspective.” 
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This provides reassurance while inviting contribution. 

 

For the Status-Invested Individual 

“Your expertise here is important. Can we build on your insight with a couple of other 

considerations?” 

This protects dignity and invites collaboration without confrontation. 

 

Why These Scripts Work — The Psychology Behind Them 

Each script targets the person’s primary fear and meets their primary need: 

 Dominant Logic: fear of “being wrong” → give competence-safety 

 Detail Type: fear of uncertainty → give clarity-safety 

 Harmony-Preserver: fear of conflict → give relational-safety 

 Status-Invested: fear of insignificance → give esteem-safety 

Safety is not a luxury in negotiation. It is the precondition for any movement toward resolution. 

 

Field Note — When Adjusting the Style Changed the Outcome 

During a three-way negotiation, an engineer (Dominant Logic Type) kept shutting down the 

conversation with rapid-fire reasoning. The project manager (Harmony-Preserver) grew quieter 

with every exchange, and the employer (Status-Invested) began escalating, interpreting the 

engineer’s tone as disrespect. 

The turning point came when I shifted my approach: 

To the engineer: 

“Your logic is solid — here’s one variable we haven’t included yet.” 

To the project manager: 

“I’d really value your view here. What’s your sense of this?” 

To the employer: 

“Given your experience, how would you shape the next step?” 

The room changed. 

The pace slowed. 

The defensiveness eased. 

And for the first time, everyone spoke from safety, not fear. 

The breakthrough had nothing to do with facts. 

It was style — not substance — that unlocked cooperation. 

 



Page 121 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

Exercise — The Personality Safety Audit 

Choose someone you regularly negotiate or collaborate with. 

For that person, write: 

1. Their likely safety style 

(Dominant Logic, Detail, Harmony, Status) 

2. Their core fear 

(appearing wrong / uncertainty / conflict / loss of standing) 

3. What calms them 

(respect, structure, warmth, recognition) 

4. What inflames them 

(challenge without safety, rapid pace, abrupt tone, status threat) 

5. One adjustment you can make in your next conversation 

(tone, pace, structure, phrasing) 

This simple audit can transform even the most difficult relationships. 

 

Closing Section — Flexibility Is Power 

The best negotiators do not overpower others. 

They do not demand conformity. 

They do not insist that everyone think, feel, or communicate like they do. 

The best negotiators vary themselves, not the other person. 

Flexibility is power — the ability to adjust tone, pace, structure, and framing to meet others 

where they feel psychologically safest. This is not compromise; it is intelligence. It is the art of 

ensuring that dignity, clarity, and collaboration remain possible even under pressure. 

In the next chapter, we turn to the relational glue that holds all negotiation together: trust — 

why it matters more than logic, and how to build or repair it when the stakes are high. 
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CHAPTER 17 — WHY TRUST MATTERS MORE THAN LOGIC 

(The psychological economy of trust) 

Trust is the currency of negotiation. 

Logic persuades the mind, but trust opens the mind. 

When trust is high, people interpret your words generously. 

When trust is low, they interpret the same words suspiciously. 

Where trust is high, small issues remain small. 

Where trust is low, small issues become symbolic battles — about respect, fairness, 

competence, or status. 

Trust determines not just what people hear, but how they hear it. 

This chapter explores why trust stabilises negotiation, why its absence destabilises everything, 

and how you can build (or rebuild) trust in practical, repeatable ways. 

 

Why Trust Makes Negotiation Easier 

Trust acts as a buffer against misunderstanding. 

It softens defensiveness, reduces escalation, and increases flexibility. When trust exists, people 

are more willing to: 

 disclose their actual needs, 

 accept uncomfortable truths, 

 acknowledge uncertainty, 

 compromise without humiliation, 

 remain open even when the topic is difficult. 

A negotiation without trust is hard labour. 

A negotiation with trust is cooperation. 

 

Framework 4 — THE TRUST EQUATION 

A four-part model for diagnosing and building trust 

Place this framework after the conceptual explanation of trust’s importance. 

Trust is built — or broken — through four psychological levers: 

 

1. Reliability — “Do you do what you say?” 

Predictability reduces fear. 

If you follow through consistently, people feel steadier. 

If you are late, vague, or inconsistent, they become guarded and rigid. 
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Reliability is the trust lever most often underestimated — and the one that changes everything. 

 

2. Competence — “Do you know what you’re doing?” 

Competence reduces anxiety. 

People relax when they believe you can handle the task. 

They tighten when they sense incompetence, inconsistency, or guesswork. 

Competence creates safety. 

Safety creates openness. 

 

3. Warmth — “Do you care about the impact on me?” 

Warmth reduces defensiveness. 

Warmth is conveyed through tone, curiosity, acknowledgment, and the absence of judgement. 

A small amount of warmth can lower the emotional temperature faster than a sophisticated 

argument. 

When people feel cared about, they stop preparing for harm. 

 

4. Integrity — “Do your actions match your values?” 

Integrity reduces suspicion. 

No negotiation survives perceived hypocrisy. 

When your behaviour aligns with your principles, trust increases. 

When it doesn’t, everything becomes fragile. 

Integrity is the silent backbone of cooperation. 

 

Together, these four levers create the Trust Equation — the psychological foundation upon 

which negotiation either succeeds or collapses. 

 

Script 10 — Rebuilding Trust After a Rupture 

A practical tool for repairing dignity without losing authority 

Purpose: Create a repair without humiliation or blame. 

Core Script: 

“I can see that things got off track earlier. I’d like us to reset. Here’s what I think happened 

— and here’s what I’d like to do differently going forward.” 

This is the calibrated reset that protects everyone’s dignity. 
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Alternative Versions 

More collaborative: 

“I think we both reacted quickly earlier. Would you be open to starting again?” 

More leadership tone: 

“Let’s acknowledge the bump. Here’s how we can move forward constructively.” 

 

Psychology Behind It 

This move works because it: 

 normalises rupture (“this happens”), 

 models humility without self-blame, 

 preserves dignity for both parties, 

 reduces shame (the driver of entrenched positions), 

 reopens the relational channel, 

 signals that cooperation is still possible. 

Repair is an essential negotiation skill — not an admission of weakness. 

 

Field Note — When Trust Changed the Entire Trajectory 

In one negotiation, two parties were arguing about a technical discrepancy. On paper, the issue 

was trivial. But the atmosphere was thick, brittle, and increasingly hostile. 

Midway through, the contractor said quietly: 

“The last time we raised concerns, you ignored us. We felt hung out to dry.” 

It wasn’t about the discrepancy at all. 

It was about broken trust. 

The employer paused and said: 

“You’re right. We should have handled that differently. Thank you for raising it. Let’s make sure 

we don’t repeat that mistake.” 

The shift was immediate. 

Posture softened. 

Hostility dissolved. 

Cooperation re-emerged. 

The technical problem didn’t change. 

The trust dynamic did. 

Trust — or its absence — determines the emotional physics of negotiation. 
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Exercise — The Trust Ledger 

Choose a relationship that matters professionally or personally. 

Create two columns: 

Deposits (behaviours that build trust) 

Examples: 

 following through 

 being on time 

 clarifying expectations 

 acknowledging effort 

 being transparent about uncertainty 

 apologising when necessary 

Withdrawals (behaviours that reduce trust) 

Examples: 

 cancelling without explanation 

 inconsistent communication 

 dismissive tone 

 defensiveness 

 avoiding accountability 

Now select three trust deposits you will use intentionally this week. 

Trust grows through repeated, observable behaviours — not declarations. 

 

Closing Section — Trust Turns Negotiation Into Cooperation 

Without trust, negotiation becomes friction: 

slow, effortful, and emotionally expensive. 

With trust, negotiation becomes forward movement: 

open, flexible, generous, and creative. 

Trust does not guarantee agreement. 

But its absence guarantees difficulty. 

To negotiate well is to understand the psychological economy of trust — how it is earned, how it 

is eroded, and how it can be rebuilt with dignity and care. 

In the next chapter, we turn to the final element of human-centred negotiation: repairing after 

rupture, and how to design conversations that restore dignity and allow relationships to move 

forward with renewed clarity. 
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CHAPTER 18 — HOW TO REPAIR AFTER A RUPTURE 

(Repairing relationships and re-opening dialogue) 

Every relationship ruptures. 

Every negotiation wobbles. 

Every professional conversation eventually hits a moment where tone sharpens, tension rises, 

or someone feels unseen, misunderstood, or disrespected — sometimes subtly, sometimes 

unmistakably. 

Rupture is not evidence of failure. 

It is evidence of humanity. 

What matters is not whether rupture occurs, but whether it is repaired — and how. 

Contrary to popular belief, most ruptures are not the result of wrongdoing. They emerge from 

misattunement: mismatched pacing, poorly timed emails, tone shifts, stress spillover, or 

interpretations that spiral before anyone realises what’s happening. 

Repair is a negotiation skill because repair restores: 

 safety, 

 dignity, and 

 trust, 

all of which are preconditions for meaningful dialogue. 

To repair well is to re-open the conversation that conflict has temporarily closed. 

This chapter teaches you to repair without sacrificing authority, integrity, or self-respect. 

 

Why Ruptures Occur Even in Good Relationships 

Rupture is baked into human communication. 

No matter how skilled you are, your timing will be off one day. Your tone will tighten. Their stress 

will collide with your stress. Something small will feel bigger than it should. A look, a pause, a 

misplaced certainty — these are the micro-errors of being alive. 

You cannot avoid rupture. 

But you can master repair. 

Rupture becomes damaging only when: 

 no one acknowledges it, 

 both parties blame the other, or 

 the relationship becomes progressively more cautious. 

Repair reverses all three. 
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Framework 5 — THE RUPTURE → REPAIR CYCLE 

A five-step relational recovery model 

Place this framework immediately after explaining why ruptures occur — it is the structural 

spine of the chapter. 

Repair involves five steps: 

 

1. Recognition 

The ability to notice the moment things went wrong. 

Signs include: 

 sudden silence, 

 defensiveness, 

 sarcasm, 

 increased formality, 

 withdrawal, 

 a shift in eye contact or posture, 

 a tightening of tone. 

Recognition is the hardest part because rupture often hides beneath content. 

You must catch the relational moment, not the technical one. 

 

2. Ownership 

Acknowledging your part — without over-apologising or collapsing. 

Ownership sounds like: 

 “I see where the tone shifted.” 

 “I may have come across more sharply than I intended.” 

 “Let me take responsibility for my part in that.” 

Ownership does not mean blame. 

It means leadership. 

 

3. Perspective-taking 

Showing you understand the impact on the other person, not just the event. 

Examples: 

 “I imagine that felt dismissive.” 

 “I can see how that might have landed poorly.” 
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 “It makes sense that this frustrated you.” 

Perspective-taking soothes the relational wound. 

 

4. Reset 

Inviting a restart without losing authority. 

This is where the conversation reopens. 

Examples: 

 “Shall we start again?” 

 “Let’s reset and pick this back up constructively.” 

 “I’d like to take another run at this, more calmly.” 

Resetting is not capitulation — it is emotional skill. 

 

5. Forward Plan 

Agreeing on concrete behaviours that prevent the rupture recurring. 

Examples: 

 “Let’s clarify expectations up front next time.” 

 “I’ll slow down — and let’s both ask for pauses when needed.” 

 “We’ll document the next steps so nothing gets lost.” 

A forward plan turns repair into progress. 

 

Script 11 — When You Need to Set a Boundary Without Creating a Fight 

Purpose: Protect your limits without aggression or withdrawal. 

Core Script: 

“I want to continue this conversation, but not in this tone. Let’s take a moment and come 

back to it calmly.” 

This is the boundary-setting equivalent of CPR: calm, precise, and life-preserving. 

 

Alternative Versions 

Softer: 

“I want to talk about this — just not like this. Can we reset?” 

More structured: 

“This conversation matters. I need the tone to shift so we can move forward.” 
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Psychology Behind It 

This boundary move works because it: 

 protects dignity for both sides, 

 avoids shaming the other person, 

 prevents the fight-or-flight spiral, 

 signals respect and firmness, 

 restores psychological safety, 

 models emotional regulation in real time. 

Boundaries are not barriers — they are conditions for constructive dialogue. 

 

Field Note — When a Small Repair Saved the Entire Negotiation 

In one negotiation, a subcontractor abruptly withdrew into silence after an exchange with the 

employer. Nothing overt had happened — the employer had merely corrected a detail. But the 

subcontractor’s posture shifted, his face tightened, and the air went brittle. 

I intervened gently: 

“I think we may have just hit a moment. Can we pause and reset so everyone feels heard?” 

The subcontractor exhaled, visibly relieved. 

The employer nodded, surprised but appreciative. 

We reset. 

The tension dissolved. 

The conversation reopened. 

The repair took ten seconds. 

It saved two hours. 

Rupture is inevitable. 

Repair is optional — and transformative. 

 

Exercise — The Reset Rehearsal 

Choose a recent rupture (even a small one) and complete the following: 

1. Identify the rupture moment. 

What exactly shifted? Tone? Pace? Assumption? Silence? 

2. Write a one-sentence ownership line. 

“I can see I came across abruptly there.” 

3. Write a reset sentence. 

“Let’s take a moment and start again.” 
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4. Write a forward-facing plan. 

“Next time, I’ll check in before we move to solutions.” 

This exercise builds the muscle memory for real-world repair. 

 

Closing Section — Repair Is Not Weakness 

Repair is strength. 

Repair is maturity. 

Repair is a sign that you value the relationship — and the negotiation — enough to restore safety 

before proceeding. 

Only insecure negotiators avoid repair. 

Skilled negotiators move toward it. 

Repair signals confidence, dignity, and emotional intelligence. It restores connection, regulates 

threat, and opens the door to shared problem-solving. 

Rupture happens. 

Repair is a choice. 

And choosing repair is one of the most powerful negotiation moves you can make. 
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CHAPTER 19 — WHEN TO WALK AWAY 

(The Negotiation Skill Few People Teach) 

Not every negotiation should continue. 

Not every relationship can be repaired. 

Not every conflict deserves your energy, and not every situation allows for safety, dignity, or 

fairness. 

Walking away is not a failure of negotiation. 

It is a form of negotiation — with yourself, with the reality of the situation, and with what 

continued engagement would cost. 

Most people don’t walk away because they believe they shouldn’t. They believe they owe more 

effort, more patience, more adaptability. They imagine that “good communicators” can always 

rehabilitate a conversation. But that belief is quietly corrosive. 

There are moments when walking away is not avoidance — 

it is wisdom. 

Moments when the cost of continuing outweighs the possibility of progress. 

Moments when protecting yourself, your team, or your organisation requires stepping back 

rather than stepping in. 

This chapter clarifies what those moments look and feel like. 

 

1. When Safety Is Compromised 

Psychological or physical safety is the foundation of all negotiation. 

Without it, nothing productive can happen. 

Walk away when: 

 you feel intimidated, belittled, or demeaned 

 the other party is punitive rather than principled 

 emotions have escalated beyond what can be grounded safely 

 someone’s dignity is no longer protected 

Safety is not negotiable. 

 

2. When Trust Cannot Be Repaired 

Trust can withstand rupture — but not erosion. 

Walk away when: 

 repairs are repeatedly undone, 

 commitments are consistently broken, 

 truth is optional for the other party, 
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 you must sacrifice integrity to remain involved. 

Negotiation requires trust. 

If trust becomes impossible, negotiation becomes unreasonable. 

 

3. When Values Are Misaligned 

You can negotiate needs. 

You cannot negotiate someone else’s values into alignment with your own. 

Walk away when: 

 fairness means something fundamentally different to each side 

 the other party seeks advantage, not resolution 

 integrity is not a shared currency 

Value collisions don’t resolve — they reveal. 

 

4. When the Cost of Staying Exceeds the Benefit of Resolving 

Negotiation is a resource: time, energy, emotion, reputation. 

Walk away when: 

 the effort required outweighs the outcome possible 

 continuing the discussion damages morale or wellbeing 

 staying compromises your clarity or judgment 

 the dispute is consuming more life than it is worth 

A good negotiator evaluates cost, not just principle. 

 

5. When Your Boundary Is Repeatedly Crossed 

A single boundary violation is a rupture. 

A repeated boundary violation is information. 

Walk away when: 

 the other party disregards your stated limits 

 the tone remains hostile despite resets 

 your presence in the conversation is used against you 

Boundaries do not require justification. 

They require recognition — and if that recognition isn’t forthcoming, withdrawal is the 

appropriate response. 
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What Walking Away Looks Like (Behaviourally) 

It is calm, intentional, and dignified: 

 You slow the tempo before exiting. 

 You restate your boundary once, cleanly. 

 You acknowledge the break without blame. 

 You propose a time or condition for potential re-engagement. 

 You leave without escalation. 

Walking away is a controlled retreat, not a collapse. 

 

What Walking Away Feels Like (Internally) 

It feels like: 

 relief mixed with uncertainty, 

 clarity mixed with grief, 

 self-respect overriding self-judgment, 

 strength masquerading as hesitation. 

Most people expect walking away to feel triumphant. 

It usually feels uncomfortable — which is how you know it’s the right choice. 

 

Script: A Respectful Exit Line 

“I don’t think this conversation is constructive in its current form. 

I’m going to pause here. 

I’m open to returning to it when we can engage differently.” 

or 

“I need to step away from this for now. 

Continuing would compromise what we’re trying to achieve.” 

or, organisationally: 

“Given the repeated misalignment in expectations, we need to reconsider our 

involvement. We’re open to re-engagement under clearer conditions.” 

 

Closing Section — Walking Away Is a Negotiation with Reality 

Staying is not inherently noble. 

Leaving is not inherently failure. 

Walking away is choosing the conditions that protect your clarity, your integrity, your dignity, 

and the people who rely on you. 
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It is the final boundary. 

The final repair — with yourself. 

The final negotiation — of what you are willing to carry. 

After mastering self-awareness, de-escalation, needs-based negotiation, trust-building, and 

repair, you now have the last piece: 

the wisdom to know when the negotiation itself must end. 

 

SIDEBAR — The Myth of Endless Negotiation 

(Why more effort isn’t always better effort) 

There is a quiet myth that circulates in professional settings: 

that skilled communicators can resolve anything if they just try hard enough. 

More empathy. 

More patience. 

More listening. 

More reframing. 

More self-regulation. 

More scripts. 

More “being the bigger person.” 

But negotiation is not an endurance sport. 

No amount of technique compensates for a situation that is structurally unresolvable or 

personally unsafe. 

Endless negotiation is a trap for three reasons: 

1. It Confuses Capability with Responsibility 

Just because you can keep negotiating does not mean you should. 

Skills do not create obligation. 

Your competence is not an invitation for others to behave badly. 

2. It Leads to Diminishing Returns 

Past a certain point, each additional minute spent negotiating adds more exhaustion than 

progress. 

When the emotional or organisational cost outweighs the possible benefit, continued 

engagement becomes counterproductive. 

3. It Masks Power Imbalances 

People who are willing to negotiate endlessly often do so because they believe stopping would 

be unkind, unprofessional, or unfair. 

People who refuse to negotiate in good faith rely on exactly that. 

Endless negotiation enables dysfunction. 

Healthy negotiation has boundaries, clarity, and endpoints. 

The myth says: 

“If you were good enough, calm enough, patient enough — you could fix this.” 
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Reality says: 

“Skill has limits, and wisdom knows where they are.” 

Sometimes the most sophisticated negotiation move is the one that ends the negotiation: 

a clear line, a dignified pause, or a firm exit. 

Not everything can be solved by staying in the room. 

And knowing when to leave is not failure — 

it is mastery. 
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PART IV — CLOSING REFLECTION 

Negotiation is not the art of winning. 

It is the art of understanding what people need — including yourself — and helping the 

conversation move there with clarity, respect, and intention. 

But negotiation also has boundaries. 

You can listen deeply, uncover needs, repair ruptures, adapt your style, and build trust — and 

still reach a moment where continuing the conversation is no longer wise, safe, or fair. 

The final lesson of negotiation is not how to stay in the room, but how to know when the room 

is no longer the right place to be. 

Part IV has shown you five truths: 

1. People rarely fight about what they say they’re fighting about. Beneath the surface 

issue lies the human issue — and beneath that lies the identity issue. 

2. Collaboration is engineered, not accidental. Shared purpose, psychological safety, 

and the right questions can turn adversaries into allies. 

3. Different personalities require different kinds of safety. Flexibility is not compromise; 

it is precision. 

4. Trust is the currency of movement. Without it, even simple conversations become 

heavy. 

5. Rupture is inevitable — and repair is possible. Knowing how to reset creates dignity 

and stability. 

And finally: 

6. Sometimes the wisest negotiation move is to walk away. 

Not out of defeat, but out of self-respect, clarity, and protection — for yourself, for 

others, or for your organisation. 

Walking away is not failure. 

It is boundary, discernment, and courage. 

Part V moves from individuals to systems. But carry this lesson with you: 

Resolution is not always found by holding on. 

Sometimes it is found by knowing when to let go. 

 

TOOLKIT CARD — PART IV 

Negotiating Needs: Moving Conversations Toward Resolution 

(And Knowing When Not to Continue) 

Use this when you want clarity, cooperation, and forward movement — or when you need to 

assess whether continuing is wise. 
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1. THE CORE QUESTION TRIAD 

These three questions reveal more than any strategy: 

1. “What matters most to you?” 

2. “What are you worried might happen?” 

3. “What would you need for this to feel fair?” 

Together they uncover values, fears, and identity sensitivities. 

They turn positions into human needs. 

This triad resolves 70% of disputes. 

 

2. THE NEEDS MAP 

Positions are the wrapper; needs are the content. 

Identify four layers: 

 Position — what they say they want 

 Interest — why they want it 

 Fear — what they’re protecting 

 Identity — who they want to be in the story 

The negotiation lives in the bottom two layers. 

 

3. SHARED GOAL STATEMENT 

Create instant collaboration: 

“It sounds like we both want a fair, workable outcome. Let’s build from that.” 

This reframes the conversation from adversarial → cooperative. 

It restores dignity and alignment. 

 

4. QUESTIONS THAT OPEN, NOT CLOSE 

Use questions that invite reflection rather than trigger defence: 

 “What outcome would you feel comfortable standing over?” 

 “What’s the smallest step that moves this forward?” 

 “What would make this feel reasonable to you?” 

Curiosity softens the ground beneath conflict. 

 

5. PERSONALITY-SPECIFIC MOVES 

Match your approach to their safety style: 
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 Dominant Types 

“Your logic makes sense — here’s another factor.” 

 Detail-Heavy Types 

“Let’s go step by step.” 

 Harmony-Preservers 

“Your view matters — I’d like to hear it.” 

 Status-Sensitive Individuals 

“Your expertise is valuable. Build on this with me?” 

Flexibility is not weakness. It is precision. 

 

6. KNOWING WHEN TO WALK AWAY 

Negotiation has limits. 

Walk away when: 

 safety is compromised, 

 trust cannot be rebuilt, 

 values fundamentally diverge, 

 the emotional or organisational cost is too high, 

 your boundary is repeatedly crossed, or 

 continuing requires self-betrayal. 

Walk away calmly, clearly, and with dignity: 

“This conversation isn’t constructive in its current form. 

I’m stepping back. I’m open to returning when we can engage differently.” 

Walking away is not defeat. 

It is intelligent boundary-setting. 

 

7. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

Negotiate needs, not positions. 

Protect dignity, not ego. 

And remember that sometimes the most powerful negotiation move is knowing when not to 

negotiate at all. 

 

EXERCISES 

Practice — The Needs Beneath the Positions 

Choose a recent disagreement and map: 

1. Their stated position 

2. What they fear 
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3. What they need 

4. What they are trying to protect 

Needs melt rigidity. 

 

Practice — The Identity Sensitivity Map 

Write: 

 What identity you want to preserve (competent, fair, respected) 

 What identity the other person is defending 

 How to speak in a way that protects both identities 

Negotiation succeeds when dignity is preserved. 

 

Field Note — The Contractor Whose Real Issue Was Respect 

A contractor escalated a dispute over a £4,500 variation — far less than the legal and emotional 

cost of continuing the fight. 

When asked: 

“What matters most to you here?” 

he replied instantly: 

“Being taken seriously.” 

Once respect was acknowledged — 

“Your expertise is clear; we value the quality of what you’ve done.” 

— the dispute dissolved within minutes. 

Some negotiations move when the money does. 

Most move when the meaning does. 

 

Try This — The Question That Reveals Everything 

Use when a conversation feels stuck: 

“What outcome would feel fair to you — and why?” 

This reveals need, values, fear, identity, and relational meaning — all in one move. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 

 

 

 



Page 140 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

Part V — Beyond Individuals: Cultures, Systems, and Organisational 

Conflict 

Human behaviour does not occur in a vacuum. 

Even the most self-aware, skilled, and well-intentioned individuals are shaped — and 

sometimes distorted — by the systems they inhabit. A respectful person in a fearful organisation 

becomes cautious. A thoughtful person in a chaotic culture becomes defensive. A cooperative 

person in an inconsistent environment becomes frustrated or withdrawn. 

Part V explores this wider landscape: the organisational forces that quietly sculpt conflict long 

before individuals enter the room. If Parts I–IV showed how minds, emotions, and interactions 

create tension, this Part shows how systems multiply it. 

Many of the disputes we see in professional life are not the product of difficult personalities, but 

of difficult environments — cultures where expectations are unclear, incentives compete, 

safety is fragile, and communication is shaped more by survival instinct than by collaboration. 

This Part helps you see conflict as an ecosystem rather than an event. 

You will learn: 

 Organisational Psychology — how incentives, ambiguity, and psychological climate 

predict behaviour more reliably than personality traits. 

 Toxic Cultures & Safety — how fear, inconsistency, and communication overload 

create environments where trust collapses and conflict flourishes. 

 Destructive Abundance — why success, scale, and distance breed dysfunction as 

surely as scarcity does. 

 Group Behaviour — how conformity pressure, status dynamics, identity splitting, and 

emotional contagion shape meetings, teams, and collective decisions. 

Here you will encounter concepts like micro-toxic behaviours, systemic rupture points, and 

cascading dysfunction — not as abstract theory, but through practical frameworks, leader 

scripts, and field observations drawn from real disputes. 

The goal of Part V is not to blame organisations, but to reveal their influence. 

Because when leaders and teams understand the systems they operate in, they can redesign 

them: creating clarity where there is confusion, fairness where there is inconsistency, safety 

where there is silence, and alignment where there is drift. 

People shape conflict. 

But systems amplify it. 

Part V shows you how to read those systems — and how to lead within them — so that conflict 

becomes manageable, predictable, and preventable rather than inevitable. 
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CHAPTER 20 — ORGANISATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

(How systems shape behaviour more than personality does) 

If there is one lesson organisations consistently teach, it is this: people are not the problem 

nearly as often as the system is. Yet when conflict arises, what do we instinctively do? We look 

for the difficult individual, the incompetent manager, the awkward personality, the 

uncooperative team. We point at the person standing closest to the smoke and assume they 

must be holding the match. 

But systems are the invisible stage on which all behaviour plays out. They shape norms, 

incentives, fears, expectations, interpretations — and ultimately, conflict. Put the most 

collaborative, generous, emotionally balanced human being into a chaotic system and you can 

watch them become cautious, defensive, territorial, and exhausted. Place even the most 

challenging personality into a structure that is fair, predictable, and transparent, and you may be 

surprised at how constructive they suddenly appear. 

Organisations are not neutral containers. They sculpt behaviour. They send psychological 

cues about what is safe and unsafe, valued and devalued, rewarded and punished. They make 

certain behaviours likely and others nearly impossible. 

In adjudication, I regularly encounter disputes that appear to be about defects, delays, or 

money — but which, on closer inspection, are actually the predictable outcome of the 

incentives, pressures, or silences built into the organisation itself. A culture that rewards 

compliance but punishes candour will always get late warnings. A system that encourages 

firefighting but not planning will always get emergencies. A team with mutually incompatible 

goals will always get conflict; not because people lack ability or goodwill, but because the 

system forced them into collision. 

When a system requires people to choose between honesty and survival, conflict is not an 

accident — it is an inevitability. 

This chapter explores how systems quietly sculpt human behaviour, why organisational conflict 

is so often structural rather than personal, and how leaders can diagnose and redesign the 

environments that produce the very disputes they are trying to avoid. 

 

The Organisational Illusion 

The most enduring illusion in organisational life is that behaviour reflects character. That if 

someone is evasive, they are “being difficult”; if someone is silent, they are “not contributing”; if 

someone is resistant, they are “anti-change”. 

But people behave as their environment allows. 

If you want to understand behaviour, start with the system. 

 

The Three Lenses of Organisational Behaviour 

Nearly everything people do inside an organisation can be understood through three structural 

forces: 



Page 142 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

1. Behavioural Incentives 

2. Process & Predictability 

3. Psychological Safety 

Taken together, these three lenses explain far more organisational conflict than personality 

traits ever will. 

 

LENS 1 — Behavioural Incentives 

What the system rewards, tolerates, or punishes. 

Behaviour follows incentives — spoken and unspoken. You can write all the values statements 

you want, but people will behave according to what is truly rewarded, not what is rhetorically 

encouraged. 

Danger Signs 

 Rewarding output but punishing uncertainty 

 Celebrating heroics, ignoring planning 

 Promotions based on politics, not competence 

 The classic: “Don’t bring me problems — bring solutions.” 

When incentives reward compliance rather than accuracy, silence becomes rational. When 

incentives reward speed over thought, errors become normal. When incentives reward the 

appearance of progress, honesty becomes dangerous. 

Field Note — Incentives in Disguise 

In a dispute over “poor reporting”, the real issue turned out to be a senior leader who publicly 

praised teams that delivered “good news” and privately criticised those who raised risks early. 

The system didn’t want transparency — it wanted reassurance. The conflict wasn’t about 

communication; it was about survival. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s be explicit about the behaviours we want to reward, and ensure they align with the 

outcomes we’re asking for.” 

 

LENS 2 — Process & Predictability 

Ambiguous processes create chaos, blame, and fear. 

People don’t resist accountability; they resist confusion. Ambiguity is one of the most reliable 

precursors to conflict because it forces people to improvise — and improvisation creates 

contradictions, misunderstandings, and defensive reactions. 

Danger Signs 

 No agreed decision-making pathway 
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 Arbitrary exceptions that benefit insiders 

 “Shadow processes” everyone follows but no one names 

 Constantly shifting expectations 

When processes are unclear, people spend more time guessing than doing. When processes 

are inconsistent, people spend more time defending than improving. 

Field Note — The Hidden Process 

I once mediated a dispute where two teams blamed each other for missed deadlines. It turned 

out there were three different versions of “the process”: the official one, the unofficial one, and 

the one actually used under pressure. Conflict wasn’t born of incompetence — it was born of 

ambiguity. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s slow down and document the actual process, not the assumed one. Confusion is 

conflict’s favourite habitat.” 

 

LENS 3 — Psychological Safety 

People behave defensively when they feel unsafe. 

Safety is the largest predictor of whether people speak up, collaborate, take responsibility, or 

hide. When psychological safety is low, behaviour changes dramatically: energy narrows, risk-

taking disappears, and conflict becomes covert rather than overt. 

Danger Signs 

 Silence in meetings 

 Blame language 

 Defensive emails 

 High turnover among high performers 

 “We told them, but no one listened” whispered in corridors 

When safety is low, truth travels underground. 

Field Note — The Silence That Wasn’t Agreement 

In one conflict, I noticed a team that agreed to everything in meetings but delivered very little 

afterwards. The issue wasn’t disengagement — it was fear. Speaking honestly was too risky, so 

silence became strategy. The conflict emerged only later, disguised as performance failure. 

Leader Script 

“No one is penalised for raising concerns. If something feels unsafe, I want to know before it 

becomes a dispute.” 
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Putting the Lenses Together: A Diagnostic Approach 

When conflict arises, the question is not: 

“Who is behaving badly?” 

but rather: 

“What system makes this behaviour make sense?” 

People adapt to survive their environment. The environment rarely adapts to suit their best 

qualities — unless leaders make that possible. 

 

Organisational Scenario — The Deadline Spiral 

A team repeatedly misses deadlines. Leaders assume incompetence or laziness. But through 

the Three Lenses, a different story appears: 

Lens 1 — Incentives 

Compliance, not accuracy, is rewarded. The unspoken rule is: 

“Say yes — even if the timeline is impossible.” 

Lens 2 — Process 

There is no shared or documented timeline process. Each team interprets dates differently. 

Lens 3 — Safety 

Challenging unrealistic expectations is risky. People avoid appearing “difficult” or “negative”. 

Diagnosis: 

The issue is systemic, not behavioural. 

The team is not failing; the system is failing them. 

 

Preventative Structure — The Three-Step Reset 

1. Define behaviours: 

Reward early risk-raising, not silent compliance. 

2. Clarify processes: 

Create a visible, mutually owned timeline pathway. 

3. Establish a safety charter: 

Make speaking up a valued, protected behaviour. 

Systemic clarity creates behavioural clarity. 

 

Closing Section — Conflict Is Systemic Before It Is Personal 

When we blame individuals, we fix nothing. 

When we fix the system, individuals often flourish. 
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Most organisational disputes are not the result of malice, incompetence, or personality flaws. 

They are the logical output of incentives, processes, and climates that make certain behaviours 

inevitable. 

The task of leadership — and the work of this chapter — is to see the system beneath the 

behaviour, and redesign it so that collaboration becomes the path of least resistance. 

 

Narrative Bridge: From Organisational Psychology → Toxic Cultures & Safety 

Understanding organisational behaviour begins with recognising that systems shape people far 

more reliably than people shape systems. But not all systems merely influence behaviour. 

Some distort it. 

When incentives misalign, processes confuse, and psychological safety erodes, the 

environment begins to generate conflict on its own. Misunderstandings spread more quickly, 

small issues acquire emotional weight, and individuals adapt by withdrawing, defending, or 

masking the truth. Over time, what began as structural noise hardens into something more 

corrosive: a culture of fear, inconsistency, and silence. 

This is the threshold where an organisation stops being merely inefficient and becomes toxic — 

not because the people within it lack skill or goodwill, but because the system asks them to 

survive conditions that punish honesty, clarity, and vulnerability. 

Chapter 21 explores what happens when psychological safety collapses, fear becomes 

habitual, and the cost of telling the truth outweighs the cost of delay or dysfunction. If Chapter 

20 explained how systems shape behaviour, Chapter 21 explains what happens when the 

system goes wrong — and how leaders can repair a culture before conflict becomes its defining 

feature. 

 

LEADER’S DIAGNOSTIC WORKSHEET 

Using the Three Lenses of Organisational Behaviour 

A practical assessment tool for identifying systemic sources of conflict 

Use this worksheet during team reviews, leadership meetings, conflict debriefs, or any moment 

when behaviour seems irrational, entrenched, or unexpectedly defensive. 

It is intentionally simple: the goal is not analysis paralysis but actionable clarity. 

 

LENS 1 — BEHAVIOURAL INCENTIVES 

What behaviours are rewarded, tolerated, or punished? 

A. Quick Indicators 

Tick all that apply: 

□ People say “yes” to unrealistic expectations 

□ Risks are raised late or not at all 

□ Heroics are praised more than planning 

□ Visibility > substance (politics rewarded) 
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□ Bad news is softened, delayed, or buried 

□ People optimise for looking good, not doing good 

B. Leadership Reflection Questions 

 What behaviours do we actually reward here — not what we say we reward? 

 What behaviours seem to flourish despite being undesirable? 

 What behaviours disappear because they feel unsafe or unrewarded? 

 What would employees say they “must do to survive”? 

C. System Reset Prompts 

 Which incentives need to change to promote honesty, accuracy, and collaboration? 

 How can we reward risk-raising rather than compliance? 

 

LENS 2 — PROCESS & PREDICTABILITY 

How clear, consistent, and transparent are the pathways people use to work? 

A. Quick Indicators 

Tick all that apply: 

□ We have “shadow processes” known only to insiders 

□ Different people follow different steps for the same task 

□ Expectations shift mid-project 

□ Decisions are made informally, undone formally 

□ There is no shared method for prioritising or escalating 

□ Staff guess how something should be done 

B. Leadership Reflection Questions 

 Where do people routinely need to “figure it out themselves”? 

 Which processes cause repeated frustration, duplication, or rework? 

 How often do decisions depend on who you ask rather than the procedure? 

 Where does ambiguity create avoidable pressure? 

C. System Reset Prompts 

 Which processes must be clarified, documented, or standardised? 

 How can we reduce exceptions that erode trust and fairness? 
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LENS 3 — PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY 

Do people feel safe to speak up, ask questions, raise concerns, or offer dissent? 

A. Quick Indicators 

Tick all that apply: 

□ Meetings are quiet, not collaborative 

□ People privately express concerns they won’t voice publicly 

□ Defensive emails escalate small issues 

□ Mistakes are punished, not examined 

□ Feedback only travels upward when sanitised 

□ High performers leave quietly 

B. Leadership Reflection Questions 

 What do people fear losing by speaking openly? 

 When someone disagrees with leadership, what typically happens? 

 Do junior staff challenge unrealistic requests — or absorb them silently? 

 What topics feel “undiscussable”? 

C. System Reset Prompts 

 How can we explicitly protect dissent without undermining authority? 

 What rituals or norms could normalise honest conversation? 

 

Bringing the Lenses Together: The Leader’s One-Page Review 

1. Which lens explains most of the current tension? 

☐ Incentives 

☐ Process 

☐ Psychological Safety 

☐ A combination 

2. What behaviour seems irrational — and what system makes it rational? 

(Write 2–3 sentences.) 

3. What single change would remove the greatest amount of friction? 

(Rewrite one incentive, one process, or one safety cue.) 

4. What behaviour would emerge if the system were redesigned? 

(Describe the desired behavioural shift.) 

 

Leader’s Closing Insight 

People are not unpredictable. Systems are. 

When leaders change the environment, people change naturally. 
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CHAPTER 21 — TOXIC CULTURES & SAFETY 

(Why bad systems create predictable conflict) 

Toxic cultures do not begin with villains. 

They begin with fear, uncertainty, and inconsistency — the three quiet architects of 

organisational dysfunction. 

A toxic culture is not defined by shouting, blame, or chaos (though those may eventually 

appear). It is defined by something far more subtle and far more corrosive: a system in which 

people no longer feel safe telling the truth. 

Once that psychological safety collapses, everything else becomes distortion. 

Small problems are hidden. 

Communication becomes defensive. 

Teams turn inward and compete for protection rather than progress. 

Leaders operate on increasingly fictional information. 

And the cost of honesty becomes higher than the cost of silence. 

The tragedy is that toxic cultures rarely start with malice. They start with good intentions: 

“Keep the client happy.” 

“Protect the brand.” 

“Avoid blame.” 

But these intentions, left unchecked, calcify into environments where trust collapses, reality 

becomes negotiable, and conflict blooms predictably. 

This chapter examines the structural components of toxic systems, how to see the early signals, 

and how leaders can rebuild clarity, safety, and dignity — not by fixing people, but by fixing the 

environment that shapes them. 

 

Opening Story — The Team That Stopped Speaking Up 

They were technically gifted, highly conscientious, and deeply committed to delivering excellent 

work. Yet every project they touched seemed to drift into crisis. Problems emerged too late. 

Deadlines slipped quietly before finally collapsing. Meetings were polite but unproductive. No 

one challenged unrealistic expectations; no one admitted uncertainty; no one asked for help 

until the situation had already deteriorated. 

On paper, it looked like incompetence. 

In practice, it was fear. 

Years earlier, a single high-profile mistake had led to a very public dressing-down of a junior 

member. The message spread quickly: errors are dangerous; visibility is dangerous; honesty is 

dangerous. 

The team adapted. They became careful, silent, and self-protecting. By the time the 

organisation noticed the widening cracks in performance, the culture had already solidified: 

speak up and be shamed; stay quiet and survive. 

The problem wasn’t the people. It was the climate they were breathing. 
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What Toxicity Really Is 

Toxic cultures are not about “bad people” behaving badly. 

They are about predictable structural pressures that quietly train people into defensiveness 

and silence. 

Three forces tend to dominate: 

1. When fear replaces curiosity 

2. When uncertainty replaces clarity 

3. When inconsistency replaces fairness 

And together, they generate a fourth force: noise — the fog that fills the space when 

communication becomes chaotic, reactive, and overloaded. 

This combination is organisational quicksand. Once a culture slips into it, conflict becomes 

inevitable. 

 

Framework 2: The 4 Elements of a Toxic System 

Toxic environments arise not from personality flaws but from structural conditions. 

Understanding them gives leaders a precise map of what must be repaired. 

 

1. FEAR 

Fear of blame, exposure, or punishment for honesty. 

Fear is the death of psychological safety. It alters behaviour instantly: people hide small issues, 

soften bad news, and minimise risk-taking. Creativity disappears. Collaboration fractures. Every 

conversation becomes an exercise in self-protection. 

Danger Signs 

 People hiding minor errors 

 A culture of “Don’t escalate this unless you have to” 

 Defensive or overly detailed emails 

 Closed-door meetings replacing open discussion 

Why It Creates Conflict 

Fear turns communication into strategy rather than information. 

People speak to protect themselves, not to advance the work. 

Leader Script 

“Mistakes are data, not failures. Let’s understand what happened rather than assign fault.” 
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2. UNCERTAINTY 

When expectations are unclear, people default to self-protection. 

Humans cope poorly with ambiguity. When roles, goals, or accountabilities are unclear, people 

stop collaborating and start guarding their territory. Uncertainty always multiplies conflict 

because everyone creates their own version of reality — and those versions inevitably clash. 

Danger Signs 

 Role confusion 

 Vague or shifting accountability 

 Ad hoc requests that create panic 

 Constantly changing priorities 

Why It Creates Conflict 

Ambiguity makes alignment impossible. 

Misunderstandings become routine; blame fills the gaps. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s define who owns what, and how we’ll know when it’s done.” 

 

3. INCONSISTENCY 

When the rules change depending on who asks or who is involved. 

Inconsistent systems create learned helplessness. People stop trusting the process and start 

managing the personalities. Fairness becomes subjective; cynicism spreads; emotions rise. 

Danger Signs 

 Favouritism (perceived or real) 

 Arbitrary decisions 

 Rules enforced selectively 

 Leaders contradicting one another 

Why It Creates Conflict 

Inconsistency fuels resentment. 

People fight for what feels “owed,” not what is agreed. 

Leader Script 

“Our decisions must be principled, not personalised. Here is the standard we will apply 

consistently.” 
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4. NOISE 

Overload, contradictions, and communication fog. 

Noise makes it impossible to know what matters. When communication is constant but 

unclear, people become overwhelmed, stressed, and error-prone. Noise also drives emotional 

contagion: the more chaotic the inputs, the more reactive the outputs. 

Danger Signs 

 Excessive meetings 

 Too many emails with unclear action points 

 Competing instructions from different leaders 

 Decision fatigue 

Why It Creates Conflict 

Noise creates confusion; confusion creates defensiveness. 

People cannot perform well when their cognitive bandwidth is spent on deciphering 

instructions. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s reduce noise by deciding the minimum effective communication needed.” 

 

Field Notes — Micro-Toxic Behaviours in Action 

The Quiet Panic 

A senior leader’s habit of publicly questioning timelines caused teams to pad every estimate. 

What looked like inefficiency was actually self-protection. 

The Vanishing Voices 

In one organisation, junior staff rarely spoke in meetings. The reason: a single sarcastic 

comment from a director two years earlier. The silence wasn’t apathy; it was conditioning. 

The Email Avalanche 

A well-meaning manager who cc’d everyone on everything created unmanageable inbox noise. 

The conflict that emerged later wasn’t about task ownership — it was about cognitive overload. 

 

Organisational Scenario — The Culture Where No One Spoke Up 

On the surface, the problem was simple: junior staff refused to raise issues early. But applying 

the four elements revealed a deeper pattern: 

 Fear: mistakes resulted in public shaming. 

 Uncertainty: tasks were assigned vaguely, with shifting criteria for “acceptable work.” 

 Inconsistency: leaders alternated between micromanagement and absence. 
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 Noise: excessive emails and meetings left no space for reflection or clarity. 

The juniors weren’t disengaged — they were navigating a system designed to punish honesty 

and reward invisibility. 

 

Preventative Structure — Rebuilding Safety from the Ground Up 

1. The Psychological Safety Charter 

A short, explicit agreement within every team: 

 No shaming 

 No punitive responses to raised concerns 

 Curiosity over certainty 

 Mistakes treated as learning, not liability 

2. The Transparency Protocol 

Clear, documented pathways for: 

 decision-making 

 escalation 

 roles and responsibilities 

 who needs to be involved, and when 

When safety and transparency rise, toxicity dissipates. 

 

Closing Section — Safety Is the Foundation 

Goodwill cannot survive a toxic system. 

Talent cannot thrive in a culture governed by fear. 

And conflict cannot be reduced unless people feel psychologically secure enough to speak 

truthfully, listen openly, and take interpersonal risks. 

Safety is not a “soft” cultural add-on. 

It is the infrastructure of collaboration, the precondition for trust, and the soil in which all 

productive behaviour grows. 

If Chapter 20 taught us that systems shape behaviour, this chapter shows us what happens 

when that shaping force becomes corrosive — and how leaders can restore cultures where 

honesty is safe, alignment is possible, and conflict need not become inevitable. 

 

From Toxic Cultures → Destructive Abundance 

Toxic cultures are easy to spot once they fully form: fear becomes habitual, inconsistency 

becomes normal, and silence becomes the primary coping strategy. But not every dysfunctional 
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system is driven by fear or pressure. Some are weakened by something far less obvious — and 

far more surprising. 

Success. 

While toxic cultures collapse under the weight of fear, other organisations drift into dysfunction 

under the weight of abundance: too much growth, too many layers, too many priorities, too 

many assumptions of competence. Where toxic cultures shrink human behaviour, abundant 

cultures inflate it — enlarging distance, dulling awareness, and eroding alignment. 

The result is a slower, subtler kind of decay. 

Not a culture of fear, but a culture of drift. 

Not silence born of danger, but silence born of complacency. 

Not conflict driven by threat, but conflict driven by distance — between leaders and reality, 

between teams and purpose, between success and the conditions required to sustain it. 

If Chapter 21 explored how toxicity emerges from pressure, Chapter 22 explores how 

dysfunction emerges from prosperity — and why organisations at their most successful are 

often at their most vulnerable. 

Destructive abundance is the paradox of thriving companies that slowly lose touch with 

themselves. And, as the next chapter reveals, the consequences for conflict, culture, and 

decision-making are profound. 
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CHAPTER 22 — DESTRUCTIVE ABUNDANCE 

(Why success, comfort, and distance breed conflict) 

When organisations struggle, we instinctively look for scarcity: 

too little time, too few resources, too much pressure. 

But many conflicts arise not from scarcity — 

but from abundance. 

Abundance of success. 

Abundance of layers. 

Abundance of assumptions. 

Abundance of confidence that what once worked will continue to work. 

As organisations grow, something subtle and predictable happens: 

the more successful they become, the less accurately they understand themselves. 

They accumulate distance — psychological, informational, cultural. 

Distance becomes drift. 

Drift becomes values decay. 

Values decay becomes dysfunction. 

Dysfunction becomes conflict. 

This chapter explores how abundance can be as corrosive as scarcity, why thriving companies 

can slide into high-conflict cultures without noticing, and how leaders can reconnect their 

systems to reality before misalignment becomes crisis. 

 

Opening Observation — When Success Quietly Changes Behaviour 

Success changes organisations in three quiet ways: 

1. It breeds confidence — which can harden into overconfidence. 

2. It expands structure — which can mutate into bureaucracy. 

3. It distances leaders from the everyday work — which can erode awareness. 

None of this happens dramatically. 

There is no single turning point, no crisis that marks the transition. 

The shift is incremental, almost invisible. 

In adjudication, I often see organisations with prestigious reputations, strong financials, and 

enviable portfolios — all while internally, miscommunication, territorialism, and burnout have 

become normalised. Their leaders are stunned when disputes arise: 

“How did this happen? We’re doing better than ever.” 

The answer is simple: 

success masked the early warning signs. 

Which brings us to the core mechanism of this chapter. 
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Framework 3 — The Abundance Spiral 

When organisations grow — in wealth, size, information, or reputation — they accumulate 

psychological distance. 

With distance comes dysfunction, unless leaders actively counterbalance it. 

There are four stages in the Abundance Spiral: 

1. Distance 

2. Drift 

3. Decay 

4. Dysfunction 

Each stage creates predictable conflict patterns. 

 

Stage 1 — DISTANCE 

Leaders lose connection to front-line reality. 

Success expands horizons — and distances leaders from where work actually happens. 

This distance is not moral; it is structural. As organisations grow, leaders see summary data, not 

lived experience; reports, not frustrations; dashboards, not dynamics. 

Danger Signs 

 Leaders surprised by problems that staff saw coming 

 “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” moments 

 Strategy disconnected from operational reality 

 Increasing reliance on filtered information 

Why It Causes Conflict 

Distance creates misalignment. 

Leaders make decisions on the basis of assumptions; staff adapt to decisions that don’t reflect 

their reality. The friction begins quietly and grows steadily. 

Leader Script 

“I want to hear the unfiltered version — what is happening for you on the ground?” 

This is the antidote to filtered truth. 

 

Stage 2 — DRIFT 

Teams stop sharing information; alignment erodes. 

Once distance takes hold, communication patterns change. Teams share less. Leaders assume 

more. Silos form naturally as departments protect their autonomy or compensate for perceived 

misdirection. 
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Danger Signs 

 Silo behaviour 

 Duplication of effort 

 Misaligned priorities between teams 

 “That’s not our department” becoming a default response 

Why It Causes Conflict 

Drift fuels misunderstanding. Priorities diverge. Teams compete rather than collaborate. 

What once required a single conversation now requires negotiation. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s bring the right people together and re-align our goals collectively.” 

Re-alignment is a leadership responsibility, not a team responsibility. 

 

Stage 3 — DECAY 

Values erode, small problems fester, and trust deteriorates. 

Decay is rarely dramatic. It appears as small compromises, subtle shifts, or little neglects that 

accumulate over time. A value that was once lived becomes a slogan. A behaviour that was 

once challenged becomes tolerated. A standard that was once clear becomes negotiable. 

Danger Signs 

 Cynicism 

 Quiet quitting 

 Passive-aggressive compliance 

 “We’ve always done it this way” becoming a shield against change 

Why It Causes Conflict 

When values slip, people interpret behaviour through suspicion rather than trust. 

Conflicts take on moral weight: “This isn’t just wrong — it’s unfair.” 

Small irritations become symbolic. 

Leader Script 

“We need to reconnect to our core values. What behaviours support those values — and 

what behaviours undermine them?” 

Values are verbs, not posters. 
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Stage 4 — DYSFUNCTION 

Conflict becomes normal. Teams operate in crisis-modality. 

By the time dysfunction arrives, conflict feels “inevitable.” People accept chaos as normal. 

Firefighting becomes a skill. Emotional exhaustion becomes cultural background noise. 

Leaders feel they are solving problems while staff feel they are surviving them. 

Danger Signs 

 Firefighting culture 

 Constant conflict mediation 

 Chronic rework 

 Burnout or high attrition 

 Leaders asking: “Why is everyone so reactive?” 

Why It Causes Conflict 

Because dysfunction rewards reactivity, not reflection. 

People are too overloaded to collaborate; too exhausted to communicate clearly; too 

threatened to be generous. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s stop normalising crisis. Identify one systemic cause and fix it at the root.” 

The goal is not to manage dysfunction but to dismantle it. 

 

Field Notes — Abundance in the Wild 

The Growing Organisation That Stopped Listening 

A company that prided itself on “fast decisions” slowly evolved into a place where leaders made 

choices without consulting those affected. Early success had given them confidence; 

confidence had turned into insulation. The disputes that later emerged were framed as 

“resistance to change,” but in reality they were the predictable outcome of leadership no longer 

seeing the true picture. 

When Success Drowned the Signal 

In one negotiation, the organisation’s growth had generated so much noise — competing 

initiatives, overlapping communication channels, a proliferation of “urgent” priorities — that 

staff routinely missed key instructions. The conflict wasn’t about competence; it was about 

cognitive overload. 

 

Organisational Scenario — From High Performance to High Conflict 

A formerly high-performing company, flush with strong profits and industry recognition, begins 

to experience internal fractures: 

 Departments blame one another for delays. 
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 Meetings devolve into territorial defence. 

 Leaders are blindsided by problems staff saw months earlier. 

 Exhaustion is widespread, but morale surveys say “everything is fine.” 

Using the Abundance Spiral: 

 Distance: Leadership no longer hears unfiltered reality. 

 Drift: Teams operate in silos with diverging priorities. 

 Decay: Values become slogans rather than standards. 

 Dysfunction: Crisis becomes a normalised mode of operation. 

The conflict was not born of scarcity. 

It was born of distance. 

 

Preventative Structure — Alignment Rituals & Values Checks 

1. Alignment Rituals 

A monthly 20-minute meeting asking three questions: 

1. What’s our priority? 

2. What’s our risk? 

3. What support is needed? 

Consistency prevents drift. 

2. Values Checks 

A quarterly conversation: 

 “Which behaviours honour our values?” 

 “Which behaviours contradict them?” 

 “Where have we drifted without noticing?” 

Values must be examined, not assumed. 

 

Closing Section — Abundance Is Not the Problem 

Success is not dangerous. 

Distance is. 

Abundance becomes destructive when it disconnects leaders from reality, teams from purpose, 

and people from the values that once anchored them. 

Organisations do not collapse suddenly. 

They drift, accumulate friction, lose coherence, and slowly replace alignment with conflict. 
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But with awareness, deliberate reconnection, and regular alignment rituals, leaders can turn 

abundance from a corrosive force into a stabilising one — ensuring growth does not erode the 

very culture that made success possible. 

 

From Destructive Abundance → Group Behaviour 

When organisations drift, decay, or accumulate distance, the effects are rarely isolated. 

Systems shape individuals — but they shape groups even more powerfully. A misaligned 

structure can strain one person; a misaligned culture can transform the behaviour of an entire 

room. 

Groups magnify whatever the system provides: 

If safety is high, they amplify collaboration. 

If safety is low, they amplify fear. 

If ambiguity exists, they amplify confusion. 

And if distance has eroded alignment, they amplify division. 

This is why highly capable teams can behave unpredictably under pressure, and why conflicts 

that would be manageable between two individuals can spiral rapidly when a group is involved. 

Group dynamics introduce forces that rarely show up in one-to-one conversations: conformity 

pressure, status competition, emotional contagion, and the subtle process of “us–them” 

splitting. 

If Chapter 22 showed how abundance creates structural drift, Chapter 23 reveals how that 

drift gets enacted interpersonally — in meetings, in project teams, in cross-functional 

discussions, and in the collective emotional temperature that determines whether 

disagreement becomes productive debate or defensive escalation. 

To understand conflict at scale, we must understand groups. 

And to understand groups, we begin with the invisible currents that shape how people behave 

when others are watching. 

Chapter 23 explores those currents — and how leaders can shape groups that disagree well, 

collaborate intelligently, and maintain dignity even when tension rises. 
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CHAPTER 23 — GROUP BEHAVIOUR 

(How groups create conflict through conformity, fear, and identity) 

Groups amplify everything. 

Wisdom becomes sharper. 

Stress becomes contagious. 

Fear becomes louder. 

Optimism becomes energising. 

Defensiveness becomes viral. 

A calm individual can become unexpectedly reactive in a group. 

A reasonable person can become entrenched. 

A thoughtful professional can become silent. 

Group conflict rarely comes from the content of the discussion. 

It arises from belonging, status, identity, and emotion — all occurring simultaneously, all 

influencing one another at speed. 

When a group escalates, it is rarely because someone is “difficult.” 

It is because the emotional physics of the room changed, and people adapted to survive it. 

This chapter reveals the invisible currents that shape collective behaviour and shows how 

leaders can manage these dynamics to help groups debate constructively, disagree well, and 

maintain dignity even under pressure. 

 

A Lived Example — The Meeting That Tilted 

Seven people in a room. 

Three spoke constantly. 

Two said almost nothing. 

One tried, repeatedly, to contribute but was overshadowed. 

The seventh — the leader — watched the meeting drift while taking notes that would never be 

used. 

The conversation circled familiar themes. 

The loudest voices debated for dominance; quieter experts withheld nuance; frustrations built 

beneath the surface. At the end, the group left believing they had “made progress.” They hadn’t. 

They had simply reached the point where disagreement felt too risky to voice. 

The problem wasn’t any one person. 

The problem was the group dynamic: a mixture of conformity pressure, status competition, and 

emotional contagion that shaped the behaviour of the entire room. 

To understand groups, we must understand these currents. 
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Framework 4 — The Social Currents Model 

Groups behave like emotional ecosystems. Four forces shape their dynamics: 

1. Conformity Pressure 

2. Status Dynamics 

3. Us–Them Splitting 

4. Emotional Contagion 

Each of these currents can elevate or destabilise a group. 

 

1. CONFORMITY PRESSURE 

People match the group to avoid exclusion. 

Humans adapt to group norms automatically. If the room signals agreement, individuals 

suppress dissent. If the energy is passive, people quieten. If the dominant view appears settled, 

others avoid introducing doubt. 

Danger Signs 

 Agreement without enthusiasm 

 Polite nodding after controversial statements 

 Decisions made too quickly “to move on” 

 A single viewpoint treated as consensus 

Field Note — The Unspoken Rule 

In one project team, disagreement was technically allowed but culturally discouraged. Team 

members later admitted they had concerns, but “didn’t want to be the difficult one.” The result: 

predictable conflict six months later. 

Leader Script 

“If you disagree — even slightly — I want to hear it. Divergent views help us avoid 

mistakes.” 

This normalises dissent as contribution, not disruption. 

 

2. STATUS DYNAMICS 

Status is the hidden currency of groups. 

Every group has visible and invisible hierarchies: expertise, tenure, confidence, personality, 

perceived competence. When status becomes dominant, conversations become competitive 

rather than collaborative. 

Danger Signs 

 A few dominant voices overpowering meetings 



Page 162 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

 Quieter experts whose knowledge goes unheard 

 People arguing to “win,” not solve 

 Ideas judged by who said them, not what they contain 

Field Note — The Silent Expert 

During a dispute review, the least senior engineer had the clearest technical insight — but never 

spoke up. When asked why, he said, “It wasn’t my place.” The organisation paid dearly for that 

silence. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s hear from someone we haven’t heard from yet.” 

This redistributes status without confrontation. 

 

3. US–THEM SPLITTING 

Groups create enemies to strengthen internal identity. 

When pressure rises, groups bond by defining an “other”: another department, another 

discipline, another contractor, another profession. It strengthens cohesion internally but 

sabotages collaboration externally. 

Danger Signs 

 Blame assigned to “the commercial people,” “the designers,” “head office,” “them” 

 Cross-functional defensiveness 

 Assumptions about motives rather than facts 

 Reduced information-sharing 

Field Note — The Project Team That Bonded Against ‘Commercial’ 

A technical team repeatedly dismissed commercial colleagues as “barriers.” In mediation, it 

became clear the commercial team were protecting the project from contractual risk that the 

technical team had underestimated. The conflict wasn’t interpersonal — it was identity-based. 

Leader Script 

“Let’s reframe this as a shared challenge, not a competition between departments.” 

Identity shifts the moment you redefine the “we.” 

 

4. EMOTIONAL CONTAGION 

Group moods spread quickly — for better or worse. 

One anxious person can raise the tension of twelve. 

One cynic can sour the mood of a whole project team. 

One calm person can lower the entire room’s physiological activation. 
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Danger Signs 

 One frustrated comment derailing the tone 

 Widespread defensiveness 

 Increasing sarcasm or resignation 

 The group “feeling heavy” even when content is simple 

Field Note — When the Mood Took Over 

A meeting began upbeat, but one senior manager arrived irritated. Within minutes, the tone of 

the entire room shifted. By the end, people described the meeting as “tense,” despite no 

significant issues being discussed. 

Leader Script 

“I can see the energy shifting. Let’s reset the tone and clarify what we’re trying to achieve.” 

Naming the shift interrupts the contagion. 

 

Organisational Scenario — The Group That Felt ‘Stuck’ 

A team enters a meeting already strained. Three people dominate, two withdraw, one tries — 

and fails — to steer, and the group loops the same issues. 

Through the Social Currents Model: 

 Conformity Pressure: dissent feels risky; people default to silence. 

 Status Dynamics: senior voices dominate regardless of insight. 

 Us–Them Splitting: departments blame each other for delays. 

 Emotional Contagion: frustration spreads, reducing clarity and goodwill. 

The group is not dysfunctional because of personality. 

It is dysfunctional because the currents are unregulated. 

 

Leader Scripts for Guiding Group Behaviour 

Encouraging dissent 

“I’d like to hear one alternate perspective before we decide.” 

Managing dominant voices 

“Hold that thought — I want to bring in others who haven’t spoken yet.” 

Reducing silos 

“What part of this challenge do we all share responsibility for?” 

Resetting emotional energy 

“Let’s pause and take a breath — I want us to come at this with clarity rather than speed.” 
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Small interventions shift entire ecosystems. 

 

Preventative Structures for Healthy Group Dynamics 

1. Silo-Breakers 

Cross-team pairings, rotating meeting chairs, or joint problem-solving exercises break identity 

walls before they harden. 

2. Inclusive Meeting Norms 

 No one speaks twice until everyone has spoken once 

 Every meeting ends with a disagreement check 

 Leaders speak last 

3. Mandatory Dissent Rounds 

A simple ritual: 

“Before we finalise this, what might we be missing?” 

This keeps conformity in check and protects psychological safety. 

 

Closing Section — Leaders Set the Emotional Temperature 

Groups do not manage themselves. 

They respond to the emotional cues, norms, and behaviours permitted — or modelled — by 

leaders. 

A well-led group becomes wise, generous, and collaborative. 

A poorly managed group becomes reactive, fragmented, and defensive. 

Conflict in groups is not inevitable. 

But it is predictable when conformity, status, identity, or emotion go unexamined. 

Leaders who learn to read and redirect these currents can transform not just meetings, but 

entire cultures — creating rooms where disagreement is safe, contribution is valued, and dignity 

is preserved even when pressure rises. 
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PART V ENDING: PREVENTATIVE STRUCTURES FOR HEALTHY SYSTEMS 

(A concluding reflection) 

Organisations are ecosystems. 

Their habits shape ours; their incentives sculpt our decisions. 

When systems are clear, fair, and safe, conflict becomes manageable. 

When systems are confused, inconsistent, or fearful, conflict becomes inevitable. 

Understanding organisational dynamics is not a luxury. 

It is the map that reveals where conflict hides — and how to prevent it before individual 

behaviour is ever blamed. 

What follows are five preventative structures. They are simple, repeatable, and profoundly 

stabilising — the organisational equivalents of good posture: invisible when present, exhausting 

when absent. 

 

Preventative Structure 1 — The Transparency Protocol 

Create clarity before conflict appears. 

 Clear decision-making pathways 

 Documented roles and responsibilities 

 Open information flow 

Reduces: uncertainty, defensiveness, shadow processes. 

Question for leaders: 

“Where does ambiguity currently force people to guess?” 

 

Preventative Structure 2 — The Psychological Safety Charter 

A team agreement that protects dignity and honesty. 

Includes norms such as: 

 No blame language 

 No shaming 

 Curiosity over certainty 

 Speak-up as a valued contribution 

Reduces: fear and silence. 

Question for leaders: 

“What behaviour in this team quietly punishes truth?” 
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Preventative Structure 3 — The Alignment Ritual 

A 20-minute monthly meeting asking three questions: 

1. What’s our one priority? 

2. What’s our one risk? 

3. What support is needed? 

Reduces: drift, miscommunication, and avoidable conflict. 

Question for leaders: 

“Are we aligned — or are we assuming alignment?” 

 

Preventative Structure 4 — The Silo-Breaker 

Cross-team project pairing, rotating chairs, shared reviews. 

Reduces: us–them splitting, rivalry, blame narratives. 

Question for leaders: 

“Which teams only meet when things go wrong?” 

 

Preventative Structure 5 — The Values Check 

A quarterly conversation asking: 

 “Does this behaviour reflect what we say we value?” 

 “Where have we drifted without noticing?” 

 “What behaviours are tolerated that contradict our principles?” 

Reduces: values decay and cynicism. 

Question for leaders: 

“Which values live in practice — and which live only on the wall?” 

Closing Reflection 

Conflicts rarely begin as interpersonal failures. 

They begin as system failures: unclear incentives, unsafe environments, inconsistent behaviour, 

and cultural drift. 

When leaders fix systems, people often fix themselves. 

When leaders ignore systems, people spend their energy surviving them. 

Part V has shown that organisational conflict is predictable — and preventable — when we 

understand the structures that give rise to it. 

Part VI turns to the final question: 

How do we see others clearly without losing ourselves in the process? 
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LEADER’S TOOLKIT SUMMARY 

A Practical Guide for Reducing Conflict Across Teams, Culture, and Organisations 

Leaders seldom intend to create conflict. 

But the systems they design, the incentives they set, and the behaviours they tolerate can 

quietly — and predictably — generate it. 

This toolkit distils Part V into actionable insights that help leaders build healthier cultures, 

reduce escalation, and strengthen trust. 

 

1. THE CORE PRINCIPLE 

Conflict is a system outcome, not a personal failure. 

If people consistently act defensively, stay silent, or compete destructively, it is rarely about 

their character — and almost always about the environment shaping them. 

Essential leadership question: 

“What is it about our environment that makes this behaviour make sense?” 

 

2. THE THREE SYSTEM LENSES FOR LEADERS 

Lens 1 — Behavioural Incentives 

People follow incentives — spoken and unspoken. 

✔ Reward accuracy, not speed 

✔ Reward honesty, not compliance 

✔ Reward cooperation, not heroics 

Danger Signs: 

 “We don’t have time for process.” 

 “Do whatever it takes.” 

 “Just get it done.” 

Leader Reset Script: 

“Let’s be explicit about the behaviours we want — and align incentives with them.” 

 

Lens 2 — Process & Predictability 

Ambiguity breeds conflict. 

✔ Clarify roles 

✔ Document what good looks like 

✔ Standardise decision-making 

Danger Signs: 

 People guessing expectations 
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 Conflicting instructions 

 Constantly shifting priorities 

Leader Reset Script: 

“Let’s define who owns what — so we eliminate uncertainty, not create it.” 

 

Lens 3 — Psychological Safety 

People cannot collaborate if they feel unsafe. 

✔ Invite challenge 

✔ Normalise error 

✔ Protect dignity 

Danger Signs: 

 Silence 

 Defensive emails 

 Blame narratives 

Leader Reset Script: 

“I want unfiltered truth. No one is punished for raising concerns.” 

 

3. THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF TOXICITY (AND HOW TO FIX THEM) 

1. Fear — Fix: promote learning over blame 

“Mistakes are data.” 

2. Uncertainty — Fix: predictable processes 

“Here’s the agreed way we will do this.” 

3. Inconsistency — Fix: principled decision-making 

“Our decisions must be principled, not personalised.” 

4. Noise — Fix: simplify communication 

“What is the minimum effective messaging for clarity?” 

 

4. LEADERSHIP SCRIPTS FOR CRITICAL MOMENTS 

When a team becomes defensive: 

“Let’s slow down so I can fully understand what’s happening.” 

When staff don’t speak up: 

“I’d like to hear a view that challenges mine.” 

When two departments blame each other: 
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“Let’s reframe this as a shared challenge, not a competition.” 

When a meeting spirals: 

“We’re drifting. Let’s reset the purpose and start again.” 

When values slip: 

“Is this behaviour consistent with who we say we are?” 

 

5. THE ABUNDANCE SPIRAL — WHAT LEADERS MUST WATCH 

 Distance → fix by reconnecting to reality 

“Tell me what I won’t want to hear.” 

 Drift → fix by re-aligning priorities 

“What are we really trying to achieve?” 

 Decay → fix by revisiting values 

“Which behaviours reflect our values — and which undermine them?” 

 Dysfunction → fix by removing root causes 

“What’s the system-level fix for this recurring issue?” 

Success becomes dangerous when it creates distance between decision-makers and impact. 

 

6. GROUP DYNAMICS — HOW LEADERS SET THE EMOTIONAL TONE 

 Conformity Pressure: mandate dissent 

“Who sees this differently?” 

 Status Dynamics: equalise airtime 

“Let’s hear from someone else.” 

 Us–Them Splitting: rebuild shared purpose 

“This is a shared challenge.” 

 Emotional Contagion: reset the room 

“Let’s slow down and check assumptions.” 

Groups behave as ecosystems. 

Leaders set the climate. 

 

7. THE FIVE PREVENTATIVE STRUCTURES EVERY LEADER NEEDS 

1. Transparency Protocol — clear decisions, clear roles 

2. Psychological Safety Charter — protect dignity 

3. Alignment Rituals — small, regular, grounding 
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4. Silo-Breaker Practices — reduce rivalry 

5. Values Audit — keep behaviour tethered to principle 

These structures prevent conflict before people ever clash. 

 

8. THE LEADER’S MASTER CHECKLIST 

(One-page printable) 

✔ Define the behaviours you reward 

✔ Remove ambiguity 

✔ Build psychological safety deliberately 

✔ Reduce noise and overload 

✔ Re-align teams regularly 

✔ Watch for unspoken dissent 

✔ Model curiosity and dignity 

✔ Repair quickly after ruptures 

✔ Ask: “What in our system made this conflict make sense?” 

✔ Never personalise structural problems 

Systems shape behaviour. 

Leaders shape systems. 

When leaders choose clarity, fairness, and safety, conflict becomes manageable — and 

collaboration becomes natural. 

 

 

TOOLKIT CARD — PART V 

Beyond Individuals: Cultures, Systems, and Organisational Conflict 

Use this card whenever you feel tempted to blame a person rather than examine the system. 

1. SYSTEMS CREATE BEHAVIOUR 

Ask: 

“What in our system made this behaviour make sense?” 

 

2. THE THREE SYSTEM LENSES 

1. Incentives — people follow what is rewarded 

2. Predictability — ambiguity breeds conflict 

3. Psychological Safety — fear creates silence → silence creates conflict 

 

3. THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF TOXICITY 

1. Fear 
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2. Uncertainty 

3. Inconsistency 

4. Noise 

Fix these → conflict drops. 

 

4. LEADER SCRIPTS FOR CALMING SYSTEMS 

 “Let’s document the actual process — not the assumed one.” 

 “Mistakes are data, not failures.” 

 “Our decisions must be principled, not personalised.” 

 “What’s the simplest version of this communication?” 

 

5. GROUP DYNAMICS RESET 

 “Who sees this differently?” 

 “Let’s hear from someone who hasn’t spoken yet.” 

 “This is a shared challenge.” 

 “Let’s slow down and check assumptions.” 

 

6. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

Fix the system, and the people will often fix themselves. 

 

EXERCISES 

Practice — Cultural Gravity Mapping 

Ask: 

 What behaviours are rewarded? 

 What behaviours are punished? 

 What behaviours are ignored? 

 What conversations are taboo? 

 What emotions are permitted? 

Practice — The Safety Index 

Rate (1–5): 

 Psychological safety 

 Process predictability 

 Transparency 
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 Tolerance of dissent 

Then ask: 

“How does this predict conflict in our organisation?” 

Field Note — The Organisation That Taught People to Hide Problems 

A culture that rewarded smooth delivery punished early warning. The disputes that followed 

were not technical failures — they were cultural ones. 

Try This — The Pre-Mortem for a Difficult Project 

Ask: 

“If we look back in six months and say this went wrong, what will have caused it?” 

This exposes conflict lines before they form. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 
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Part VI — Mastery: Seeing People Clearly Without Losing Yourself 

There comes a point in any journey of understanding when technique is no longer enough. 

You know how your mind works. 

You can read the early signs of tension. 

You can de-escalate conflict, negotiate needs, and recognise the systems that shape behaviour. 

You have now seen how systems amplify, distort, or stabilise human behaviour. 

You’ve learned how incentives shape decisions, how safety shapes honesty, and how group 

dynamics shape conflict. 

But organisations are only half the story. 

The other half is you — and the people you sit across from. 

Part VI explores that final layer of mastery: how to see others clearly without absorbing their 

emotion, how to stay grounded without becoming detached, and how to negotiate your own 

humanity while navigating the humanity of others. 

If Part V showed how to shape systems, Part VI shows how to shape yourself — the one 

instrument you carry into every conversation, every negotiation, every moment of conflict. 

What Part VI Is About 

This Part moves beyond tools and into the territory of being — 

how you hold yourself in difficult moments, 

how you make sense of others without taking on their anxiety, 

how you remain open without becoming overwhelmed, 

and how you choose clarity and dignity when defensiveness or certainty would feel easier. 

Here, you will explore the subtler forces that shape conflict and connection: 

 Empathy Without Absorption 

How to care deeply without carrying more than is yours. 

 The Dangers of Abstraction 

How labels, categories, and neat narratives create distance and dull our human 

perception. 

 The Roots of Imbalance 

Why we over-give, over-control, withdraw, or over-accommodate under pressure. 

 Negotiating Your Own Humanity 

The inner contract that determines who you choose to be, regardless of who stands 

opposite you. 

Part VI invites you to integrate everything that has come before — not as theory, but as a stance. 

It asks you to see others clearly without romanticising or vilifying them, and to see yourself 

clearly without collapsing into shame or self-protection. 

It asks you to choose presence over reflex, intention over habit, humility over certainty. 

The Deep Questions That Now Matter Most 

We now turn to the deepest questions in all human interaction: 
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How do we stay open without losing balance? 

Curious without losing clarity? 

Empathic without losing ourselves? 

These are the questions of mastery — not mastery over others, but mastery over how we meet 

them. 

What Mastery Actually Looks Like 

Mastery, as described here, is not perfection. 

It is steadiness. 

It is the ability to remain grounded, curious, and humane when the world around you becomes 

compressed by misunderstanding, urgency, or emotion. 

In the end, conflict resolution is not simply about what you do; 

it is about how you are. 

Part VI helps you cultivate that way of being — 

so that your presence, not just your skill, becomes a source of stability, clarity, and possibility 
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CHAPTER 24 — EMPATHY WITHOUT ABSORPTION 

(Caring deeply without drowning) 

Empathy is often presented as an unqualified good. 

“We need more empathy,” we say, as if it is a universal solvent for human conflict. And in many 

ways, it is — empathy softens judgment, widens perspective, and turns argument into 

understanding. But in conflict, empathy becomes more complicated. When unbounded, it can 

quietly turn on you. 

If you feel everything, you begin absorbing what is not yours — other people’s anxiety, shame, 

fear, frustration, or urgency. You take responsibility for their emotional weather. You calm them 

at the expense of yourself. You make concessions you later resent. You work harder so they can 

feel better. You “understand” everyone else but slowly lose sight of your own needs. 

This is not empathy; this is self-erasure by emotional osmosis. 

Mastery is not about feeling less — it is about feeling clearly. 

It is the ability to hold an open heart with a solid spine, to perceive another person’s experience 

without confusing it with your own, to care without drowning. 

This chapter explores how to remain present and humane in difficult moments without carrying 

burdens that are not yours to carry. 

 

When Empathy Becomes Distorted 

Most people who struggle in conflict do not lack empathy; they have too much of the wrong 

kind. They merge. They absorb. They “understand” until they have nothing left with which to take 

a position. 

This shows up in familiar patterns: 

 You take on their emotional urgency as if it were your responsibility. 

 You adjust your boundaries to soothe their discomfort. 

 You excuse harmful behaviour because you “know what they’ve been through.” 

 You protect their emotions more than your wellbeing. 

Pathological empathy is not kindness; it is fusion — a collapse of psychological distance. And 

fusion leads to burnout, resentment, and a strange paradox: the more you over-empathise, the 

less truly empathic you become. You stop seeing the other person clearly because you are too 

busy feeling for them. 

Healthy empathy honours two truths: 

1. Their feelings are real. 

2. Their feelings are not your job to manage. 

To operationalise this distinction, we turn to a simple but powerful model. 
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Framework 1 — The Three Buckets of Empathy 

A model for seeing clearly without being swept away. 

Empathy becomes sustainable when you separate what belongs to them, what belongs to you, 

and what belongs to the relationship or shared task. 

 

1. Theirs — What belongs to them 

This bucket contains everything that is real, meaningful, and human — but not yours to carry: 

 Their history 

 Their triggers and fears 

 Their interpretations 

 Their disappointments 

 Their emotional reactions 

 Their unfinished stories 

Guiding Question: 

“What are they carrying that I cannot carry for them?” 

This is not distancing; it is respect. 

You cannot resolve experiences that shaped them long before you arrived. 

 

2. Mine — What belongs to me 

This bucket contains everything that keeps you grounded and self-respecting: 

 Your boundaries 

 Your needs 

 Your values 

 Your tolerance level 

 Your role and responsibilities 

 Your emotional capacity 

Guiding Question: 

“What do I need to stay steady and self-respecting here?” 

When you ignore this bucket, empathy mutates into obligation. 

 

3. Ours — What sits between us 

This bucket contains the shared reality: 

 The conversation 

 The agreement or disagreement 



Page 177 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

 The common goal 

 The task you’re working on 

 The process governing the interaction 

Guiding Question: 

“What is the shared task — regardless of how either of us feels?” 

This bucket is where work gets done. 

It is the bridge between compassion and clarity. 

 

Applied Scripts — Empathy With Boundaries 

These scripts show how to care without collapsing. 

1. Naming the Buckets (internal reset) 

“This pain is real, but it’s not mine to fix alone.” 

2. Empathic + Boundaried (out loud) 

“I can see how hard this is for you — and I also need us to stay within the agreed process.” 

3. Refusing Absorption Without Coldness 

“I care about this and I care about you, but I can’t take this on in the way you’re asking. Let’s look 

at other options.” 

These are the phrases that keep your heart open but your spine straight. 

 

Field Note — The Day I Mistook Empathy for Responsibility 

A contractor once arrived in a meeting visibly distressed. He had been under pressure for 

weeks, carrying delays, design changes, and a fracturing relationship with his client. As he 

spoke, he slipped from explaining the issues into explaining himself — a long narrative about 

how hard he was working, how much he cared, and how much blame he feared. 

I felt the familiar pull: a desire to reassure, to fix, to protect him from the emotional cost of the 

situation. For a moment, I began to take on his anxiety as if it were my own. 

Then I caught it. 

Theirs: his fear of being seen as incompetent. 

Mine: my role, my boundaries, my responsibility to remain impartial. 

Ours: the dispute that needed clarity, not rescue. 

Once I separated the buckets, everything shifted. 

I could empathise without absorbing. 

I could acknowledge his stress without becoming responsible for it. 

And from that steadier place, we could actually begin the work. 

Empathy became fuel, not quicksand. 
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Exercise — The Empathy Audit 

Choose a draining relationship, negotiation, or recurring conversation. 

Draw three columns: 

Theirs / Mine / Ours 

Populate each. 

Then ask: 

 Where am I over-involved? 

 Where am I under-involved? 

 What one boundary would bring this back into balance? 

This exercise often reveals that the exhaustion comes not from caring too much — but from 

carrying too much. 

 

Closing Section — The Kindness of Boundaries 

Boundaries are not barriers to empathy; 

they are what make empathy sustainable. 

To empathise without absorbing is to honour two people at once: 

yourself and the person in front of you. 

This chapter invites you into that disciplined tenderness — 

a way of caring that keeps both hearts intact. 

Empathy without absorption teaches us to stay present without drowning — to feel with 

someone without feeling as them. But once you learn to hold that boundary, another challenge 

appears, quieter but just as corrosive: the temptation to replace real human experience with 

abstraction. 

When empathy becomes too much, we merge. 

When empathy becomes too little, we simplify. 

We turn people into categories — “the difficult one,” “the defensive one,” “the anxious one,” “the 

unreasonable one.” We summarise them with labels, file them into neat psychological boxes, 

and interact with the box rather than the person. Abstraction protects us from emotional 

overwhelm, but at a high cost: it flattens complexity, dulls curiosity, and creates distance where 

understanding is most needed. 

This next chapter explores why the mind reaches for labels under pressure, how abstraction 

narrows perception, and how easily a story becomes a substitute for reality. If Chapter 24 was 

about staying open without losing yourself, Chapter 25 is about staying connected without 

losing sight of others’ humanity. 

To master conflict, we must learn not only how to feel clearly, but how to see clearly — without 

shrinking people to the size of our assumptions. 

And that is where we now turn. 

To the dangers of abstraction. 
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CHAPTER 25 — THE DANGERS OF ABSTRACTION 

(How we stop seeing people and start seeing categories) 

Under pressure, the mind reaches for shortcuts. 

It strips away nuance, compresses complexity, and replaces the person in front of us with 

something easier to manage: a type, a label, a category. 

Instead of this contractor, we see the contractor. 

Instead of this client, we see the client. 

Instead of this human being having a bad day, we see the troublemaker, the narcissist, the 

obstructive one, the victim. 

Abstraction is efficient. It allows us to make quick predictions, reduce cognitive load, and 

protect ourselves from emotional overwhelm. But it is also profoundly dehumanising. Once 

someone becomes an abstraction, three things happen instantly: 

1. We stop being curious. 

A category doesn’t require curiosity — we think we already know what it means. 

2. We stop listening. 

Every word becomes evidence for the story we’ve silently assigned. 

3. We stop negotiating with the person, and begin negotiating with the stereotype. 

And stereotypes do not move. People do. 

Many of the most entrenched disputes I’ve seen did not escalate because of malice, 

incompetence, or bad faith. They escalated because someone stopped seeing a person and 

started seeing a symbol. 

This chapter is about that moment — and how to prevent it. 

We explore why abstraction is so seductive, how it silently fuels misjudgment and contempt, 

and how you can return to clarity when the mind wants simplicity more than truth. 

Because the more abstract the person becomes, the more abstract your conflict becomes — 

and the further you drift from resolution. 

 

Why We Abstract: The Psychology of Simplification 

Human beings are wired for pattern recognition. Under stress, uncertainty, or cognitive 

overload, the brain reaches for familiarity. It compresses the unknown into something known. 

Why? 

Because specificity requires attention. 

Abstraction requires none. 

It is easier to say “He’s being difficult” than to say “He is overwhelmed, feels cornered, and is 

trying to regain a sense of control.” 

It is easier to say “They’re obstructive” than “They fear being blamed.” 

Abstraction protects us from discomfort — but it also blinds us to possibility. 

The fastest way to misjudge someone is to stop seeing them. 



Page 180 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

Framework 2 — The Abstraction Ladder 

A simple diagnostic ladder to help you recognise when you’ve quietly climbed away from reality 

and into assumption, story, and stereotype. 

Step 1 — Observation 

What actually happened? 

The literal, observable data. 

 The words they used 

 The behaviour you saw 

 The specific event 

 The tone, pace, posture 

Prompt: 

“What did I literally see or hear?” 

This step is neutral. It contains no judgement. Most conflicts happen because people skip this 

step entirely. 

 

Step 2 — Interpretation 

What did I think it meant? 

This is where your mind starts colouring the event. 

 “They don’t care.” 

 “They’re being disrespectful.” 

 “They’re stalling.” 

 “They’re overreacting.” 

Interpretations arrive quickly — often within milliseconds — and feel like truth because they feel 

familiar. 

Prompt: 

“What instant meaning did I add?” 

 

Step 3 — Story 

What character story did I create about them? 

Interpretation quickly hardens into narrative: 

 “They’re manipulative.” 

 “They’re incompetent.” 

 “They’re entitled.” 

 “They always do this.” 

This is where abstraction starts taking root. 
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Prompt: 

“What label am I now using for this person?” 

 

Step 4 — Abstraction 

What category did I file them into? 

The person disappears. 

A type remains. 

 “Typical contractor…” 

 “Classic client behaviour…” 

 “Lawyers always…” 

 “These people never…” 

Once you reach this stage, nuance is gone. 

Resolution becomes much harder. 

Prompt: 

“Have I turned a person into an example of a type?” 

 

Applied Scripts — Returning from Abstraction to Reality 

Scripts here act as psychological reset buttons. 

Reality Reset 

“Let me go back to what I actually saw and heard.” 

This stops narrative creep. 

De-labelling Prompt 

“Instead of ‘they’re being difficult,’ what specifically did they do?” 

This brings you back down the ladder. 

Humanising Question 

“What might make a reasonable person behave like this?” 

This restores curiosity — the essential antidote to abstraction. 

 

Field Note — The Client Who Wasn’t Difficult at All 

A contractor once described a client as “impossible”, “obstructive”, and “always shifting the 

goalposts.” 

It had become the story everyone believed. 

But when I asked for concrete examples, they gave only one: 

“He keeps asking for updates.” 
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It turned out the client wasn’t obstructive at all — he was terrified. 

His board had just reduced his budget. 

His job was on the line. 

Asking for frequent updates was his attempt to regain agency. 

The moment the contractor saw him as a frightened human rather than an obstructive 

archetype, the entire negotiation softened. 

Abstraction had made him a villain. 

Reality revealed him as anxious. 

Curiosity turned the conflict. 

 

Exercise — The Abstraction Test 

Think of someone you’re currently frustrated with. 

Step 1 — Write an abstract sentence 

“He’s impossible.” 

“She’s manipulative.” 

“They’re unprofessional.” 

Step 2 — Replace it with a concrete description 

“He rejected the last three proposals without explanation.” 

“She questioned the timeline twice.” 

“They asked for two revisions.” 

Step 3 — Ask: 

“What might explain that behaviour other than the story I’ve attached?” 

This is where understanding begins. 

This is where conflict transforms. 

 

Closing Section — Seeing Clearly 

Abstraction is a defence against disappointment, confusion, and emotional complexity. 

It feels safer to handle a type than a person. 

But abstraction costs us accuracy, compassion, and the possibility of resolution. 

To see clearly is riskier — it asks us to stay present with nuance, contradiction, and human 

imperfection. 

But it is also the heart of mastery. 

When you return someone from the symbolic to the specific, from the label to the person, you 

make negotiation human again. 

And only humans — not categories — can change. 

Abstraction diminishes people. 

It reduces the living complexity of another human being into something flat, predictable, and 
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easier to dismiss. Once we stop seeing a person as a person, the negotiation becomes thinner, 

more brittle, and far more vulnerable to misinterpretation. 

But abstraction doesn’t only distort how we see others. 

It quietly distorts how we see ourselves. 

Because when we label others, we often slip into the equal and opposite danger: losing clarity 

about our own role, our own limits, and our own responsibility. We over-function, under-

function, over-accommodate, withdraw, harden, or bend in ways that feel instinctive rather than 

intentional. 

If abstraction is the mind’s shortcut for reducing other people, imbalance is the body’s shortcut 

for reducing our own complexity. 

The next chapter turns inward again — not to examine your empathy or your perception, but to 

explore the quieter forces that pull you out of alignment. Why you sometimes give too much. 

Why you sometimes protect too fiercely. Why, under pressure, you might become someone you 

don’t quite recognise. 

Where Chapter 25 asked, 

“Am I seeing them clearly?” 

Chapter 26 asks: 

“Am I seeing myself clearly?” 

We now turn to the roots of imbalance — the invisible forces that shape who you become in 

conflict, and how you can begin negotiating with those forces rather than being driven by them. 
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CHAPTER 26 — THE ROOTS OF IMBALANCE 

(Why we give too much, take too much, or disappear) 

Imbalance in conflict is not solely a matter of power, hierarchy, or contractual leverage. 

It also lives in the quieter, more personal terrain of habit — the ways we tilt, shrink, expand, or 

disappear under pressure. 

Some of us step forward too quickly, convinced we must fix, rescue, or carry what is not ours. 

Some step back too abruptly, withdrawing into detachment the moment emotions rise. 

Others lean in with too much force, trying to control the conversation before it controls them. 

And some smooth the waters at any cost — even if the cost is their own integrity or wellbeing. 

These tendencies are not flaws. 

They are strategies — learned long before we ever entered a boardroom or negotiation table. 

They once kept us safe, respected, included, or unnoticed. Over time, they became so familiar 

that we mistake them for personality rather than adaptation. 

This chapter explores those internal gravitational pulls: the ways we lose our centre, and the 

practical moves that help us return to psychological steadiness in moments that matter. 

 

The Internal Balance Compass 

We each have a “centre” — a balanced stance where we are engaged, boundaried, and honest. 

But under pressure, many of us tilt into familiar, predictable over-positions. 

The Internal Balance Compass provides a way to recognise these tilts in real time. 

1. The Over-Responsible 

Belief: “If I don’t hold this, everything will fall apart.” 

Signs: 

• taking on others’ emotional labour 

• rescuing or over-functioning 

• explaining beyond what is necessary 

• guilt when stepping back 

The over-responsible person becomes the “container” for the entire conversation. They steady 

the room by losing their own steadiness. 

 

2. The Over-Detached 

Belief: “If I don’t care, I won’t get hurt.” 

Signs: 

• emotional withdrawal 

• cynicism or intellectualising 

• disinterest masked as professionalism 

• disengagement when stakes rise 

Over-detachment looks calm from the outside, but it is often a shield — protection dressed as 

neutrality. 
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3. The Over-Assertive 

Belief: “If I don’t push, I’ll be ignored.” 

Signs: 

• dominance or rapid-fire interruptions 

• impatience, urgency, certainty 

• solutions delivered before understanding is complete 

Over-assertiveness is rarely malicious; it is usually fear wearing armour. 

 

4. The Over-Accommodating 

Belief: “If I keep the peace, everything will be okay.” 

Signs: 

• premature agreement 

• collapsing boundaries 

• silencing one’s own needs 

• resentment that appears only later 

The over-accommodating person trades clarity for harmony — and ends up with neither. 

 

The Centre Point 

A balanced stance is not passive. 

It is a posture of grounded engagement: present, boundaried, honest, and flexible. 

Prompt: 

“Which direction do I habitually tilt — and what does it cost me (and others)?” 

 

Before we turn to the Internal Balance Compass, notice how imbalance actually begins. It rarely 

arrives as a dramatic shift. More often, it appears as a subtle internal tilt: the tightening in your 

chest as you start taking responsibility for things that were never yours; the quiet emotional 

retreat disguised as composure; the extra force you add to your words without meaning to; or 

the automatic “yes” that escapes your mouth while some deeper part of you whispers “no.” 

These imbalances are not character flaws. They are practiced responses — the ways we 

learned, often long ago, to survive tension, disappointment, conflict, or unpredictability. Under 

pressure, we return to them quickly, almost effortlessly, even when they no longer serve us. 

The Internal Balance Compass helps us name these tilts as they happen and locate ourselves 

again. It offers a map back to centre — back to a stance where we are engaged but not over-

involved, present but not overwhelmed, firm but not rigid, kind but not self-erasing. 

 

Applied Scripts — Returning to Centre 

These scripts are not for the other person — they are for you. 

They are small internal and external pivots that restore balance from within. 
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For the Over-Responsible 

Internal reset: 

“What actually belongs to me here — and what doesn’t?” 

This creates space between your responsibility and theirs. 

 

For the Over-Detached 

Reconnection prompt: 

“What would it look like to care 10% more about this conversation?” 

Care does not require surrender; it requires presence. 

 

For the Over-Assertive 

Softening pivot: 

“Can I say this with 20% less force and 20% more curiosity?” 

Assertiveness without curiosity is pressure, not leadership. 

 

For the Over-Accommodating 

Boundary check: 

“What am I saying ‘yes’ to that I don’t genuinely agree with?” 

Honesty is not conflict; dishonesty is. 

 

Field Note — The Moment I Felt Myself Tilt 

There was a negotiation in which two senior figures were circling the same problem from 

opposite ends of exhaustion. The tension had been rising for an hour when one of them sighed 

heavily and muttered, “Honestly, I don’t know why we bother.” 

I felt the familiar pull — the tilt toward over-responsibility. 

The urge to smooth, to rescue, to reassure, to carry the emotional weight of both parties. 

But instead, I paused. 

I took a breath and asked myself the centring question: 

“What belongs to me here, and what doesn’t?” 

The rescue instinct softened. 

I stayed engaged, but not engulfed. 

And from that steadier place, I simply said: 

“Let’s take this one step at a time. What part feels most workable right now?” 

The conversation moved. 

And I did not leave the room depleted. 

This is the quiet power of recognising your tilt. 
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Exercise — The Habitual Tilt 

Choose a recurring conflict pattern — at work, at home, or in negotiation. 

Answer the following: 

1. Which over-position do I default to? 

(Over-responsible, over-detached, over-assertive, over-accommodating) 

2. What does this position protect me from? 

(Fear? Exposure? Disappointment? Conflict? Powerlessness?) 

3. What does this position cost me? 

(Energy? Boundaries? Respect? Clarity? Authenticity?) 

4. What would a 2° shift back to centre look like? 

(Not a reinvention — a gentle, sustainable recalibration.) 

Small shifts, repeated consistently, reshape entire relational patterns. 

 

Closing Section — Balance as Practice 

Balance is not a trait. 

It is not a virtue. 

It is not something you achieve once and keep forever. 

Balance is a practice — a daily return to centre. 

You will tilt. 

You will overreach. 

You will hide, rush, rescue, or appease. 

Not because you are flawed, but because you are human. 

Mastery does not demand neutrality. 

It asks only that you notice the tilt, pause, and take one small step back toward yourself. 

The path to steadiness is made of gentle corrections. 

One breath. 

One question. 

One degree at a time. 

 

Recognising your habitual tilt — toward responsibility, detachment, assertion, or 

accommodation — is a profound act of honesty. It reveals where you lose yourself, where you 

overextend, and where you shrink. But understanding your imbalance is only the beginning. 

Once you see your own pattern, a deeper question emerges: 

What, exactly, are you negotiating with inside yourself? 

Because conflict is never only external. 

Even in the quietest conversations, there is always an inner negotiation running in parallel — 

between your values and your fears, your boundaries and your longing to be approved of, your 
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clarity and your impulse to avoid discomfort, your sense of integrity and your desire to keep the 

peace. 

The roots of imbalance show us how we drift. 

The next chapter explores why — the internal contracts, inherited scripts, and psychological 

economies that shape the self you bring into every negotiation. 

If Chapter 26 revealed the tilt, 

Chapter 27 reveals the forces that tilt you. 

We now turn to the deepest, most personal layer of this work: 

how to negotiate your own humanity — your needs, your limits, your dignity, and your voice — so 

that you can meet others without losing yourself in the process. 
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CHAPTER 27 — NEGOTIATING YOUR OWN HUMANITY 

(How you choose to show up, over and over again) 

This book began with your mind and ends with your humanity. 

Techniques, scripts, frameworks — these matter. They give you structure when emotion rises 

and clarity when the path feels narrow. But in the end, what matters most is who you become 

as you use them: 

 Do you stay curious? 

 Do you retain your capacity for kindness? 

 Do you tell the truth, even when it costs you? 

 Do you protect your boundaries without dehumanising others? 

 Do you stay yourself when someone else is losing themselves? 

Conflict is revealing. Under pressure, we fall back onto old instincts — defending, pleasing, 

withdrawing, overpowering, rescuing, judging, shrinking, or hardening. What we call “difficult 

conversations” are often difficult not because of the other person, but because of what they 

awaken in us. 

This chapter is the most reflective in the entire book: 

an invitation to decide what kind of negotiator — and what kind of person — you want to be 

when things are most difficult. 

What follows is not a tool to use on others, but an agreement you make with yourself. 

Framework 4 — The Inner Contract 

A “negotiated agreement” with yourself about how you will act under pressure. 

Just as every external negotiation needs clarity, boundaries, and purpose, so too does your 

internal one. The Inner Contract is a simple, personal document — explicit where life is often 

implicit, intentional where instinct is often erratic. It defines the standard to which you will hold 

yourself, regardless of how anyone else behaves. 

It contains four clauses. 

Clause 1 — How I Will Treat Others 

Not when it is easy, but when it is hardest: 

 Even when I believe they are wrong 

 Even when I feel threatened 

 Even when I could “win” by being sharper or louder 

 Even when I am tired, cornered, or tempted toward contempt 

Prompt: 

“What are my non-negotiable standards of conduct?” 

Answering this is not moralising; it is anchoring. 

A way of saying: I choose who I will be in this room, not the situation. 
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Clause 2 — How I Will Treat Myself 

We speak most harshly to ourselves after moments of pressure. We confuse accountability with 

self-attack, reflection with shame. 

But mastery requires self-kindness, not self-condemnation: 

 When I make mistakes 

 When I lose my temper 

 When I misread the situation 

 When I have to set a boundary that feels uncomfortable 

Prompt: 

“How will I speak to myself after imperfect moments?” 

Your inner tone determines your capacity to recover, learn, and return to balance. 

 

Clause 3 — What I Will Protect 

Negotiation reveals what you are willing to trade — and what you must not. 

 Your values 

 Your integrity 

 Your dignity 

 Your humanity 

 The humanity of the person in front of you 

No outcome is worth the erosion of these. 

Prompt: 

“What am I not willing to trade, even for a ‘successful’ outcome?” 

Without clarity here, you risk winning the argument and losing yourself. 

 

Clause 4 — Where I Will Grow 

You cannot control the other person. 

You can only shape the stance from which you meet them. 

Growth lives in the smallest shifts: 

 Curiosity over certainty 

 Repair over withdrawal 

 Self-reflection over self-attack 

 Presence over performance 

 Courage over people-pleasing 
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Prompt: 

“Which growth edge am I willing to work on, gently but persistently?” 

Mastery is not intensity — it is consistency. 

 

Applied Scripts — Inner Statements for Hard Moments 

These are not spoken aloud. They are reminders — internal commitments that help you stay 

aligned with your Inner Contract. 

 “I can be firm without being cruel.” 

 “I will not shrink myself to avoid tension.” 

 “I will apologise when I’m wrong, and I won’t apologise for existing.” 

 “I can walk away from this and still respect myself.” 

 “I am responsible for my conduct, not their interpretation of it.” 

 “Dignity first — mine and theirs.” 

These sentences help you return to centre when emotion, urgency, or habit wants to pull you off 

course. 

 

Field Note — The Moment I Felt Proud of How I Behaved 

There was an adjudication meeting years ago where both parties arrived already exhausted. One 

side came in angry; the other came in wary. Within minutes, blame flooded the room. Voices 

tightened. Chairs shifted. The atmosphere felt sharp enough to cut. 

I remember the moment I felt the pull — to match their urgency, to push, to tighten my tone. 

Instead, I took a breath, softened my shoulders, and spoke slower than the room wanted. 

Not to control them — to steady myself. 

The facts were eventually handled. The decision was delivered. But the part that stayed with me 

was not the outcome. It was that I walked out of the room proud not of what I had done, but of 

how I had been. 

Mastery often shows itself in what you refuse to become. 

 

Exercise — Writing Your Inner Contract 

Take a blank page. At the top, write: 

“In conflict, I commit to…” 

Then complete the following sections: 

 With others, I commit to… 

(standards of conduct, boundaries, tone, fairness) 
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 With myself, I commit to… 

(self-care, honesty, recovery after mistakes) 

 What I will not trade, even for resolution… 

(values, dignity, integrity) 

 When I fail, I will… 

(repair, reflect, forgive, reset) 

Sign and date it. 

A contract is not a promise of perfection. 

It is a reminder of who you intend to be when things are hardest. 

 

Closing Section — Mastery as Ongoing Negotiation 

Mastery is not a destination. 

It is a repeated choice — dozens of small internal negotiations each day: 

With your fear. 

With your pride. 

With your longing to be approved of. 

With your fatigue. 

With your anger. 

With your empathy. 

With your hope. 

The question is never: 

“Did I handle that perfectly?” 

The real question is: 

“Did I move a little closer to the person I want to be in conflict?” 

That is the work of negotiating your own humanity — 

and it is the centre of everything else in this book. 

 

By the time you reach the end of your Inner Contract, something subtle has already shifted. You 

have moved from learning techniques to defining yourself. From managing conversations to 

shaping your presence. From asking how to navigate conflict to asking who you are willing to be 

when conflict arrives. 

This is the quiet culmination of everything that came before. 

Part I taught you to see your own mind. 

Part II taught you to recognise the early signals of tension. 

Part III taught you to steady yourself in the heat of escalation. 

Part IV taught you to negotiate needs rather than positions. 

Part V taught you how systems shape behaviour long before individuals do. 
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Part VI has asked the most personal question of all: 

How do you carry yourself through all of this? 

Mastery is no longer about what you can do. 

It is about what you choose to embody. 

As we move into the closing reflection of this Part — and of the book — we step back from 

frameworks and scripts altogether. What remains is the simplest, hardest practice: staying 

human in the presence of other humans. 

Not perfectly. 

Not serenely. 

But consciously, courageously, and with enough steadiness that others can find their footing 

beside you. 

Part VI now closes by gathering everything you have learned into a final perspective: how to live 

this work, not just understand it. 

Let us turn to that reflection. 
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PART VI — CLOSING REFLECTION 

By now, the landscape of conflict may look different to you. Not cleaner, not simpler — but more 

human. You can see where tension begins in the mind, how it accelerates in the body, how it 

takes shape in relationships, and how it is amplified by systems. You can recognise the early 

shifts in tone and posture, negotiate beneath the surface of positions, read cultures as carefully 

as individuals, and hold yourself steady when someone else is losing balance. 

But beneath all those skills lies something quieter and far more difficult: 

You cannot control other people’s minds, systems, or histories. 

You can only shape how you meet them. 

This is the heart of mastery: 

To see people clearly without losing yourself. 

To stand in the narrow, demanding space where empathy meets boundary, where clarity meets 

humility, where strength meets kindness. 

It is in that space — neither collapsing nor overpowering, neither absorbing nor dismissing — 

that better negotiations become possible. So do better conversations, better relationships, and, 

at times, better versions of ourselves. 

Mastery is not certainty. 

It is not calmness at all times, nor unshakeable confidence. 

Mastery is the repeated willingness to pause, humanise, and choose how you wish to show up 

— even when you are tired, provoked, or afraid. 

It is the discipline of remembering that the person in front of you is not an obstacle, nor a 

problem, nor a type, but a complicated human being navigating pressures, fears, stories, and 

hopes of their own. 

You do not have to agree with them, rescue them, absorb them, or surrender to them. 

You simply have to meet them without abandoning yourself. 

That is the work of negotiating your own humanity — 

and the beginning of navigating the humanity of others. 
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TOOLKIT CARD — PART VI 

Mastery: Seeing People Clearly Without Losing Yourself 

Use this when you want to remain clear, grounded, and humane in complexity. 

 

1. THE HUMANITY LENS 

Before reacting, silently ask: 

 What pressure are they under? 

 What fear might be shaping their behaviour? 

 What story are they telling themselves? 

 What identity are they protecting? 

Seeing the person behind the behaviour often changes the behaviour. 

 

2. EMPATHY WITHOUT ABSORPTION 

Use the three buckets: 

 Theirs — their emotions, their fears, their interpretations 

 Mine — my boundaries, my needs, my responsibilities 

 Ours — the shared conversation or task 

Keep the buckets separate. 

This is how empathy remains humane rather than exhausting. 

 

3. THE ABSTRACTION CHECK 

When frustrated, ask: 

“Am I angry at the person or at my idea of them?” 

Abstraction dehumanises; clarity rehumanises. 

 

4. THE TWO-QUESTION RESET 

1. What is actually happening? (facts) 

2. What story am I adding? (interpretation) 

Separating these prevents half of all misjudgments. 

 

5. HUMILITY MOVES 

Use these when certainty becomes tempting: 

 “I might be wrong here.” 
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 “Help me understand your view.” 

 “What could I be overlooking?” 

 “Let me sit with that before responding.” 

Humility is the hidden engine of conflict prevention. 

 

6. IF YOU DO NOTHING ELSE… 

Pause, humanise, and assume complexity. 

Everything else follows. 

 

EXERCISES 

Practice: Empathy Without Absorption 

Write three lists: 

 What is theirs 

 What is mine 

 What is ours 

This clarifies boundaries and prevents emotional entanglement. 

 

Practice: The Humanity Lens 

Choose someone you find difficult. 

Complete: 

 Their pressures 

 Their fears 

 Their constraints 

 Their needs 

 Their story 

This does not excuse behaviour — it re-humanises the person. 

 

Field Note — The Moment I Realised I Was the Problem 

There was a negotiation years ago where I was quietly convinced the other person was being 

evasive. I found myself tightening, explaining more than necessary, listening less than I believed 

I was. Only later — reviewing my notes — did I see the truth: he wasn’t evasive. He was 

overwhelmed. And I had mistaken my impatience for insight. 
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Humility often begins with the uncomfortable recognition that our interpretation was not the 

only one available. Sometimes, the most powerful skill in conflict is the willingness to admit, 

even silently: 

“I may have mis-seen this.” 

That recognition doesn’t weaken you. 

It deepens you. 

 

Try This: The Two-Question Reset 

Before responding in any tense interaction, ask: 

1. “What is actually happening here?” 

2. “What story am I adding to it?” 

Everything shifts when you separate reality from interpretation. 

 

The tools from this Part are summarised in the Appendix Toolkit. 
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EPILOGUE — The Hope and the Habit 

In the end, all of this comes down to a simple, inconvenient truth: 

other people will remain other people. 

They will still interrupt you, misread you, rush you, frustrate you, and surprise you. 

They will bring their insecurities, histories, egos, and fears — just as you will bring yours. 

Nothing in these pages turns human beings into tidy equations. 

Nothing here eliminates the messiness of misunderstanding, the discomfort of tension, or the 

sting of being mis-seen. 

But what you can carry with you is something quieter, more durable: 

the ability to navigate this human messiness with a little more awareness, 

a little firmer boundaries, 

a little deeper humility, 

and — on good days — a little more humour. 

Together, these become a habit. 

And habits, far more than insights, shape the texture of our relationships. 

 

Awareness: Seeing the Moment Before It Happens 

Awareness is the quiet cornerstone of conflict prevention. 

It is the ability to notice: 

 the story forming in your mind, 

 the shift in someone else’s tone, 

 the tightening of your own chest, 

 the moment curiosity gives way to defence. 

Awareness is not analysis. 

It is recognition. 

When you can see the moment before you react to it, you create space — 

and in that space lives every better choice you have ever made. 

 

Boundaries: The Shape of Respect 

Boundaries are not obstacles; they are contours — the edges that make relationship possible. 

They say: 

 I will be here, but I will not be consumed. 

 I will listen, but I will not disappear. 

 I will care, but not at the expense of myself. 
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A boundary, delivered early and kindly, is a favour to both people. 

It is clarity in service of connection. 

 

Humility: The Antidote to Certainty 

Humility isn’t self-doubt. 

It is the quiet awareness that your interpretation — however convincing — is still just an 

interpretation. 

Humility creates the conditions for listening, for softening, for being changed by what you hear. 

It is the most under-valued negotiation skill in the world. 

In a room full of certainty, humility is oxygen. 

 

Humour: The Human Pressure Valve 

Humour — gentle, respectful, human humour — reduces fear faster than any technique. 

Not sarcasm. 

Not mockery. 

But the kind of humour that acknowledges how absurdly human we all are: 

 the misunderstandings, 

 the status anxieties, 

 the emotional shortcuts, 

 the heroic certainty that betrays our uncertainty. 

Humour resets the emotional atmosphere and reminds us that conflict is rarely evidence of 

villainy — only evidence that people are people. 

 

The Possibility of Better Relationships 

Better relationships are not built through revelation. 

They are built through repetition: 

 noticing instead of reacting, 

 asking instead of assuming, 

 pausing instead of pouncing, 

 repairing instead of retreating, 

 seeing the person beneath the behaviour. 

These are small acts. 

Undramatic. 

Unheroic. 



Page 200 of 215 
 

The Folly of Angels and Demons – Negotiation Therapy 
Nigel Davies © 2026 

But repeated over time, they change everything. 

If this book has succeeded, it has not taught you how to avoid conflict. 

It has taught you how to stay yourself in the presence of conflict. 

How to remain open, grounded, and humane, even when things are difficult. 

Mastery is not the absence of trouble. 

Mastery is the presence of yourself — clear, steady, and unlost — in the midst of it. 

That is the habit. 

And that is the hope. 

 

Closing Vignette: The Conversation on the Steps 

A few years ago, after a particularly tense negotiation, I stepped outside with one of the parties. 

We stood on the stone steps of the building, each holding the silence in the slightly awkward 

way people do when adrenaline has not yet left their bodies. 

Finally, he said, “You know… I wasn’t really angry about the numbers.” 

I nodded. Of course he wasn’t. 

“It was just…” He searched for the words. “I didn’t want to look like I didn’t know what I was 

doing.” 

There it was — the real dispute, the human one. 

I said, “Most of us feel that way. More often than we admit.” 

He laughed, almost embarrassed. 

“I suppose we do,” he said. “Ridiculous, isn’t it?” 

We talked for two minutes more. 

Then he went back in and calmly reached the agreement that had felt impossible an hour 

earlier. 

It wasn’t the clause that changed. 

It wasn’t the proposal. 

It was the moment someone saw him — not as a position, not as a problem, not as a 

personality, but as a person. 

That is always where resolution begins. 

 

Final Paragraph 

I hope you carry forward not the perfection of these ideas, but their practice: 

the daily, imperfect, human attempt to see others clearly without losing yourself. 

Everything good in negotiation — and everything good in relationship — begins there. 
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APPENDIX — THE NEGOTIATION TOOLKIT 

This toolkit distils the book’s core skills into short, portable tools. 

It is designed for use under pressure — when adrenaline rises, certainty hardens, and good 

intentions evaporate. 

Each tool rests on four core principles: 

1. Calm the physiology 

2. Protect dignity 

3. Clarify meaning 

4. Negotiate needs 

Use it as a field guide: skim, choose one move, and apply it. 

SECTION 1 — THE ESSENTIAL MOVES 

1. The 3-Second Pause 

A micro-intervention that prevents escalation. 

How to do it: 

1. Notice the urge to react. 

2. Breathe out slowly. 

3. Delay your response by three beats. 

Why it works: 

It shifts you from emotional reflex → deliberate choice. 

 

2. The Slow Sentence 

When you feel threatened, speak 10% slower than usual. 

Script: 

“Let me think about that for a moment…” 

Why it works: 

Your slower tempo becomes the room’s tempo. 

 

3. The One-Down Move 

Reduces defensiveness without conceding substance. 

Script: 

“Help me understand what I’m missing.” 

Why it works: 

It neutralises status competition and resets collaboration. 
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SECTION 2 — AVOIDING ESCALATION (BEFORE IT STARTS) 

4. The Early Signals Checklist 

Tick what you see in the other person — or yourself: 

 sharpened tone 

 shortening sentences 

 repetition of the same point 

 interruptions 

 defensiveness 

 withdrawal 

 “With respect…” 

 tightened jaw or shoulders 

Interpretation: 

Any three = rising emotional threat. 

 

5. The Misunderstanding Clarifier 

Use when the conversation has drifted. 

Script: 

“Can I check I’m understanding you correctly?” 

Often the single most effective de-escalation tool you’ll use. 

 

6. The Identity Sensitivity Lens 

Ask silently: 

 “What identity of theirs is being threatened?” 

 “What identity of mine is being activated?” 

Common identity triggers: 

 competence 

 fairness 

 respect 

 loyalty 

 being seen as “reasonable” 

Recognising identity threat prevents most unnecessary conflict. 
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SECTION 2A — MICRO-BEHAVIOURS DIAGNOSTIC CARD 

Spotting Escalation Before It Speaks 

Micro-behaviours are the earliest signals that a conversation is shifting from collaborative to 

precarious. They appear seconds — sometimes minutes — before open conflict. 

Use this card to catch escalation at its origin. 

 

1. COGNITIVE LEAKAGE 

Early signs of confusion, misalignment, or cognitive overload. 

Look for: 

 repetition of the same point 

 “clarity questions” delivered with irritation 

 interruptions increasing 

 abrupt topic shifts 

 over-explaining or circular reasoning 

Meaning: 

They don’t feel understood — or you don’t. 

Reset line: 

“Let me check I’m understanding you correctly…” 

 

2. EMOTIONAL LEAKAGE 

Emotional activation leaking into pace, tone, and physiology. 

Look for: 

 faster tempo or pressured speech 

 sighs, huffs, or breath-holding 

 rising colour in the face 

 loss of humour 

 clipped or overly formal tone 

Meaning: 

Threat physiology is building. 

Reset line: 

“Can we slow down for a moment? I want to make sure I’m hearing you properly.” 
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3. BEHAVIOURAL LEAKAGE 

Small physical cues of discomfort, defensiveness, or threat. 

Look for: 

 narrowed eyes 

 tightening jaw 

 folded arms 

 rigid posture 

 tapping, fidgeting, foot movement 

 strategic silence 

 keyboard clatter (in virtual meetings) 

Meaning: 

Identity or status is being poked. 

Reset line: 

“It feels like something shifted — what part of this is landing most strongly for you?” 

 

4. RELATIONAL LEAKAGE 

Signals that psychological distance is opening between you. 

Look for: 

 shorter answers 

 commentary replaced by curt statements 

 listening drops 

 “With respect…” preambles 

 withdrawal or emotional retreat 

 defensive tone triggered by small cues 

Meaning: 

Dignity or fairness concerns are emerging. 

Reset line: 

“I want to make sure you feel heard. What’s the key part of this for you?” 

 

IF YOU SEE TWO OR MORE LEAKS… 

Stop addressing the content and attend to the climate. 

Five-second intervention: 
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“Let me pause us for a moment — I want to make sure we don’t talk past each other.” 

A brief interruption here can prevent a rupture later. 

Why this matters: 

Micro-behaviours reveal what words conceal. They allow you to: 

 anticipate escalation before it erupts 

 redirect misunderstanding 

 protect dignity early 

 intervene with precision rather than force 

This is one of the most powerful early-intervention tools in the entire toolkit. 

SECTION 3 — DE-ESCALATION IN REAL TIME 

7. The Grounding Reset 

For instant self-regulation. 

Steps: 

 drop your shoulders 

 unclench your jaw 

 place both feet on the floor 

 exhale longer than you inhale 

Phrase: 

“Give me a moment; I want to respond carefully.” 

 

8. The Emotional Acknowledgement 

Name the emotion without poking it. 

Script: 

“I can see this really matters to you.” 

Alternative versions: 

 “I can hear the frustration.” 

 “This feels important.” 

Why it works: 

Emotion unacknowledged escalates; emotion acknowledged regulates. 

 

9. The Reflection Loop 

Repeat back the essence. 

Script: 
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“What I’m hearing is that you’re concerned about…” 

The antidote to feeling dismissed or misunderstood. 

 

10. The Reframing Pivot 

Move from argument → alignment. 

Script: 

“Can we step back and look at the core issue together?” 

You shift from me vs. you → us vs. the problem. 

 

SECTION 4 — ASKING QUESTIONS THAT CALM, CLARIFY, AND CONNECT 

These questions lower threat, reveal hidden needs, and foster cooperation. 

11. The Three Questions That Solve Most Disputes 

1. “What matters most to you here?” 

2. “What are you worried might happen?” 

3. “What do you need from me to make progress?” 

These three alone can transform a negotiation. 

 

12. The Fairness Question 

Script: 

“What would feel fair to you?” 

Triggers moral reasoning rather than anger. 

 

13. The Perspective Question 

Script: 

“If we were looking at this a year from now, what would we wish we had done?” 

Invites long-term thinking and reduces reactivity. 

 

14. The Gentle Challenge 

Script: 

“What evidence would change your mind?” 

Reopens closed positions without humiliation. 
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SECTION 5 — NEGOTIATING NEEDS (NOT POSITIONS) 

15. The Needs Map 

For any conflict, identify: 

 Position — what they say they want 

 Interest — what they actually need 

 Fear — what they’re protecting 

 Identity — who they want to be in the story 

Real negotiation happens in the bottom two layers. 

 

16. The Shared Goal Statement 

Use early and often. 

Script: 

“It sounds like we both want clarity and a fair outcome. Let’s work from there.” 

Creates instant alignment. 

 

17. The Option Expansion Question 

Script: 

“What are three different ways we could solve this?” 

When people generate their own options, they defend them less rigidly. 

 

SECTION 6 — NAVIGATING PERSONALITY DIFFERENCES 

18. Working with Four Common Conflict Styles 

 The Certainty-Driven (dominant) 

“Your logic makes sense — here’s another factor we should include.” 

 The Threat-Sensitive (detail-heavy) 

“Let’s go through it step by step. We won’t rush.” 

 The Harmony-Preserver (avoidant) 

“I really want to hear your view — it matters to the outcome.” 

 The Status-Invested 

“Your experience is valuable here. Can we build on it together?” 

These scripts don’t change who they are; they meet them where they are. 
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SECTION 7 — BOUNDARY SETTING WITHOUT CONFLICT 

19. The Respectful Boundary 

Script: 

“I want to continue this conversation, but not like this. Can we reset?” 

 

20. The Process Boundary 

Script: 

“Let’s take topics one at a time so we don’t cross wires.” 

 

21. The Time Boundary 

Script: 

“I need a short break to gather my thoughts. Let’s reconvene in five minutes.” 

Boundaries reduce chaos; delivery reduces defensiveness. 

 

SECTION 8 — REPAIRING AFTER THINGS GO WRONG 

22. The Reset Statement 

Script: 

“I think we got off track earlier. Would you be open to starting again?” 

 

23. The Shared Responsibility Frame 

Script: 

“I reacted quickly too. Let’s take this from the top.” 

 

24. The Forward-Focused Repair 

Script: 

“Here’s what I’d like us to do differently going forward…” 

Repairs protect relationships and allow progress. 

 

SECTION 9 — WALK-AWAY CRITERIA 

When Negotiation Is No Longer the Right Tool 

Most conflicts can be eased or resolved with the skills in this book. 

A small number cannot — and should not — be pursued further. 
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Walking away is not failure. 

It is boundary, clarity, and responsible leadership. 

Use these criteria to decide when continued engagement becomes unsafe, unwise, or 

counterproductive. 

 

25. Safety Is Compromised 

Signals: 

 bullying, intimidation, humiliation 

 repeated tone escalation despite resets 

 your nervous system stuck in “red” 

 personal attacks, not problem-solving 

Walk-away line: 

“This doesn’t feel constructive or safe. I’m stepping back for now.” 

 

26. Trust Cannot Be Repaired 

Signals: 

 repeated breaches of agreement 

 dishonesty or manipulation 

 chronic inconsistency 

 blame used as a tactic 

Walk-away line: 

“Given the repeated misalignment, we cannot progress in this format.” 

 

27. Values Are Misaligned 

Signals: 

 fairness means something fundamentally different to each party 

 one party seeks advantage, not resolution 

 ethical discomfort or reputational risk 

Walk-away line: 

“Our approaches and values seem too far apart to move forward productively.” 
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28. The Cost of Staying Exceeds the Benefit of Resolving 

Signals: 

 emotional or organisational exhaustion 

 diminishing returns 

 the dispute consuming more resources than it’s worth 

 negotiation distracting from more important responsibilities 

Walk-away line: 

“Continuing this conversation would cost more than it can reasonably achieve.” 

 

29. Your Boundary Has Been Crossed Repeatedly 

Signals: 

 persistent dismissiveness 

 ignoring stated limits 

 repeated tone violations 

 “resets” never hold 

Walk-away line: 

“My boundary has been clear, and it isn’t being respected. I’m stepping away.” 

 

30. Continued Engagement Requires Self-Betrayal 

Signals: 

 sacrificing integrity 

 silencing your values 

 harming your own wellbeing or another’s 

 becoming someone you don’t want to be 

Walk-away line: 

“To continue would compromise what I need to stand over. I’m withdrawing.” 

If in doubt, ask: 

 “Does staying honour me?” 

 “Does staying protect what matters?” 

 “Does staying serve the organisation?” 

If the answer is no, the walk-away moment has already arrived. 
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SECTION 10 — EMAIL TEMPLATES FOR DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS 

31. The Cooling Email 

Subject: Quick Reset 

Thanks for your message. Before replying in detail, I want to make sure I’m understanding 

everything correctly. Could we schedule a short call to walk through it step by step? 

 

32. The Boundary Email 

Subject: Clarifying Our Approach 

I want this to go smoothly, so can we keep our communication clear and specific? 

Let’s focus on one issue at a time to avoid cross-talk. 

 

33. The Repair Email 

Subject: Moving Forward 

I think our last exchange got a little tense. 

I’d like to reset so we can approach this constructively. 

Here’s what I suggest as next steps… 

 

SECTION 11 — THE MASTER CHECKLIST (PRINTABLE) 

A one-page glanceable reference: 

 ✔ Calm your physiology 

 ✔ Protect their dignity 

 ✔ Clarify meaning 

 ✔ Surface needs 

 ✔ Avoid assumptions 

 ✔ Ask the three core questions 

 ✔ Identify the real issue 

 ✔ Frame the shared goal 

 ✔ Generate options 

 ✔ Set respectful boundaries 

 ✔ Repair when needed 

 ✔ Choose long-term relationship over short-term certainty 
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The goal isn’t perfect negotiation — it’s conscious negotiation. 

With awareness, humility, and a little humour, almost any conflict becomes navigable. 
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THE PRINTABLE “TOOLKIT CARD” FOR WORKPLACE USE 

This is a single page, ultra-concise, ready to print and keep on a desk, in a notebook, or behind 
an ID badge. 
 
THE NEGOTIATION TOOLKIT CARD 
(Keep this where you can see it.) 
 

1. Before You Speak 

 Pause 3 seconds 

 Exhale longer than you inhale 

 Drop shoulders / unclench jaw 

 Slow your next sentence 

 

5. Boundaries (Respectful Versions) 

 “I want to talk about this — just not 

like this.” 

 “Let’s take topics one at a time.” 

 “I need a short break. Let’s reconvene 

in five.” 

 

2. When Tension Rises 

Say: 

 “Can I check I’m understanding you 

correctly?” 

 “I can see this really matters to you.” 

 “Help me understand what I’m 

missing.” 

Avoid: 

 “Calm down” 

 “You’re overreacting” 

 “That’s not what happened” 

 

6. Repair After Rupture 

 “Would you be open to starting 

again?” 

 “I reacted quickly — let’s reset.” 

 “Here’s what I suggest moving 

forward…” 

 

7. Personality Adaptations 

 Dominant: “Your logic makes sense 

— add this factor.” 

 Detail-focused: “Let’s go step by 

step.” 

 Harmony-oriented: “Your view is 

important — tell me more.” 

 Status-sensitive: “Your expertise is 

valuable. Let’s build on it.” 

 

3. The Three Questions 

1. What matters most to you? 

2. What are you worried about? 

3. What do you need from me to move 

forward? 

 

8. Two Silent Questions (Use Constantly) 

 “What identity are they protecting?” 

 “What story am I telling myself?” 

 

4. The Core Moves 

 Reflect: “What I’m hearing is…” 

 Reframe: “Can we step back and look 

at the bigger issue?” 

 Align: “It sounds like we both want…” 

 

9. If You Do Nothing Else: 

Slow down. 

Ask one curious question. 

Protect dignity—yours and theirs. 

 

10. WALK-AWAY SCRIPTS (When Continuing Is No Longer Wise) 

Use these when you must exit without escalation or loss of dignity: 
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1. Safety Exit 

“This isn’t constructive in its current tone. I’m pausing here and open to returning when we 

can engage differently.” 

2. Trust Breakdown Exit 

“Given the repeated misalignment, I don’t think we can progress productively. Let’s revisit 

only if conditions change.” 

3. Values Misalignment Exit 

“Our assumptions and values seem too far apart to make meaningful progress. I’m stepping 

back.” 

4. Cost–Benefit Exit 

“The effort required to continue outweighs the benefit. I’m drawing this conversation to a 

close for now.” 

5. Boundary Protection Exit 

“My boundary has been clear, and it’s not being respected. I’m ending the discussion here.” 

6. Identity/Integrity Exit 

“Continuing in this way would compromise something important for me. I need to step away.” 

If You Do Nothing Else: 

Exit calmly. Exit clearly. Exit with dignity. 

The door you close today may be the one someone respects you for tomorrow. 

 

 

These tools are designed to support judgment, not replace it. 
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The Folly of Angels and Demons is a book about why good people disagree, why smart people 

make poor decisions, and why conflict escalates not because of malice, but because of 

misunderstood minds. Drawing on psychology, behavioural science, and years spent watching 

everyday disputes turn unnecessarily dramatic, it argues that most conflict is not about the 

issue on the table — but about dignity, identity, emotion, and the fragile stories people carry into 

the room. 

The book begins where every conflict begins: inside the mind. It shows how our brains, wired for 

speed and safety rather than accuracy, leap to assumptions, invent stories, and defend 

certainty long before we consciously “decide” anything. Our emotional operating systems — 

ancient, fast, and deeply sensitive to threat — colour meaning, distort perception, and make us 

believe we are being rational even as our physiology quietly takes over. 

From there, the book turns outward, teaching readers to spot the earliest signals of escalation: 

the micro-behaviours, status threats, identity sensitivities, and fairness triggers that transform a 

conversation into a contest. Because conflict rarely explodes suddenly; it leaks — through tone, 

tempo, silence, and subtext. 

With that foundation, the book moves into real-time de-escalation: how to stay grounded when 

someone else isn’t, how to use language that regulates rather than inflames, how to ask the 

questions that lower defensiveness, and how to protect dignity — theirs and yours — in 

moments where emotions run high. This is not theory; it is immediately usable practice. 

Once the conversation is stabilised, the book teaches how to negotiate at the human level: 

uncovering the issue beneath the issue, surfacing needs instead of positions, building relational 

safety, adjusting to different personalities, and repairing when things inevitably go wrong. 

Negotiation here is not about winning; it is about understanding. 

Later chapters expand from individuals to systems — revealing how organisations, incentives, 

processes, and cultures quietly create the conditions for conflict. Leaders learn why fear, 

uncertainty, inconsistency, and noise generate predictable dysfunction, and how clarity, 

fairness, and psychological safety prevent it. 

Finally, the book closes with mastery: how to see people clearly without losing yourself. It 

explores empathy without absorption, the dangers of abstraction, the internal imbalances that 

distort our behaviour, and the quiet discipline of negotiating your own humanity. 

The Folly of Angels and Demons offers an honest, hopeful philosophy of conflict. Not a cure, 

not a shortcut, but a way of moving through the world with more awareness, steadiness, 

humility, and humour — and the possibility of better conversations, better outcomes, and better 

relationships. 
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